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ABSTRACT 

Social media platforms are popular among higher education students and have seen increased 

usage for academic purposes, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, excessive 

use of social media can negatively impact students' academic performance. This preliminary 

study examines social media's impact on students' academic performance at Walter Sisulu 

University (WSU), Buffalo City campus. Using a positivist paradigm and a quantitative approach, 

randomly sampled data were collected from 71 students through a survey to identify trends and 

generate preliminary insights. Results indicate that while social media can facilitate academic 

work, it predominantly acts as a distraction, negatively affecting academic performance, 

particularly for first-year students. Notably, 84.5 per cent of the students spend more than four 

hours daily on social media, and 39.4 per cent agree that it negatively impacts their assignment 

completion. The study underscores the need for students to balance their social media use and 

academic responsibilities, highlighting the importance of this issue. Recommendations for 

achieving this balance, such as adopting time management strategies and integrating social 

media into teaching methodologies, are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Social media, a game-changer in communication and information exchange, has become 

integral to daily life, including educational contexts (Boyd and Ellison, 2007; Odinokaya et al., 

2022). The significant increase in social media use for educational purposes during the COVID-

19 pandemic (Tkacová et al., 2022) has opened up new possibilities. Students and teachers can 

now stay connected, share materials, and collaborate on projects through social media. Tkacová 

et al. (2022) argue that credible social media platforms have the potential to transform students 

from passive participants to active collaborators, inspiring a new way of learning. Similarly, the 

widespread use of social media in other human activities, including education, has been 

observed. In most places worldwide, youths spend more time on social media than ever 

(Neelakandan et al., 2020; Odgers and Jensen, 2020; Adorjan and Ricciardelli, 2021). Platforms 

like Facebook, TikTok, X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, and Snapchat have become extremely 

popular among young people (Adorjan and Ricciardelli, 2021). Sharing short and viral videos, 

skits, and memes on these platforms further contributes to social media's engaging and 

entertaining nature, making them more appealing to the audience. 

In today's world, academic achievements can help predict opportunities and success 

(Biggs, Tang, and Kennedy, 2022). At a pace never seen before, technological innovation is 

transforming every aspect of professions and our daily lives. As a result, preparing young 

people for a fast-changing world necessitates high-quality education free from social 

distractions. Those who lack a solid academic background may find it challenging to participate 

in the highly competitive economy and adjust to the often-shifting needs of work (Neelakandan 

et al., 2020). By developing a culture of concentration and commitment, students can better 

prepare for success in a world that is becoming increasingly digital and fast-paced. However, 

social media's potential to distract students is significant. Excessive use can lead to addiction, 

reduced academic performance, and neglect of essential activities like assignments and real-life 

interactions (Amin et al. 2016). During the COVID-19 pandemic, most universities promoted 

social media for collaboration and communication, but the effect of this increased usage on 

academic performance is uncertain. Both educators and parents continue to express concerns 

that students may not be using social media for educational purposes or dedicating enough time 

to academic activity. Hence, educators and parents must actively guide students' use of social 

media, helping them understand its potential benefits and risks and encourage a balanced 

approach. The need for more research on this problem in South Africa highlights the urgency 

of investigating the influence of social media on academic performance. 
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This preliminary study aims to investigate the effects of social media usage on students' 

academic performance at Walter Sisulu University's (WSU) Buffalo City campus, providing 

insights into its positive and negative impacts. Walter Sisulu University, located in the heart of 

East London, South Africa, is known for its diverse student body and commitment to integrating 

technology into education. The Buffalo City campus, in particular, offers a vibrant academic 

environment that strongly emphasises utilising digital tools to enhance learning. This makes it 

an ideal location for studying social media's dual role in facilitating academic engagement and 

potentially serving as a distraction. Focusing on this campus aims to generate relevant insights 

that can benefit similar regional institutions. The study examines the balance between social 

media's positive and negative impacts by evaluating students' usage patterns and their effects 

on academic performance. Notably, platforms such as Facebook, TikTok, and Instagram are 

identified as particularly prevalent and problematic among WSU students. 

The article's other specific contributions are to (1) provide insights that can inform 

interventions and policies aimed at maximising the positive impacts of social media. (2) 

examine the relationship between different types of social media use and academic 

performance. Specifically focusing on the research questions: 

• What is the level of exposure to social media platforms among students? 

• What do the students use social media for? 

