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ABSTRACT
Social media has emerged as a powerful tool for communication, empowering individuals to
express themselves effectively and connect with like-minded people across the globe. However,
despite its benefits, social media is causing people to spend more time in the virtual world at the
expense of traditional social interactions in the real world. Thus, this research aims to explore the
effects of social media on interpersonal communication among university students in Klang
Valley. 107 sets of questionnaires were distributed via Google Form and the collected data was
analysed by Statistical Package for Social Science version 29 (SPSS). The findings of this
research show that university students have a strong attachment to social media. They remained
positive towards social media usage and agreed that social media helps them to enhance their

interpersonal communication as well as improve relationships.

Keywords: Social media, Interpersonal communication, University students in Klang Valley,

Uses and gratifications theory, Effects of social media.
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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Research Background

The question of whether social media brings people closer or drives them apart is a
crucial yet unresolved query in today's world. The advent of information technology has led to
the widespread use of social media platforms across various regions globally. As of October
2022, there are a total of 4.74 billion social media users worldwide among the 8 billion global
population (“Global Social Media Statistics,” n.d.). This equates to 59.3% of social media users
of the total global population, and the percentage continues to grow by 4.2% annually with 6 new
users every second. According to Dixon (2022), the number of social media users worldwide is
expected to reach 6 billion in 2027. On average, users spend 144 minutes on social media
platforms everyday, with an increase of more than 30 minutes since 2015 (Dixon, 2022). This
situation has profoundly impacted multiple aspects of society. From a macro perspective, social
media usage has boosted economic growth, lowered transaction costs and helped industrial
upgrading (Li et al., 2022). While from a micro perspective, it has some profound effects on
individuals’ lives, habits, behaviors, and preferences (Biittner et al., 2022). However, it remains
unclear whether the effects of social media on university students’ interpersonal communication

are positive or negative.

While a variety of definitions of the term interpersonal communication have been

suggested, this paper will use the definition suggested in a book by DeVito (2018) who defines it
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as the communication that occurs between two or more interdependent individuals. Individuals
are said to be interdependent because their actions would have consequences or impacts on each
other. According to Gjylbegaj and Jararaa (2018), 80% to 90% of people practise interpersonal
communication in their daily activities. It is indeed an essential part of human interaction in daily
life as it enables us to communicate in both verbal and non-verbal communication in order to
facilitate effective communication. Verbal communication includes 3 forms of communication,
namely oral, written and sign language (“Verbal vs Nonverbal Communication Explained,”
2021). It uses and depends on words to deliver meaning between a conversation of two or more
people. On the other hand, non-verbal communication encompasses a variety of non-verbal cues
such as body movement, tone of voice, facial expression, speaking volume and others. In
contrast to electronic communication, which requires access to social media platforms, we can
conduct physical movements in the interpersonal communication process, also known as

face-to-face communication (Gjylbegaj & Jararaa, 2018).

Based on a survey conducted by the market and consumer data company Statista,
Malaysia has been ranked 5th worldwide for active social networking (Maya, 2021). The
Communications and Multimedia Ministry secretary-general, Datuk Seri Mohammad Mentek
stated that 86% of the total population are on social media and this is equivalent to
approximately 28 million social media users as of January 2021 (Maya, 2021). Among all age
groups of users, young adults from 18 to 24 years old are the second largest group of social
media users for Instagram and Facebook after the age group of 25 to 34 years old (Ahmad,
2022). According to the Internet Users Survey 2020 carried out by Malaysian Communications

and Multimedia Commission (2020), social media is the second most frequent online activity out
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of 9 online activities, increasing from 85.6% in 2018 to 93.3% in 2020. For social media
applications, Facebook remains the most popular application with 91.7% of users in 2020,
followed by YouTube at 80.6%, Instagram at 63.1% and Twitter at 37.1%. Comparing the social
media users in 2018 to 2020, YouTube, Instagram and Twitter have experienced steady growth in
their user base. Facebook users have dropped from 97.3% in 2018 to 91.7% in 2020 due to the
latest social media landscape. Fulton (2020) concluded the main reason is that younger users are
becoming more active on Instagram and Snapchat (as cited in “Internet Users Survey 2020,”

2020).

