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McEachin-Williams, Natasha J.  Social Networking Application Usage: Competencies and 

Trends Among Pre-Millennials, Millennials, and Generation Z 

Abstract 

The purpose of this case study was to discover the social networking and mobile device usage 

patterns, competencies, and attitudes among Pre-Millennial, Millennial, and Generation Z users. 

The goal was to identify the strategies Millennial and Generation Z users developed to master 

social networking on mobile devices. This paper is concluded with suggestions about how/if Pre-

Millennials can adopt the same strategies to strengthen their skills and experience with this 

technology. The research question is whether Millennials/Generation Z are better at using social 

networking sites on mobile devices than Pre-Millennials? 

A qualitative research study design was chosen for this topic. Participants completed 80 

online surveys, and 20 individuals represented each of the four cohorts (Baby Boomer, 

Generation X, Millennial, and Generation Z). The surveys were followed up with 3-5 interviews 

with participants from each generation. The topics of discussion analyzed the usage patterns of 

mobile devices and social networking applications; attitudes about mobile technology and social 

networking; and self-assessed competency levels between the four groups.  

The results revealed the differences in usage patterns among the cohorts were based more 

on personal values than competency. This paper contributes to intra-generational research, 

highlighting the distinguishing characteristics in each group’s experiences. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Mobile devices and social networking sites are a ubiquitous part of daily American life 

for citizens of all ages, and this qualitative case study explores the depth of these relationships. 

Mobile technology allows users constant connectivity to information and to other people. It 

provides users the option to choose from various modes of communication. Options like SMS 

texting, audio (voice only), video, and social networking applications are made available from 

the convenience of users’ phones from any location receiving sufficient network coverage. As a 

result, social networking mobile applications are slowly becoming the preferred method of 

communication among particular age groups. This technology is so prevalent many businesses 

and organizations successfully use it for advertisement, as these networks have become one of 

the most trusted information sources available. Although the popularity of social networking 

apps and mobile devices are undeniable, there are significant differences in the ways each age 

group perceives it, utilizes its features, and understands its capabilities.  

Research has shown that social networking sites are common among all age groups, 

however each generation uses them differently. It has been found that Pre-Millennials (ex. Baby 

Boomers and Generation X) tend to prefer Facebook, and use social networking and mobile 

devices less frequently than Millennials and Generation Z (Zickuhr, 2011). For example, Global 

Web Index conducted a study in 2014 that found 88% of Millennials regularly used Facebook as 

opposed to 70% of Baby Boomers. The details of this study will be analyzed in greater detail in 

the following literature review. Notwithstanding, statistics have also shown that the frequency of 

their usage and number of their memberships have been increasing throughout the years. 

Facebook, in particular has seen a tremendous spike in older users, and is the preferred platform 

for sharing information among all generations. Since August 2013, 71% of Internet users have 
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had Facebook accounts. In 2015, Pew Research Center found that more than half of Internet 

users ages 65 and older use Facebook. (Bolluyt, 2015).  

Pre-Millennials typically use Facebook to keep up with their current social circles (ex. 

friends and family), and they are less likely to try and build new relationships with other online 

groups if their preferred networks are unavailable. Pre-Millennials are more likely to engage in 

online activities on a desktop or laptop. Photo sharing and digital video streaming are the most 

common activities they participate in, however they do not indulge in these activities as 

frequently as Millennial and Gen Z users. Social networking is all about maintaining current 

relationships for Pre-Millennials, as opposed to gaining likes and attention or entertainment as 

research has shown is the primary motivation for Millennial and Gen Z users in the paragraphs 

below. 

Many Millennials have been exposed to the Internet and mobile devices since early 

childhood, and have seamlessly integrated social networks into their daily lives. Millennials are 

far more comfortable with social networking that the Pre-Millennial generations, and have the 

highest penetration rate of all the generations (eMarketer, 2013). They are connected 24/7 with 

Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram as their preferred sites, and typically access these platforms on 

smartphones or laptops (Zickuhr, 2011). Although Facebook is the preferred site with Pre-

Millennials, they do not use it as frequently as Millennials. This generation primarily uses social 

networking sites to connect with others, to meet new people, to keep up with celebrities, and 

advertise their personal lives (Jambulingam, Selvarajah, & Thuraisingam, 2014).  