• How does social media usage influence the academic performance of students? 

The remaining parts of the article are as follows: section 2 discusses the theoretical background 

and related work; Section 3 details the methodology; Section 4 discusses the results; and Section 

5 concludes the article. 

 

BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK 

Theoretical Background 
The study explores the connection between student academic performance and social media 

use. Social Learning Theory (SLT) (Bandura and Walters 1977) and Uses and Gratifications 

Theory (Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch 1973) provide the theoretical foundation for this study 

to understand the interactions between academic performance and learning habits. SLT 

emphasises the significance of modelling and observation in influencing behaviour, whereas 

UGT underscores the active role of individuals in choosing and utilising media to satisfy their 

needs. 
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SLT stresses the need for learning through imitation and observation. Students can expose 

themselves to a variety of academic activities through social media. They can see classmates 

succeed academically, use their time well, or even put things off. These observed behaviours, 

as models, may encourage students to follow suit; the same is true for negative behaviours. 

Bandura (2016) emphasises that individuals can learn through direct experience and by 

observing and imitating others, stressing the impact of the four core processes: attentional 

processes, representational processes, translational production processes, and motivational 

processes. For instance, a friend's successful use of online flashcards might encourage a student 

to attempt them. Conversely, seeing others use social media could make procrastination 

acceptable or cause feelings of slipping behind. However, SLT makes no assumptions about 

passive learning. According to the theory, students choose the models they see as relevant or 

successful based on their social media experiences (Rothkrantz 2015). 

On the other hand, UGT concentrates on the user's point of view (Ruggiero 2000; Rrustemi 

et al. 2021). It implies that people deliberately select media outlets to satisfy specific needs and 

wants. According to Rrustemi et al. (2021), individuals' deliberate selection of media outlets is 

driven by their desire to fulfil specific needs and wants, whether for entertainment, information, 

social connection, or other gratifications. Hence, students may use social media to pursue 

different kinds of satisfaction. Some might connect with classmates for cooperative learning or 

look for study materials. Others may use it for social interaction or entertainment, potentially 

leading to distractions. The theory suggests that media exposure gradually shapes individuals' 

perceptions of reality. Users tend to select media platforms aligning with their established 

beliefs and values, fostering specific attitudes and worldviews. In cognitive dissonance, the 

theory posits that individuals actively seek media platforms that mirror their beliefs and 

attitudes, avoiding information that challenges their worldview to maintain psychological 

harmony. The selective exposure theory further suggests that people actively seek media 

content that validates their beliefs and attitudes while shunning information that questions or 

contradicts their views. This behaviour is driven by a desire to have their chosen media platform 

reinforce their current perspectives and avoid exposure to dissenting opinions, thereby creating 

a self-reinforcing cycle. 

This study achieved a more theoretical overview of how social media influences student 

learning by integrating the perspectives of Social Learning Theory (SLT) and Uses and 

Gratifications Theory (UGT). Social Learning Theory (SLT) and Uses and Gratifications 

Theory (UGT) inform our research questions by providing a framework to understand students' 

social media usage and its impact on academic performance. SLT helps us explore how students' 
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exposure to social media (Research Question 1) influences their learning behaviours through 

observation and imitation, affecting their academic habits and performance (Research Question 

3). UGT examines the motivations behind students' social media use (Research Question 2), 

revealing how their need for information, social interaction, or entertainment influences their 

academic engagement. Together, these theories help analyse social media's positive and 

negative effects on students' academic outcomes. For example, students with a solid drive to 

improve their grades (UGT) are more likely to actively seek out and learn from positive 

academic role models they encounter on social media (SLT).  

 

Related work 
The impact of social media on student academic performance has been a topic of growing 

interest in recent years. Some of these studies highlight the potential advantages of social media 

for student learning. Ansari and Khan (2020) explore how students can leverage social media 

platforms for collaborative learning activities. The study found that using social media in 

collaborative learning within higher education institutions significantly impacts students' 

engagement and academic performance. The study highlights the importance of utilising social 

media platforms to transfer course materials, facilitate collaborative learning, and enhance 

interaction among students and teachers. Similarly, Troussas et al. (2020) examine how students 

utilise i-LearnC, an intelligent tutoring application developed for learning programming over 

social media. The study demonstrates the potential for social networks to serve as effective 

platforms for intelligent and adaptive tutoring in higher education, promoting effective learning 

and teaching. Khan et al. (2021) investigate the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

collaborative learning-driven social media adoption. The study findings suggest that social 

media usage positively influences factors such as perceived ease of use, social media anxiety, 

and perceived usefulness, ultimately enhancing the overall learning experience.  