Since the breakout of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, social media users all around the
world have increased. This situation also further increased people’s social media usage and
addiction among people from different careers and age groups (Li et al., 2022). Within a year, the
percentage of Malaysian social media users has risen by 7% which is 2 million of the population
(“Malaysia has 28 million social media users,” 2021). This situation can be explained by the
implementation of the movement control order (MCO) which restricted people from going out
and staying at home most of the time. The same goes for university students, they are unable to
attend any classes or activities on campus. The only solution for this situation is to attend online
classes. Thus, social media platforms serve as an important channel for them to search, receive
and discuss any information. Besides, they also use these platforms to connect with
acquaintances and expand their network with more people that have common interests
(Gjylbegaj & Jararaa, 2018). For example, they can meet virtually with classmates to discuss

school projects. It is also one of the ways to stay in touch with their family or friends despite the
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movement control order implemented. However, social media could also possibly affect their

interpersonal skills and impact their interpersonal communication (Gjylbegaj & Jararaa, 2018).

1.2 Problem Statement

Social media has slowly replaced traditional means of communication by dominating the
way in which people communicate with each other (Bibi et al., 2018). Individuals are starting to
develop a dependency on social media platforms in their daily life. There are times when people
prioritise checking on notifications of social media rather than spending time and engaging in
conversation with others around them. Although it brings a lot of benefits and convenience to us,
prevalent use and over-dependence on it will diminish the essence of communication in society
(Hall, Johnson & Ross, 2019). This situation is critical because Malaysian young adults aged 18
to 24 years old are the second largest group of social media users as mentioned in the research
background. Therefore, this research intends to explore the potential problems that arise from
social media usage among university students. Such initiative often gets overlooked and
neglected by people because users habitually take social media for granted (Lozano-Blasco,
Robres & Sanchez, 2022). By right, they should be aware of the adverse effects of social media

and try to lessen the impacts that may bring to their life.

1.2.1 Addiction to social media

Excessive addiction to the virtual world of social media can be detrimental to people's
social and interpersonal skills which will then lead to social phobias (Jaiswal et al., 2020; Li et

al., 2022). This can be explained when online activities happening in social media replace offline
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social connections with one’s family and friends (Lozano-Blasco, Robres & Sanchez, 2022).
University students who are experiencing academic stress are more likely to use Facebook in
releasing stress and improving their mood (Bhuiyan et al., 2020). Frequent use of Facebook can
cause addiction and eventually affect their daily life (Hossain & Munam, 2022). This may divert
their attention from communicating and interacting with their family and friends and therefore,
start to neglect real-life communication with others (Li et al., 2022). Additionally, Facebook
addiction has been proven to negatively affect academic performance due to interruptions during
the process of learning (Hossain & Munam, 2022). This problem of addiction to social media is
becoming serious as most people are unable to control their addictive behavior. Moreover,
technologies in the contemporary world keep enhancing and better social media applications are

being introduced today.

1.2.2 Negative effects of social media on human interaction

Negative effects of social media start to develop when people spend too much time and
attention on it. In the “Internet Users Survey 20207, 86.5% of social media users utilize the
sharing functions of social media platforms that require minimal effort by only clicking the
“share” button (“Internet Users Survey 2020,” 2020). Consequently, their interpersonal
interactions with others will be further decreased and social alienation may take place. Social
alienation refers to the experience of feeling disconnected from others in a community
(Crossman, 2019). Spending most of their attention in the virtual world makes them
uncomfortable communicating face-to-face with others to a certain extent they have difficulty

carrying out daily activities. Eventually, social alienation leads to an inability to interact with
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people and a weakening of social ties. Not to mention that social media has also become a tool
for cyberbullying (Suciu, 2021). Many social media users are victims of cyberbullying,
especially youngsters who are less mature and easily influenced (Hossain et al., 2022). This also
explains why they are usually the primary target of perpetrators for online attacks. It is important

to recognize the seriousness of this issue as cyberbullying can destroy an individual’s mental

health.