Generation Z has controversially been nicknamed “the first digital natives” because 

they’ve never lived in a world where the Internet didn’t exist. As a result, they’ve grown to view 

mobile technology and social networking platforms as “an extension of themselves” 
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(Anonymous, 2014) and judge the value of technology by what it allows them to accomplish. 

Similar to Millennials, they are connected during every hour of the day and they use social 

networking mobile applications and SMS text messaging as their primary way of communicating 

with peers. Preferred sites within the generation are Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and 

Kik. Research has revealed that the top reasons Generation Z uses social networking sites are to 

communicate with their peers, for entertainment, and to learn new things (Wikia, 2013). 

Although social networking and mobile technology are popular among all three cohorts; 

their differences in frequency of usage, devices used to connect, number/types of platforms used, 

activities performed, and motivations for participation are strikingly different. Its common 

knowledge that Millennials and Generation Z use social networking on mobile devices more 

frequently and intently than Pre-Millennials, but the overarching question is: How does social 

networking access and usage differ across generations?  

Are Millennial and Generation Z users more flexible with the platforms that they use and 

the activities that they engage in than Pre-Millennials? To what extent are Millennial and 

Generation Z users more comfortable or proficient with social networking when compared to 

their Pre-millennial counterparts? What strategies do Millennial and Generation Z users practice 

that can possibly assist Pre-Millennials with their development of social networking skills? 

Statement of the Problem 

 To determine whether Millennials and Generation Z are better at using social networking 

sites on mobile devices than Pre-Millennials.  

Purpose of the Study 

To discover the generation specific social networking and mobile device usage patterns, 

competencies, and attitudes among Pre-Millennial, Millennial, and Generation Z users.  
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Assumptions of the Study 

Millennials and Generation Z are better at using social networking sites on mobile 

devices, and view it with more positive regard Pre-Millennials. If the strategies Millennial and 

Gen Z users have adopted can be identified, they may help improve the performance and 

experience of Pre-Millennial users. 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions reflect these terms in context to this study. Other interpretations 

do not apply. 

Baby Boomer. Individuals born between the years 1945 and 1964. In this study it is 

assumed that Baby Boomers are less inclined to embrace social networking on mobile devices 

than the younger generations. 

Generation X. Individuals born between the years 1965 and 1984. In this study it is 

assumed that Generation X fully embraces social networking on mobile devices, but they are not 

as consumed with it as the younger generations. 

Generation Z. Individuals in this age group were born after 1995. In this study they are 

characterized as never having experienced life without social networking sites or mobile devices. 

They are very dependent on this technology. 

Millennial. Also known a Generation Y, individuals in this age group were born between 

the years 1985 and 1995. In this study it is assumed that social networking on mobile devices is 

the epicenter of Millennial’s social lives and they are constantly engaged with it. 

Mobile devices. Portable, handheld, computing technology that provides users most of 

the functionality of traditional computers. For this particular study the mobile devices in question 
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are limited to iPhones, and Samsung (Android) phones. Tablets will be limited to iPads, and 

Samsung (Android) tablets. 

Social networking sites. Online services that allow users to build relationships and 

communicate with other users both inside and outside their extended social networks. For this 

particular study, the social networking sites in reference are Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, 

Snapchat, LinkedIn, Google+, Vine, Tumblr, Pinterest, Kik, and What’sApp. 

Limitations of the Study 

The limitations of this study are that all participants are from the northeastern United 

States, and are primarily upper-middle class. The results of this study may have been different 

with lower income participants. 

Methodology 

 A total of 80 online multiple choice surveys were completed by participants in each age 

group. Each age group included 20 participants, and follow-up interviews were conducted with 

3-5 members of each cohort. 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

This section provides details about the previous research used to shape and develop this 

study. 