Social media usage for learning purposes has been found to correlate with academic 

performance positively. In their 2019 study, Gloria and Akbar (2019) examined the relationship 

between the amount of time spent on social media for learning or entertainment and academic 

performance, as indicated by the Grade Point Average (GPA) of 126 fourth-year undergraduate 

students. The results showed a noteworthy positive correlation between using social media for 

educational purposes and academic performance. This suggests that students who engaged more 

with educational content on social media tended to have higher academic achievements. In 

Goet’s (2022) study, the impact of social media on students' academic performance is examined. 
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The findings indicate that students frequently use social media to connect with peers, carry out 

research for their assignments, access educational materials, stay informed about current trends, 

and typically spend 2 to 4 hours on these platforms each day. The study underscores the 

importance of schools establishing guidelines for student social media use to promote social 

media literacy in conjunction with digital literacy education and foster responsible and ethical 

social media and technology usage. Also, Al-Menayes (2015) and Lau (2017) contended that 

social media exerts a profound influence on young adults, offering educational advantages 

through the facilitation of enhanced communication, the provision of networking opportunities, 

and the expedient dissemination of resources. These findings suggest that while social media 

can be a valuable tool for enhancing learning, its impact on academic performance depends on 

how it is used. 

However, research also identifies potential drawbacks associated with social media use. 

Studies like Tkacová et al. (2022) report a negative relation between excessive social media use 

and academic performance. This negative association might be attributed to increased 

distractions or procrastination behaviours triggered by social media engagement. It is evident 

from the research that excessive social media use can indeed have an adverse impact on 

academic performance, highlighting the need for moderation and balance in its usage among 

students. Adorjan and Ricciardelli (2021) support this notion, highlighting how the constant 

notifications and readily available entertainment on social media platforms can lead to students 

spending less time on academic tasks and experiencing decreased focus. Similarly, Griffioen et 

al. (2021)further assert that the habit-forming nature of social media use, often driven by 

boredom or habit, can draw students away from focusing on academic responsibilities. It 

emphasises that variability in social media usage patterns, including the time spent and number 

of platforms used, suggests that students may allocate more time to social media than academic 

pursuits. 

While there is a growing body of research on social media and academic performance 

globally, studies specifically focused on the South African context are somewhat limited. 

Bamigboye and Olusesan (2017) investigate the impact of social media on learning in Eastern 

Cape Universities, South Africa. The study found no significant difference in students' 

acceptance and impact of social media on learning, as it offers a blend of traditional and modern 

learning experiences. Similarly, Lottering (2020) demonstrates that social media platforms offer 

significant advantages in enhancing student engagement with course material and lecturers, 

leading to various educational benefits like increased student interest, improved academic 

performance, and enhanced critical thinking skills.  Consequently, social media use patterns, 
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educational environments, and cultural factors can vary significantly across countries. 

Additionally, Lukose et al.’s (2023) study on the impact of social media on young adults in 

Buffalo City, South Africa, found a link between prolonged social media use and negative 

mental health outcomes like depression, anxiety and suicidal thoughts. Recommendations 

include awareness campaigns to educate young adults on the risks of overusing social media 

and promote healthier online behaviours to safeguard mental well-being. Notably, in the South 

African context, particularly focusing on tertiary education, key factors include the diverse 

student demographics, varying levels of access to digital resources, and the specific challenges 

South African students face, such as socio-economic disparities and limited access to high-

speed internet. These factors significantly shape the use of social media, a tool that profoundly 

influences academic performance in South Africa, making it an urgent issue to address. 

The existing research offers valuable insights into the connection between social media 

and academic performance. While social media can enhance learning, its potential for 

distraction and negative influences cannot be ignored. The limited research within the South 

African context highlights the need for further investigation to understand how these dynamics 

play out in this specific educational landscape. Additionally, there are limited studies that 

simultaneously consider both the positive and negative impacts of social media, which our 

research addresses by providing a balanced view. This study aims to contribute to these gaps in 

knowledge and offers valuable guidance for promoting appropriate social media use among 

South African students to optimise their academic success. 