1.2.3 Social media influences human behavior and emotions

Social media sites like Facebook or Twitter are used by people to maintain offline
relationships even when they are unable to meet physically (Gilmour et al., 2020). Nonetheless,
some behaviors of people are influenced slowly by social media. To give an illustration, the work
productivity of an individual may be affected by social media. Individuals with low self-control
will spend time and attention on social media solely for entertainment while neglecting their
work. Moreover, social media may affect negative emotions by triggering depression, anxiety
and impulsiveness, leading to unstable psychological states (Tammisalo & Rotkirch, 2022; as
cited in Li et al., 2022). Differing from face-to-face communication, virtual communication
through social media is disadvantaged in terms of emotional transmission and thus, decreasing
the effectiveness of interpersonal communication (Allcott et al., 2020; Kroencke et al., 2022; as
cited in Li et al., 2022). Besides, peer pressure caused by social media is also another factor of
negative feelings. Users tend to compare their body image and standard of living with others,
resulting in constant anxious and impatient feelings (Li et al., 2022). Hence, users must
acknowledge how social media could possibly affect and change them, especially university
students who will need to adapt to the working environment soon. Interpersonal communication

can be said to be equally important as academic performance.
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Although extensive research has been carried out on the effects of social media from the
perspective of the working environment, emotional, health conditions, personal preferences,
lifestyles and psychological states, there is a lack of research on its effect on interpersonal
communication among university students in the Malaysian context, specifically in Klang Valley
area (Kozyreva et al., 2020; Meier et al., 2018). Hence, in the rapid development of Internet
technology and changing of the social media landscape, it is vital to clarify the effects of social
media on interpersonal communications (Li et al., 2022). If social media can enhance and
facilitate interpersonal communication more conveniently, then we should make full use of it. In

contrast, if it is detrimental to interpersonal communication, we should take preventive measures.

1.3 Research Questions

These research questions are formulated in hopes of answering the effects of social media on

interpersonal communication among university students in Malaysia.

1. What are the effects of social media on interpersonal communication among university
students in Klang Valley?

2. What are Malaysian university students' attitudes toward social media use?

3. Are social media platforms changing the fundamentals of interpersonal communication

among university students in Klang Valley?
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1.4 Research Objectives

The general objective of this research is to determine the key salient effects of social media on
university students’ interpersonal communication. It is constructed as a means of gaining data

from university students using survey questionnaires.

1. To explore the effects of social media on interpersonal communication among university
students in Klang Valley.

2. To explore the attitudes of university students towards the use of social media.

3. To examine whether the use of social media is enhancing interpersonal communication

positively or impacting it negatively among university students in Klang Valley.

1.5 Significance of Study

This study is significant because it will contribute to the existing gap in research
regarding the effects of social media on Malaysian university students’ interpersonal
communication including interpersonal and social skills. For example, a study was focused on
Instagram and how it affects young adults’ self-esteem in Malaysia (Muhammad, 2021). The
researcher has not completely focused on social media usage and its effects on interpersonal
communication (Muhammad, 2021). As per Sharma's (2022) findings, the progression of
technology and the emergence of social media platforms worldwide have brought about a
significant shift in the way people communicate and interact. This can be linked to the second
research question, “Are social media platforms changing the fundamentals of interpersonal

communication?” The findings of this study can determine the effects of social media that have
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been influencing university students’ interpersonal communication. This study is then able to
provide more understanding of how social media platforms have been used by Malaysian
university students. Throughout the study, suggestions can be given to students so that they can
adjust their social media usage and control the negative effects if there are any. This can
encourage them to utilise social media platforms wisely and appropriately in the future. Besides,
the findings of this study could also act as a reference for future studies on the impacts of social

media on interpersonal communication.
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CHAPTER IT

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Social Media

Recent statistics have shown that roughly one-third of people around the globe are social
media users (Kircaburun et al., 2018). Social media is defined as internet-based networks that
allow users to interact with each other by verbal or visual means (Muhammad, 2021). Social
media users can construct either a public or private profile, view a list of other users to connect
with each other, create content and exchange any information within the community (Kircaburun
et al., 2018). By doing so, new connections can be developed and existing relationships can be
sustained through virtual interaction that is moderated by digital platforms. Thus, it is convenient
for people all around the world despite the geographical barrier. Ever since the advancement of
technology started, social media has become increasingly essential in people’s daily lives. Young
adults were the earliest social media adopters and continue to be the most active users today. In
the latest research by the Pew Research Centre, the highest percentage of social media users is
84% for young adults, followed by 81% for adults aged 30 to 49 years old (“Social Media Fact
Sheet,” 2021). Meanwhile, Malaysia has 28 million social media users which equates to
approximately 86% of the total population with young adults aged 18 to 24 years old being the
second largest group (Ahmad, 2022). The social media penetration rate in Malaysia is 70.4%,

relatively higher compared to other countries such as 54.58% in India (Muhammad, 2021). The
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penetration rate is referred to the total number of active social media users among the total

population in a country.