Mobile Devices 

Although people across generations access the same social networking sites, the ways 

they access these platforms can vary. Mobile devices are a leading method, and can be defined as 

portable, handheld, computing technology that provides users most of the functionality of 

traditional computers. According to the Technopedia™ definition, PDAs were the first popular 

mobile devices featuring touchscreens, Internet capabilities, and the ability to sync with desktop 

software programs. This technology was very popular among working professionals, and slowly 

evolved to better meet the needs of casual users on the go. Throughout the past 20 years, 

manufacturers have integrated the functionality of PDAs within cellular phones resulting in 

modern day smartphones.  

Smartphones connect wirelessly through 3G and 4G networks from cell phone providers. 

Popular smartphones include Apple iPhones, the Samsung Galaxy, the Google Nexus, and the 

HTC One. In recent years the smartphone market has introduced tablets offering the same 

features as smartphones, with larger touchscreen displays. Some popular uses for tablets are 

eReading, streaming movies, and gaming; but these devices offer far more features. Popular 

tablets include the Apple iPad, the Samsung Galaxy Tablet, the Microsoft Surface, and the 

Google Nexus.  

Smartphones and tablets are popular among American users of all ages; they deliver 

convenience and value in unique ways to each generation. For this particular study the mobile 

devices in question are limited to iPhones, and Samsung (Android) phones. Tablets will be 
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limited to iPads, and Samsung (Android) tablets. The difference in usage of all these mobile 

devices will not be discussed, but research has shown that cell/smartphones are the most 

frequently used mobile devices among American adults.  

Pew Research Center conducted a study in 2011 that found 85% of American adults 

under the age of 65 own cell/smart phones, and the most used features were voice calls, taking 

photos (76%), and texting (72%). It was also noted that desktop computers were more popular 

with adults ages 35-65. Research found that 69% of Gen X users, and 65% of Baby Boomers 

own the devices. Smart tablets (iPads) were most popular with adults under the age of 65, and 

4% of all adults own one (Zickuhr, 2011). The table in Figure 1 presents the trend that the older 

users are, the less likely they are to use technology (including mobile devices). Pew included 

more modes of technology than are being compared in this study, however the findings support 

the conception that older users are less inclined to embrace mobile devices and many other forms 

of technology than younger users. 
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Table 1 

Percentage of Adults in Each Generation Who Own Each Device 

Device (18-34) (35-46) (47-56) (57-65) (66-74) (75+) All  

Cell  95 92 86 84 68 48 85 

Desktop  57 69 65 64 48 28 59 

Laptop  70 61 49 43 30 10 52 

MP3/iPod  74 56 42 26 16 3 42 

Game console 63 63 38 19 8 3 42 

eBook reader 5 5 7 3 6 2 5 

None 1 3 8 8 20 43 9 

Source. Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project, August 9-September13, 2010 

Tracking Survey. N=3,001 adults 18 and older, including 1,000 reached via cell phone. 

Interviews were conducted in English (n=2,804) and Spanish (n=197) 

Social Networking Sites 

Social networking sites are online services that allow users to build relationships and 

communicate with other users both inside and outside their extended social networks. According 

to Danah Boyd’s 2010 article “Social network sites: Definition, history, and scholarship”, key 

elements of social networking sites are: 

• The ability for users to create visible public or semi-public profiles within the 

structure of the website’s template(s). 

• The ability for users to display a “friends list” or list of other users they connect with 

in their network. 

• The ability for users to view and access other users’ “friends lists” within the site. 
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• The ability for users to send public and private messages including text, images, and 

videos to other users. 

• The ability for users to participate in blogging or micro-blogging activities within the 

site. 

These features allow users to maintain relationships with “friends” in their networks, and build 

relationships with new users outside their networks (strangers) they wouldn’t have met 

otherwise.  