The related studies align closely with our investigation by highlighting the dual role of 

social media in both enhancing and hindering student academic performance, which is a core 

focus of our research at WSU. Studies by Ansari and Khan (2020) and Troussas et al. (2020) 

demonstrate social media's potential as a collaborative learning tool, boosting engagement and 

academic outcomes, similar to our findings. Conversely, research by Tkacová et al. (2022) and 

Adorjan and Ricciardelli (2021) underscore the risks of excessive social media use, such as 

distractions and reduced academic focus, which we also observed. Furthermore, studies like 

Bamigboye and Olusesan (2017) and Lottering (2020) contextualise the unique challenges in 

the South African educational landscape, emphasising socio-economic disparities and varying 

digital resource access, factors that our research specifically addresses in examining the impact 

of social media on WSU students. Collectively, these studies reinforce our comprehensive 

approach to understanding the nuanced effects of social media on academic performance, 

particularly within the South African context. 
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METHODOLOGY 
The study used a quantitative approach as a case study, aiming to objectively measure the 

impact of social media on academic performance using numerical data and statistical analysis. 

A survey design was chosen, using random sampling to collect data from a sample of 71 

students at Walter Sisulu University's Buffalo City campus. 

  

Research Instrument 
Based on the study's research objectives, the researchers designed a self-administered 

questionnaire to collect data. The questionnaire consists of five different sections. The first 

section gathered socio-demographic data, including gender, age, and educational level. The 

remaining sections focus on social media types, devices used, impact, and relationship to 

academic performance. 

 

Data Collection 
The data from the respondents were collected using a survey that included a self-administered 

questionnaire. The questionnaire featured closed-ended questions to ensure uniformity in 

responses and ease of analysis. Participants were asked about their social media usage, 

including the types of platforms used, duration of use, and purposes (e.g., socialising, academic, 

professional). Additionally, they were asked about their academic performance and how they 

perceived social media to affect their studies. Given the exploratory nature of this research, the 

sample size is considered sufficient for identifying trends and generating preliminary insights 

(Acharya et al. 2013).  

The participants received sufficient information about the study's objectives. Consistent 

with research ethics, each participant's consent was obtained verbally. Participants were 

guaranteed confidentiality, anonymity, and privacy in their profiles and responses. The study 

followed ethical guidelines when conducting the data collection. 

 

Data Analysis 
Descriptive and inferential statistical analysis was conducted using both Microsoft Excel and 

SPSS. Descriptive statistics were employed to ascertain the link between the variables and to 

analyse the trends. The data collection instrument's reliability and validity were tested using 

SPSS. 
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Study Design 

The study's exploratory nature allows for the examination and explanation of links between the 

identified variables, specifically their cause-and-effect relationships. The design is described as 

follows:  

Let 𝑁𝑁 represent the total population of students at the Walter Sisulu University Buffalo 

City campus. A sample 𝑛𝑛 of 71 students was selected and given as: 

𝑛𝑛 = 71 

Each student's response was recorded for various variables, including: 

• Social Media Usage Frequency (𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖): The number of hours a student 𝑖𝑖 spends on social 

media per day. 

• Social Media Platforms (𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖): The specific social media platforms used by students 𝑖𝑖. 

• Purpose of Social Media Use (𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖): The reasons for social media use by students 𝑖𝑖 

(e.g., socialising, academic purposes, entertainment). 

• Academic Performance (𝐺𝐺𝑖𝑖): Measured by self-reported grades or GPA of student 𝑖𝑖. 

The data analysis is focused on answering the following research questions: 

 

A. Level of Exposure Towards Social Media Platforms: 

• Frequency and Duration: How frequently and for how long do students use social 

media? 

𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖 = 𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖 

𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖 represents the level of social media exposure for student 𝑖𝑖. 

𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 =  
1
𝑛𝑛
� 𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖

𝑛𝑛

𝑖𝑖=1
 

• Platform Popularity: Which social media platforms are most popular among 

students? 

𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖 = 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢 𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑖𝑖 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 =  {𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖} 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑖𝑖 = 1, 2, … , 𝑛𝑛 
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𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸ℎ 𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 = 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶(𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖) 

B. Purpose of Social Media Use: 

• Purpose Categories: The primary purposes for which students use social media are 

categorised as socialising, academic purposes, or entertainment. 

𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖 = {𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖1,𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖2, … ,𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖} 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 =  {𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖} 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑖𝑖 = 1, 2, … ,𝑛𝑛 

𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸ℎ 𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 = 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶�𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� 

Where 𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 represents the purpose 𝑗𝑗 (e.g., socialising, academic purposes) for student 

𝑖𝑖. 

C. Influence on Academic Performance: 

• Perceived Impact: How students perceive the impact of social media usage on their 

academic performance. 

𝐴𝐴𝑖𝑖 = 𝐺𝐺𝑖𝑖 

𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 =  
1
𝑛𝑛
� 𝐴𝐴𝑖𝑖

𝑛𝑛

𝑖𝑖=1
  

The study design focuses on the three primary research questions: the level of exposure to social 

media platforms among students (𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖 = 𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖), the purposes for which students use social media 

(𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖 = {𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖1,𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖2, … ,𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖}), and how social media usage influences academic performance (𝐴𝐴𝑖𝑖 =

𝐺𝐺𝑖𝑖). Descriptive analysis is utilised to summarise the data and identify trends, offering valuable 

insights into the relationship between social media and academic performance. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Demographic Analysis 
The demographic analysis of the respondents, as shown in Table 1, includes age, gender, and 

academic level. The age distribution indicates a majority of respondents aged 20‒24 (40.2%), 

followed by those aged 25‒29 (22.9%), below 20 (19.1%), 30‒34 (10.2%), and 35 or above 

(7.6%). The gender distribution suggests that 53.5% of respondents are male, while 46.5% are 

female. Regarding academic level, the majority of respondents are at Level 3 (53.5%), followed 

by Level 1 (25.4%), Level 2 (14.1%), and Level 4 (7%). 
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Table 1: Demographic Distribution of Respondents 

Socio-demographic data Count/Percentage (%) 

Age 

<20 19.1 

20-24 40.2 

25-29 22.9 

30-34 10.2 

>35 7.6 

Gender 
Male 53.5 

Female 46.5 

Academic Level 

Level-1 

(undergraduate) 

25.4 

Level-2 

(undergraduate) 

14.1 

Level-3 

(undergraduate) 

53.5 

Level-4 

(Postgraduate) 

7.0 

 

Level of Exposure to Social Media Platforms 
This analysis, as contained in Table 2, measures the degree of social media exposure among the 

students, focusing on the time spent on social media and the type of social media platforms they 

predominantly use. The results reveal that most respondents (97.2%) own smartphones, 

indicating easy access to social media, while only 2.8 per cent do not own smartphones. 

Furthermore, 94.4 per cent of respondents have at least one social media account, compared to 

5.6 per cent who do not own any social media accounts. In addition, from the choice of devices, 

most of the respondents selected smartphones as the most preferred device to access social 

media (77.1%), followed by laptops (67.1%) and tablets (41.4%). Despite this, the respondents 

frequently utilise various devices to access social media. 
 

Table 2: Device and Access to Social Media Platforms 

Exposure Towards Social Media 
Platforms 

Count/Percentage (%) 

Smartphone 
Yes 97.2 

No 2.8 

Yes 94.4 
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Social Media 
Account 

No 5.6 

Device use for 
social media 

Smartphone 77.1 

Computer 67.1 

Tablet 41.4 

 

Analysis of the average frequency and duration of social media use 
This analysis examines respondents' average frequency and duration of social media use. A 

significant majority (84.5%) of the students spend more than 4 hours per day on social media, 

indicating high social media engagement. Regarding the perceived addiction to social media, 

the results show that 28 respondents (39.4%) agree, and 17 respondents (23.9%) strongly agree 

that they are addicted to social media. Meanwhile, 10 respondents (14.1%) are neutral, and a 

smaller portion either strongly disagree (11.3%) or disagree (11.3%) with the statement of being 

addicted. Figure 3 illustrates the analysis of the frequency and time spent on social media 

platforms among the respondents. 

