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Abstract. This research paper presents the findings of a research project that
investigated how young adult interpersonal communications have changed since
using social media. Specifically, the research focused on determining if using
social media had a beneficial or an adverse effect on the development of
interaction and communication skills of young adults. Results from interviews
reveal a negative impact in young adult communications and social skills. In this
paper young adult preferences in social media are also explored, to answer the
question: Does social media usage affect the development of interaction and
communication skills for young adults and set a basis for future adult com-
munication behaviors?
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1 Introduction

Human interaction has changed drastically in the last 20 years, not only due to the
introduction of the Internet, but also from social media and online communities. These
social media options and communities have grown from being simply used to com-
municate on a private network into a strong culture that almost all individuals are using
to communicate with others all over the world. We will concentrate on the impact that
social media has on human communication and interaction among young adults, pri-
marily college students. In today’s society, powerful social media platforms such as
Myspace, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram (IG), and Pinterest have been the result of an
evolution that is changing how humans communicate with each other. The big question
we asked ourselves was how much has social media really impacted the way that
humans communicate and interact with each other, and if so, how significant is the
change of interpersonal interaction among young adults in the United States today?

The motivation behind this research has been personal experience with interaction
and communication with friends and family; it had become difficult, sometimes even
rare, to have a one-on-one conversation with them, without having them glancing at or
interacting with their phone. Has social interaction changed since the introduction of
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advanced technology and primarily social media? In correlation with the research data
collected in this study, it was concluded that many participants’ personal communi-
cation has decreased due social media influence encouraging them to have online
conversations, as opposed to face-to-face, in-person conversations.

2 Related Work

The question of how social media affects social and human interaction in our society is
being actively researched and studied. A literature review highlights the positive and
negative aspects of social media interaction, as researchers battle to understand the
current and future effects of social media interaction. A study done by Keith Oatley, an
emeritus professor of cognitive psychology at the University of Toronto, suggests that
the brain may interpret digital interaction in the same manner as in-person interaction,
while others maintain that differences are growing between how we perceive one
another online as opposed to in reality [1]. This means that young adults can interpret
online communication as being real one-on-one communication because the brain will
process that information as a reality. Another study revealed that online interaction
helps with the ability to relate to others, tolerate differing viewpoints, and express
thoughts and feeling in a healthy way [2, 3]. Moreover a study executed by the
National Institutes of Health found that youths with strong, positive face-to-face
relationships may be those most frequently using social media as an additional venue to
interact with their peers [4].

In contrast, research reveals that individuals with many friends may appear to be
focusing too much on Facebook, making friends out of desperation rather than pop-
ularity, spending a great deal of time on their computer ostensibly trying to make
connections in a computer-mediated environment where they feel more comfortable
rather than in face-to-face social interaction [5]. Moreover, a study among college
freshman revealed that social media prevents people from being social and networking
in person [6].

3 Experimental Design

This research study was divided into two parts during the academic year 2013–2014. Part
one, conducted during fall semester 2013, had the purpose of understanding how andwhy
young adults use their mobile devices, as well as how the students describe and identify
with their mobile devices. This was done by distributing an online survey to several Kean
University student communities: various majors, fraternity and sorority groups, sports
groups, etc. The data revealed that users primarily used their mobile devices for social
media and entertainment purposes. The surveyed individuals indicated that they mainly
accessed mobile apps like Facebook, Pinterest, Twitter, and Instagram, to communicate,
interact, and share many parts of their daily life with their friends and peers.

Based on the data collected during part one, a different approach and purpose was
used for part two, with the goal being to understand how social media activities shape
the communication skills of individuals and reflects their attitudes, attention, interests,
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and activities. Additionally, research included how young adult communication needs
change through the use of different social media platforms, and if a pattern can be
predicted from the users’ behavior on the social media platforms. Part two of this
research was conducted by having 30 one-on-one interviews with young adults who are
college students. During this interview key questions were asked in order to understand
if there is a significant amount of interpersonal interaction between users and their
peers. Interpersonal interaction is a communication process that involves the exchange
of information, feelings and meaning by means of verbal or non-verbal messages. For
the purposes of this paper, only the data collected during spring 2014 is presented.

4 Data Collection

Through interviews, accurate results of the interaction of young adults with social
media were collected. These interviews involved 30 one-on-one conversations with
Kean University students. Having one-on-one interviews with participants allowed for
individual results, first responses from the participant, without permitting responses
being skewed or influenced by other participants, such as might occur in group
interviews. It also allows users to give truthful answers, in contrast to an online or paper
survey, as they might have second thoughts about an answer and change it. The
one-on-one interviews consisted of ten open-ended questions, which were aimed to
answer, and ultimately determine, how social media interaction involuntarily influ-
ences, positively or negatively, an individual’s attitude, attention, interests, and
social/personal activities. The largest motive behind the questions was to determine
how individual communication skills, formally and informally, have changed from
interacting with various social media platforms. The interviews, along with being
recorded on paper, were also video and audio-recorded. The average time for each
interview was between two to ten minutes. These interviews were held in quiet labs and
during off-times, so that the responses could be given and recorded clearly and without
distraction (Fig. 1). A total of 19 females and 11 males participated, with ages ranging
from 19 to 28 years old.