Some of the popular social media sites in Western countries are Facebook, Whatsapp,
Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube (Kircaburun et al., 2018). Among all the social media
sites, Facebook is the top-visited social media. This can be proved by the statistics from Meta, it
was recorded that Facebook had 2 billion users in 2017 and 1.3 billion users were using it in a
daily manner (Nowak, 2023). Up until July 2022, it is still the world’s most popular social media
with approximately 2.9 billion monthly users and 1.9 billion daily users (Kemp, 2022). Research
has mentioned that this is because Facebook is appealing to people from all walks of life
(Kircaburun et al., 2018). It has now gone beyond the goals of finding and connecting with old
friends which were first initiated by Mark Zuckerberg, the current CEO of Facebook (Kircaburun
et al., 2018). It has developed more functions like sharing, commenting and creating stories,
direct messaging, tagging, posting photos as well as live streaming (Kircaburun et al., 2018).

Whatsapp was started as a free-of-charge alternative to short message service (SMS). To
date, it fulfills the communication needs of more than 2 billion users in approximately 180
countries worldwide (“About Whatsapp,” 2023). It brings convenience to users in
communicating and satisfies the basic need for relatedness as well as informational and
educational motives (Kircaburun et al., 2018). YouTube is another popular video site that suits
people of all ages, including both professionals and non-professionals (Buf & Stefanita, 2020).
As mentioned in the research background, YouTube is the second most popular social media
platform among Malaysians with 80.6% of users in 2020. Users can interact in the community

through sharing, uploading, commenting and rating videos.
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2.2 Interpersonal communication

Interpersonal communication is a complex social process that involves people’s
psychological well-being (Li et al., 2022). As human beings, it is one of the core elements that
we need as long as we are living together in this world. Even before we are born, we start using
and practising interpersonal communication skills (Gjylbegaj & Jararaa, 2018). For instance, we
respond to sounds and movements outside the womb by kicking. As we grow older, interpersonal
communication has an important role in building and maintaining relationships. Whenever we
become aware of some people, we contact and connect with them slowly, then we continue to
build contacts till the end of our lives (Gjylbegaj & Jararaa, 2018). Besides relationships, the
importance of interpersonal communication can also be seen from several aspects, such as
enhancing learning ability, seeking career opportunities, promoting career development and so

on (Zheng et al., 2022; as cited in Li et al., 2022).

2.3 Factors Causing University Students to Use Social Media for Interpersonal

Communication

The use of social media among university students in Malaysia has been prevailing.
There are several factors that influence university students to initiate interpersonal
communication with the help of social media. First of all, social media can be said to be the
fastest channel and easiest way to obtain information about an individual’s personality and

background (Gjylbegaj & Jararaa, 2018). Especially when they first encountered someone and
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only knew that person’s name, they can easily try to search for the name using social media
platforms and get to know more about the person unless he or she uses a different username on
social media account. Sharma (2022) has concluded the 7 university students’ motivations to use
Facebook, namely social ties, shared identities, photographs, content, social network surfing,
social investigation and status updates. Compared to direct communication, they could get
immediate information in just a blink of an eye without asking any other questions. Most of the
time, introverted students prefer not to communicate with people directly. Secondly, some
university students may feel uncomfortable telling their own opinion openly in public regarding
certain issues. Consequently, they choose to share their thoughts and perspectives on social
media platforms to protect themselves from any physical harm. For instance, Facebook and
Twitter are popular platforms for them to post, share and exchange their opinions (Gjylbegaj &
Jararaa, 2018). The main reason is that they are afraid of getting any physical harm from the ones
whom they are communicating with. This is not because they are being timid, in fact, some
university students can be easily triggered and overreacted that they started to punish people who
do not agree with their own opinion (“Warning Signs and Triggers,” n.d.). These students
probably do not have much patience to digest and accept the different perspectives of others due
to their young age. The third factor is that they have more trust in their friends and strangers in
the virtual world of social media. Students often think that these people are less judgemental and
more open-minded. Thus, they are more likely to be understanding when it comes to the issues
students face in their lives. Students tend to share their problems and get advice from their virtual
friends instead of family members. What makes the situation worse is that some of the people

they knew on social media are not their close friends. Disclosing personal matters through social
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media could make them feel more secure because they may get assaulted or leave a negative

impression in real life (Gjylbegaj & Jararaa, 2018).