 

Figure 3: The average frequency and duration of social media use 

Identification of the most popular social media platforms among students 
The analysis in Figure 4 indicates that WhatsApp and Facebook are the predominant social 

media sites among students, with a substantial majority utilising two or more channels. Figure 

4(a) illustrates the distribution, with WhatsApp (88.7%) and Facebook (77.5%) being the most 

dominant platforms. Figure 4(b) examines why students use social media, indicating that the 

overwhelming majority (93%) use it for socialising, followed by academics (73.2%). This 

implies that social media substantially impacts the personal and academic aspects of students' 

lives.  
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Figure 4: Popular Social Media Platforms and Usage 

Categorisation and analysis of the primary purposes for which students use 
social media 
Figure 5 reveals how students perceive social media for academic purposes, communication 

with lecturers, and collaborative work with peers. Figure 5(a) suggests a significant number 

(67.6%) find social media valuable for academic purposes, while a smaller percentage (15.5%) 

indicates some resistance. Similarly, the results on the usefulness of social media to 

communication with lecturers (62%) and collaborative work (76%) reveal a growing 

acceptance of social media in these contexts. Analysing these percentages provides valuable 

insights into how students view social media's role in their academic pursuits. 

 

 
Figure 5: Primary Purpose of Usage 
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Examination of the perceived impact of social media on students' academic 
performance. 

The results highlight social media's significant impact on students' academic performance. A 

majority of the respondents (57.7%) believe that their understanding of academic topics 

improves through social media discussions with peers and lecturers, while a minority (19.7%) 

disagree. Furthermore, 62 per cent of the respondents are open to increasing the use of social 

media in classrooms, with only 21.2 per cent opposing this idea, indicating some acceptance of 

integrating social media into classroom settings. Additionally, 77.4 per cent of respondents find 

academic materials obtained from social media useful. In contrast, only 8.5 per cent oppose the 

idea, suggesting that most students value the additional resources and perspectives offered by 

social media platforms. These findings underscore the potential of social media as a valuable 

tool for enhancing learning and engagement among students.  

 
Figure 6: Perceived impact of social media on students' academic performance 

 

Analysis of any observable trends between social media usage and academic 
performance 

The results in Table 1 reveal a strong correlation between social media use and potential 

negative impacts on academic performance. A substantial majority (64.8%) of the respondents 

agreed that social media leads to procrastination, while a small number (8.4%) disagreed. This 

suggests that social media use might be a significant factor contributing to procrastination. 

Furthermore, 70.5 per cent of the respondents agree that sharing lecture materials on social 

media leads to decreased lecture attendance, while only 15.5 per cent disagree. Also, in the 

Table, the impact of social media on assignment turnout by students is measured, and most of 

the respondents (71.8%) agree that social media can have a negative effect on assignment 

turnout. The effect of time spent on social media and academic work shows that the respondents 
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(64.3%) agree they spend most of their time on social media rather than academics, with only 

11.2 per cent disagreeing. 

 

Table 3: Observable Trends Between Social Media Usage and Academic Performance 

Statement Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Agree 

(a) Social media can lead to 
Procrastination 

5% 3.4% 26.8% 39.4% 25.4% 

(b) Sharing lecture material on 
social media can reduce lecture 

attendance 

8.5% 7% 14.1% 42.3% 28.2% 

(c) Excessive use of social media 
can affect assignment 

4.3% 7% 16.9% 49.3% 22.5% 

(d) Time spent on social media can 
affect academic work 

2.8% 8.6% 24.3% 40% 24.3% 

 

 

Analysis of Perceived General Impact of Social media 
The analysis is to determine whether there has been any improvement in academic performance 

since the respondents became acquainted with social media. Specifically, Figure 8(a) depicts 

the diverse degrees of influence that social media usage has on academic achievement among 

different student categories, ranging from freshmen to seniors. It suggests that a considerable 

proportion of students view social media as having a significant influence on their academic 

achievement. More precisely, 30 per cent of first-year students and 25 per cent of second-year 

students indicate a moderately significant influence, whereas 25 per cent of first-year students 

and 15 per cent of second-year students indicate an extremely significant influence. 

Nevertheless, this pattern decreases marginally, with 20 per cent of third-year and 15 per cent 

of postgraduate students indicating a moderately significant influence, and only 10 per cent of 

third-year and 5 per cent of postgraduate students experience an extremely substantial impact. 

This implies that older students may either adjust more effectively to control their social media 

usage or have a greater understanding of its potential distractions, thereby decreasing its 

perceived influence on their academic achievements. Figure 8(b) examines students' 

perspectives on the impact of social media on their capacity to do academic tasks, such as 
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assignments. The data provides a more diverse viewpoint in contrast to Figure 8(a). 