Fig. 1. Female participant during one-on-one interview
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After conducting the interviews and analyzing the data collected, it was determined
that the age when participants, both male and female, first began to use social media
ranged between 9 to 17 years. It was found that, generally, males began to use social
media around the age of 13, whereas females started around the age of 12. The average
age for males starting to use social media is about 12.909 with a standard deviation of
2.343. For females, the average age is 12.263 with a standard deviation of 1.627. From
this, we can determine that males generally begin to use social media around the age of
13, whereas females begin around the age of 12.

After determining the average age of when participants started using social media, it
was necessary to find which social media platforms they had as a basis; meaning which
social media platform they first used. MySpace was the first social media used by
twenty-three participants, followed by Facebook with three users, and Mi Gente by only
one user, with two participants not using social media at all. It was interesting to find that
all of the participants who started using Myspace migrated to Facebook. The reasoning
provided was that “everyone [they knew] started to use Facebook.” According to the
participants, Facebook was “more interactive” and was “extremely easy to use.” The
participants also stated that Myspace was becoming suitable for a younger user base, and
it got boring because they needed to keep changing their profile backgrounds and
modifying their top friends, which caused rifts or “popularity issues” between friends.
After finding out which platform they started from, it was also essential to find out which
platform they currently use. However, one platform that seemed to be used by all
participants to keep up-to-date with their friends and acquaintances was Instagram, a
picture and video-based social media platform. Another surprising finding was that
many users did not use Pinterest at all, or had not even heard of the platform. After
determining which social media platforms the users migrated to, it was essential to
identify what caused the users to move from one platform to another. What are the merits
of a certain platform that caused the users to migrate to it, and what are the drawbacks of
another platform that caused users to migrate from it or simply not use it all?

4.1 Social Interaction Changes

For some participants social interaction had a chance for a positive outcome, while
others viewed it in a more negative aspect. The participants were asked if their social
interactions have changed since they were first exposed to social media (Table 1). One
participant stated that “it is easier to just look at a social media page to see how friends
and family are doing rather than have a one-on-one interaction.” As for people’s
attitudes, they would rather comment or “like” a picture than stop and have a quick
conversation. On the other hand, another participant felt that social media helped them
when talking and expressing opinions on topics that they generally would not have
discussed in person. Moreover, the participants are aware of the actions and thing that
they are doing but continue to do it because they feel comfortable and did not desire to
have one-on-one interactions with people.

The participants were also asked to explain how social media changed their
communication and interactions during the years of using social media (Table 2). The
data shows that participants interact less in person because they are relating more via
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online pictures and status. For other participants, it made them more cautious and even
afraid of putting any personal information online because it might cause problems or
rifts in their life. On the contrary, some participants stated that their communication and
interaction is the same; however, they were able to see how it had changed for the
people that are around them. A participant stated that “internet/social media is a power
tool that allows people to be whatever they want and in a way it creates popularity, but
once again they walk around acting like they do not know you and ‘like’ your pictures
the next day.”

5 Discussion

The data illustrated in this paper shows how much the introduction and usage of social
media has impacted the interaction and communication of young adults. The future of
interaction and communication was also presented as a possibility, if the current trend
continues with young adults and social media or online communities. This raises the
notion of possibly not having any social, in-person interaction and having all com-
munication or interaction online and virtually with all family and friends.

Table 1. Social interaction change

Has your social interaction changed since your first exposure to social media?
Participant x: “I have been interacting more on social media to see how my friends and family are 
doing. It easier to see their status and pictures than actually call them or have a face-to-face conversa-
tion”. “Personally I think that people’s attitudes have changed because when people see you around 
school they act like they do not know you. But online they like all your pictures and comment.”
Participant x1:  “It made me more open with people – I feel comfortable sharing information and 
discussing topics that I wouldn't have mentioned in person. “

Participant x2: “Using social media makes it easy to start a conversation. However, most of the 
time you will never have the same conversation because people are scared of actually saying some-
thing face to face. Online, you do not have to deal with the stress of seeing that other person’s ges-
tures or body language.”
Participant x3: “I text 24/7 and I ignore people around me while I am texting. Sometimes I cannot 
control myself”

Table 2. Communication and interaction changed

How has your communication changed since social media?
Participant x: I interact less, because I can simply see that everyone is doing good by looking at 

their online pictures and status. 
Participant  x1: It made me more cautious – afraid to put my personal information up.
Participant x2: My communication is the same. However, people have changed a lot. The internet 
creates their popularity, but they walk around and act like they now know you but they cannot say 
hi and act like they do not know you. If people don't not learn how to separate the two (reality vs. 
social media) then there will not be any more one-to-one interaction between people 
Participant x3: Yes, I look at their pictures and I try to understand them just by their pictures-

without speaking to them. In other words, I judging by looking 
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6 Conclusion

Referring back to the question asked during the introduction: how much has social
media impacted the way we communicate and interact with each other? After
reviewing all the findings, seeing the relationship individuals have with their mobile
phones, and comparing social media platforms, it is clear that many young adults have
an emotional attachment with their mobile device and want interaction that is quick and
to the point, with minimal “in-person” contact. Many young adults prefer to use their
mobile device to send a text message or interact via social media. This is due to their
comfort level being higher while posting via social media applications, as opposed to
in-person interaction. To successfully and accurately answer the question: yes, social
media has had a very positive and negative effect on the way we communicate and
interact with each other. However, how effective is this method of “virtual” commu-
nication and interaction in the real world?
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