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Abstract

The Millennial Generation has technology at the core of their existence.  Their social networks have been established through use of technology and the internet.  It 
is important for them to feel connected. Data was collected from 390 college students about how the various communication technologies is perceived to impact 
their relationships with family, friends and significant others.  The majority of students use social networking sites like Facebook (94%).  These social networking 
sites help them stay connected to their friends, but is not perceived as improving their relationships. Technology mediated communication seems to enhance 
relationships but not necessarily improve or help form new relationships.

Review of the Literature
Today’s college students have grown up using computers 
and technology and it is at the core of their existence 
(Oblinger & Oblinger, 2006).  Much of their social networks 
have been established through use of technology and the 
internet.  It is important for them to feel connected and use 
activities such as IM, text messages, on-line video games, 
music downloads, myspace and facebook as ways to 
reinforce social interaction (Oblinger & Oblinger, 2006).

Online social communication has grown significantly 
(Madden, 2006), more so among adolescents (Pew Internet 
and American Life Project, 2009).  The increased use of 
online communication among adolescents raises questions 
about its impact compared to face-to-face communication.  
One argument is it lowers quality of face-to-face interaction, 
while an alternative argument is that it is a new medium for 
adolescents to use the same communication patterns as 
face-to-face ( Mikami et al, 2010). On-line conversations may 
be as personal and meaningful to them as face-to-face 
(Oblinger & Oblinger, 2006).  Researchers found a continuity 
between adolescents’ face-to-face and online 
communication patterns, friendship quality and behavioral 
adjustment  (Mikami et al, 2010).

College students appear to overlap their online and offline 
networks by using the internet, especially social networking 
sites, to connect and reconnect with friends and family 
(Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter, Espinoza , 2008).  College 
students who use social networking sites such as Facebook, 
report using it more to stay in touch  with old friends or 
maintain relationships with people they share an offline 
connection  rather than for meeting new friends (Ellison, 
Steinfield, Lamp, 2007).  Consistently throughout the 
literature, online communication is being used to maintain 
relationships (Gross, 2004; Lenhart et al 2005; Valkenburg
& Peter, 2007; Subrahmanyam et al, 2007). 

Methods
A convenience sample of 390 college students was collected 
over two semesters (Spring 2009 and Fall 2008) in human 
ecology classes.  Students were asked to fill out a survey on-line.  
There were 44 males (11%) and 345 females (88%) in the 
sample. They ranged in age from 18-29 years old. They were 
distributed across classes with 29% freshman, 30% 
sophomores, 28% juniors, and 14% seniors.

Results
Students were asked about the preference of usage, frequency of 
usage and time spent with technologies such as cell phones, 
emails, instant messages and text messages.  Most of their time 
was spent with cell phone and instant messaging.  When 
communication with friends, 95% report using cell phones to 
text their friends, 84% use cell phones to talk, 23% email, 76% 
IM.  Communication with parents differed slightly in that 93% 
reported using cell phones to talk with parents, while only 41% 
used cell phones to text their parents, 42% emailed parents and 
13% used IM.  

The majority of students used social networking sites, with 94% 
using Facebook.  When asked about their use of social networks, 
93% reported using social networking sites to stay in touch with 
friends they rarely see in person, 79% to stay in touch with 
friends they see a lot, 62% to make plans with friends, and 39% 
to make new friends.   However, when asked if  they believed 
social networks enhanced their already existing relationships 
only 22% reported they did.  Many students reported having 
friends on social networking sites that they never met in person 
(58%), but for 44% of those it’s less than 10% of their friends.  If 
they have a friend on Facebook they never met, 53% reported 
having connected to them through friends they met offline.

Students were asked if the internet improved their relationship 
with friends, 23% reported a lot, 45% some, 18% only a little 
and 8% not at all.  When asked if the internet improves their 
relationship with family, 11% reported a lot, 24% reported 
some, while 25% reported only a little and 33% reported not at 
all.  They were also asked if the internet improves relationships 
with their boyfriend and girlfriend, 10% reported a lot, 27% 
some, 17% only a little, 31% not at all.  When asked if they used 
internet to make new friends, 37% reported they did and 62% 
reported they did not.  They were also asked if more of their 
time was spent communicating face-to-face or through 
technology.  Fifty-three percent reported through face-to-face 
and 47% through technology, but 80% reported preferring face-
to-face communication, while 19% prefers using technology to 
communicate.  

Discussion
Technology has become a significant influence in the lives of 
young adults.  It is a means of communication that has become a 
lifestyle for the Millennial generation.  Relationships with friends 
and family were not perceived to improve a lot because of 
technology, in fact, for family 58% reported technology improved 
their relationship little to none, while for friends 45% reported 
some.  The majority of students reported preferring face-to-face 
communication, but when they reported equal amount of time 
spend communicating face-to-face and through technology.  
Consistent with previous research, social network sites and 
other technology (cell phones, IM) help to maintain offline 
relationships but not improve or help form new relationships.  
Students report preferring face-to-face contact with family and 
friends, and technology is a medium to help them stay 
connected. 

There are advantages and disadvantages to technology mediated 
communication. This study found that technology makes 
communication easier and allows students to stay in touch with 
more people and have relationships that otherwise may not have 
been possible.  However, it is easy to misunderstand what others 
mean through this type of interaction and more potential 
miscommunication and conflict.  Students also believe that 
technology can cause distractions and become addictive.  An 
indicator of this is the significant amount of time spent in a day 
using these technologies.  As a result of many students feeling 
addicted to the use of technology they may also experience 
stress when it is not available for them to use. 

Limitations to this study include a sample of convenience, which 
was heavily dominated by female participants.  This study was 
an exploratory beginning to looking at the influence of 
technology on relationships.  Further study needs to be done to 
really understand the role of technology mediated 
communication.  Qualitative studies like focus groups might help 
to clarify some of the inconsistencies in the student reports, and 
longitudinal studies would help understand the use of 
technology in maintaining and forming relationships over time.