Approximately 20 per cent of first-year and 25 per cent of second-year students believe that 

social media has a somewhat negative impact on their capacity to accomplish assignments 

effectively. Among these, 5 per cent of first-year and 10 per cent of second-year students 

indicate a substantial decline in their productivity. Conversely, a significant change was 

observed among third-year and postgraduate students. Specifically, 25 per cent of third-year 

and 15 per cent of postgraduates indicate a moderate improvement in their task completion 

ability, while 20 per cent of third-year and 15 per cent of postgraduates claim a substantial 

improvement. This suggests a potential adjustment or deliberate use of social media for 

educational objectives in the long run. These observations emphasise the contrasting 

characteristics of social media: it has the potential to impede the completion of academic tasks 

for inexperienced students, but it may also be a valuable tool for those who have successfully 

incorporated it into their academic routines. 

 

Figure 8: Perceived Positive Impact of Social Media on Academic Performance 

 

DISCUSSION 

What is the level of exposure towards social media platforms among students? 
The study reveals significant engagement with social media platforms among the randomly 

selected students. Almost all participants (97.2%) possess smartphones, which serve as their 

primary device for accessing social media. A significant majority (94.4%) of the students have 
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at least one social media account, indicating their active involvement with these platforms. This 

suggests a highly interconnected social media presence among the student body.  

In terms of utilisation, the results indicate a focus on social interaction and academic 

activities. WhatsApp and Facebook are the primary platforms, with a significant percentage of 

students using multiple platforms. A majority of students (93%) use social media primarily for 

socialising, whereas a slightly lower percentage (73.2%) use it for academic purposes compared 

to socialising. This implies a substantial influence on both the personal and academic 

components of the student's lifestyle. 

 

What do the students use social media for? 
The study findings show a multifaceted approach to social media usage among students. 

While social interaction remains the primary purpose, with WhatsApp and Facebook being the 

most popular platforms, a significant portion (73.2%) also use social media for academic 

purposes. This suggests that social media has become an important tool for both personal 

connections and academic pursuits in student life. 

The results present a complex picture regarding the influence of social media on academic 

performance. A majority (57.7%) believe social media discussions enhance their understanding 

of academic topics, and most students (77.4%) find materials obtained through these platforms 

useful. Additionally, a substantial number (62%) are open to increased social media use in 

classrooms, suggesting potential for enhanced learning and engagement. On the other hand, the 

research highlights potential drawbacks. A large proportion of respondents (64.8%) believe 

social media leads to procrastination, and an even greater percentage (70.5%) agree that sharing 

lecture materials online reduces attendance. Furthermore, the majority (71.8%) perceive social 

media's negative impact on assignment completion, and a significant number (64.3%) feel they 

spend more time on social media than academics. 

 

How does social media usage influence students' academic performance? 
The study reveals a challenging perspective on the impact of social media on academic 

achievement. There are both advantages and disadvantages. The majority of students believe 

that social media has the potential to improve their academic experience. 57.7 per cent of 

students perceive advantages in engaging in conversations with their peers and lecturers. 

Additionally, 77.4 per cent of students recognise the value of educational resources acquired 
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via social media. Furthermore, 62 per cent of students are receptive to the idea of including 

more social media usage in the classroom. These findings indicate the possibility of enhancing 

learning and involvement. However, the research also underscores possible adverse effects. 

Approximately two-thirds of the participants link social media usage with procrastination 

(64.8%), and a significant majority (70.5%) report decreased attendance in lectures as a result 

of accessing shared content through social media. Also, 71.8 per cent of students perceive a 

negative impact on assignment completion, and 64.3 per cent perceive a negative impact on 

their academic time. These findings indicate that social media can serve as a source of diversion 

and impede concentration on academic tasks. 

In general, the study further suggests a potential learning curve. Level 1 (first-year) and 2 

(second-year) undergraduate students seem more susceptible to the negative impacts, while 

level 3 (third-year) undergraduate and postgraduate students report either improved task 

completion skills or a lesser negative impact. This could indicate that students develop 

strategies to manage their social media usage over time or learn to use it for educational 

purposes. More so, social media plays a significant role in student life, offering opportunities 

for connection and learning alongside potential distractions. Understanding these complexities 

can help students develop strategies to leverage the benefits of social media while mitigating 

its drawbacks to optimise their academic performance. It is evident that the impact of social 

media usage on academic performance varies across different demographic groups. Younger 

students, particularly those below 20 and in the 20-24 age range, tend to use social media more 

frequently, which can provide learning opportunities and act as a source of distraction. Gender 

differences in social media usage are minimal, but preferences for platforms and usage purposes 

may vary, influencing academic outcomes. Students at higher academic levels (Levels 3 and 4) 

often utilise social media for academic collaboration, while those at lower levels (Levels 1 and 

2) may use it more for social interaction. These findings can inform interventions aimed at 

maximising the benefits and mitigating the negative effects of social media on academic 

performance. 