2.4 Relationship between Social Media and Interpersonal Communication

Studies have argued that the ever-changing social media has altered the fundamentals of
interpersonal communication (Sharma, 2022; Muhammad, 2021; Gjylbegaj & Jararaa, 2018).
The wide use of social media as a communication tool has caused the emergence of some
problems among young adults globally including in Malaysia (Muhammad, 2021). In simpler
words, social media has changed our social skills which are closely related to interaction among
each other. Nowadays, some people are becoming incapable of engaging in normal conversations
because they rely on social media so much that they always check their mobile phones. Social
media addiction is real when these people become more dependent on social media to initiate
interpersonal communication. It will then lead to mental illness, disrupt our concentration and

cause emotional breakdown (Sharma, 2022).

Besides, research has proved that social media affects the behaviour and self-concept of
college students (Atusingwize et al., 2022). The lurking behaviour is shown among students and
it is still growing. This behaviour happens when social media users keep their privacy while
using the platforms to seek information or posting created by others (Atusingwize et al., 2022).
This means that the lurkers are following, reading and viewing the online community without
posting. In the research, students prefer to use social media to refer to other people’s lifestyles
even though they are strangers rather than meet new friends (Atusingwize et al., 2022).

Consequently, their self-concept may be influenced by comments from other users.
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According to Sharma (2022), social media would affect not only oral communication
skills but also written communication. She explained that because most of them use
abbreviations and often ignore grammar and syntax when texting on social media. For example,
ASAP (As Soon As Possible), TTYL (Talk to You Later), BRB (Be Right Back) and HAND
(Have a Nice Day). As time goes by, they will also habitually replace proper words with
abbreviations in other forms of formal written communication. Another research by Raisamo et
al. (2022), suggested that frequent exposure to social media disconnects people from their offline
lives. This situation will occur when they spend less time communicating with family and friends

as well as participating in family activities.

However, social media also offers advantages that will benefit university students’
interpersonal skills. It allows them to expand their network of people from all around the world.
People from different countries but with common interests get to connect with each other and
meet virtually to have conversations or discussions. They will understand the power of social
media platforms and start to realize that social media is not only for entertainment purposes but a
vital communication tool. Social media platforms unite people across different regions to achieve
a common aim (Sharma, 2022). Moreover, students could develop different skills such as online
communication skills and language proficiency if they utilise social media (Putri, 2022).
According to Sharma (2022), social media has provided avenues for bloggers, article and content
writers. Students who are enthusiastic about content writing can share their thoughts, articles and
blogs in the online community. Additionally, social media can also boost the growth of
businesses, especially for students who aspired to become entrepreneurs. Platforms such as
Twitter, Instagram and Facebook allow them to connect with targeted audiences (Sharma, 2022).

They can utilise the function of these platforms to filter different categories of audiences and
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promote their content through social media advertisements. This is beneficial for young
entrepreneurs because of the affordable marketing and promotion costs on social media

compared to conventional marketing tools like radio, TV commercials and newspapers (Sharma,

2022).

2.5 Theoretical Framework

2.5.1 Uses and Gratifications Theory

Social media is providing new ways for individuals across the globe to engage with each
other. With its advanced technological features and immense user base, it offers a variety of
gratifications to its users. Therefore, this research has incorporated the Uses and Gratifications
theory (UGT) to study the motivations behind social media usage. The theory was proposed by
Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch in 1973 to study the users' gratification of a specific media when it
is aligned with their motivations, desires and needs (Hossain, 2019). Five important needs are
described in this theory (Rajesh, 2021):

(1) Personal needs to improve an individual’s status and trustworthiness.

(2) Emotional needs include hedonism to seek emotional support.

(3) Cerebral needs to become knowledgeable.

(4) Tension needs to refer to when an individual is involved in fantasy, daydreaming or other
healthy escapism activities.

(5) Social needs are the desire to communic