 

Comparison with existing studies 
Our study's findings on the impact of social media on academic performance at Walter Sisulu 

University (WSU) align with previous research while also contributing new insights, 

particularly within the South African context. Ansari and Khan (2020) identified the dual role 

of social media as both a facilitator and a distraction, a theme that resonates with our results. 
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Like Tkacová et al. (2022), we observed increased social media use for educational purposes 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, underscoring its potential as a learning tool. However, 

consistent with studies like Tkacová et al. (2022) and Adorjan and Ricciardelli (2021), we found 

that excessive social media use can detract from academic performance due to distractions and 

procrastination. 

Our results highlight specific trends in social media usage and their correlations with 

academic performance metrics. For instance, students who use social media primarily for 

collaborative learning and accessing educational content tend to perform better academically. 

This supports the Social Learning Theory (SLT), which emphasises learning through 

observation and imitation, as students model positive academic behaviours they observe in their 

peers. Conversely, students who frequently use social media for entertainment or social 

interaction often exhibit lower academic performance, aligning with the Uses and Gratifications 

Theory (UGT). This suggests that the motivations behind social media use significantly 

influence outcomes, indicating that students seeking entertainment or social validation may 

experience more distractions and reduced study time. 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study examined the correlation between students' utilisation of social media and their 

academic achievement. The results indicate significant engagement with social media 

platforms, with smartphones being the predominant means of access. Students generally use 

social media for socialising, while significant numbers also employ it for academic purposes. 

The research presents a multifaceted depiction of its impact on academic success. While some 

students perceive benefits such as improved comprehension through discussions and useful 

educational resources, others emphasise potential disadvantages such as heightened 

procrastination and decreased lecture attendance. Significantly, the study indicates the presence 

of a potential learning curve, as older students report fewer negative effects, possibly because 

they have established skills for effectively limiting their social media usage in an academic 

setting. 

The study results propose several recommendations to enhance the positive impact of 

social media on academic performance while mitigating its drawbacks. Firstly, developing 

educational programmes to help students understand social media's potential benefits and 

drawbacks can equip them with effective strategies for managing their use. This initiative aims 

to raise awareness and provide students with the skills to balance social media engagement with 
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academic responsibilities. Secondly, training faculty members to strategically integrate social 

media platforms into their teaching methods could significantly improve learning and 

engagement. Such training would focus on using social media as an educational tool while 

acknowledging and mitigating potential distractions. Lastly, exploring the development of 

mobile applications that facilitate focused academic use of social media platforms could prove 

beneficial. These apps would be designed to support academic activities and enhance 

productivity, ensuring that social media use contributes positively to students' educational 

experiences. 

In order to address the potential detriments of social media on academic performance, it 

is recommended that specific educational programs and training methods be implemented. 

Digital literacy workshops can instruct students on using social media effectively for academic 

purposes, including identifying reliable sources, managing online time, and using social media 

tools for collaborative learning. Time management training sessions can help students balance 

social media use with academic responsibilities by teaching techniques such as creating study 

schedules and setting goals for social media usage. Furthermore, mindfulness and self-

regulation programs can assist students in becoming more mindful of their social media habits 

and their impact on academic performance. Peer mentorship programs, where senior students 

share successful strategies with freshmen, can offer valuable practical insights. Also, integrating 

social media into the curriculum in a controlled manner can help students recognise its positive 

applications, such as using LinkedIn for networking or participating in academic discussions 

through class groups on Facebook. 

Although this exploratory study illuminates the intricate relationship between social media 

usage and academic performance, certain limitations necessitate additional research. The 

sample size and survey design may not be representative of the entire student body, potentially 

limiting the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the research relied on self-reported 

data, which can be susceptible to biases such as exaggeration or selective memory. To address 

these limitations, future research could explore a more diverse student population and utilise a 

combination of methods, including surveys, interviews, and time-management tracking tools, 

to gain a more comprehensive understanding of social media's impact on academic 

performance. 
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