 Upon joining social networking sites, users are prompted to customize their profiles by 

adding a “Profile Picture” to visually present themselves to the rest of the user base. Users are 

encouraged to enter basic personal information (ex. Gender, location, age, etc.) in the “About 

Me” sections of their profiles, and often have the options of adding multimedia to further 

enhance/personalize their presence. It was asserted in Boyd’s 2015 article “Social Media: A 

Phenomenon to be Analyzed “that over the years social media has become a consistent part of 

user’s daily lives internationally. In her expert opinion, the most popular sites are Facebook, 

Twitter, and Instagram. 

 Global Web Index conducted a 2014 study to analyze how and why people go online, 

how people use mobile devices (smartphones and tablets), and the ways people engage with 

social networking platforms.  The researchers categorized participants into the generational age 

groups Millennials (16-30 in 2013), Generation X (31-50) and Baby Boomers (51-64). 

Participants were asked which social media/networking platform they were members of, how 

active they were on each site, and what type of mobile device they used to contribute. Results 

showed that mobile (smartphones) were most popular with Millennial participants. It was found 
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that 74% of Millennials used smartphones to go online within the past month compared to 66% 

of Gen X, and 39% of Boomers. 

Of the social networking platforms, Facebook, YouTube, Google+, Twitter, and 

Instagram were most popular within the three generations. More Millennial participants had 

accounts and actively participated on them than any other group as illustrated in Figure 2. 

Facebook is the most popular social networking site within all groups with 88% Millennial 

account ownership, 81% Generation X account ownership, and 70% Baby Boomer account 

ownership. Trends are consistently showing that the Pre-Millennials (Gen X and Boomers) use 

social networking and mobile devices less frequently than Millennials, and the object of this 

research is to determine why. 

Table 2 

Percentage of Adults Who Own Social Networking Accounts vs. Their Usage Frequency 

Source: GlobalWebIndex Q1 2014 Internet users aged 16-64 

Social Networking Sites Millennial Gen X Boomer 

Facebook Account  88% 81% 15% 

Facebook Active Usage 51% 48% 40% 

YouTube Account  72% 54% 34% 

YouTube Active Usage 28% 20% 13% 

Google+ Account  69% 57% 39% 

Google+ Active Usage 24% 21% 14% 

Twitter Account  59% 48% 31% 

Twitter Active Usage 26% 21% 12% 

Instagram Account  34% 19% 0 

Instagram Active Usage 14% 8% 2% 
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Defining the Generations 

This section explains the four generations (Baby Boomer, Gen X, Millennial, and Gen Z) 

in the context they are referred to in this study. 

 Baby Boomer. The Baby Boomers (1945-1964) may be less inclined to make social 

networking the centerpiece of their social lives because they have lived in a world where 

computers didn’t exist. Evelyn Szumski’s 2015 article “Baby Boomers Do Use Social Media but 

How?” (p. 1) painted a detailed picture of the era this cohort grew up in: 

Baby Boomers grew up in an era where they learned how to wait for news in a 

letter.  Phone calls were a special treat and often expensive. Baby Boomers write cheques 

and go to a bank to do their business. Once upon a time shopping took place only for a 

few hours a week (40 maybe 50, as stores opened for eight hours a day, five days a 

week). Sunday was for going to church and for family and friends. Saturday was for 

housework and children’s sports. Most homes had only one car. Mothers worked at home 

caring for the family but when they were on their own they survived somehow. 

Television was only a few hours a day and many homes did not have television until 

some Baby Boomers were in school. 

The Baby Boomers learned to value patience, and were comfortable waiting for important 

information. Due to its novelty, emerging technology was expensive and they viewed it as a treat 

or luxury. Spending quality time with family and friends was very important to them, and they 

were comfortable living with only what was necessary to exist comfortably. 

Life in 2016 is shaped by strikingly different values. Modern Americans are accustomed 

to instant gratification, and much of it is facilitated through mobile technology. Mobile wallets 

like Apple and Android pay have replaced paper checks, phone calls are far less convenient than 
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text messages, and apps like Hulu and Netflix deliver our favorite TV shows to the convenience 

of our smartphones. When spending quality time with friends and family, our mobile devices get 

more attention than the people in front of us. Author Sherry Turkle calls this phenomenon being 

“alone together”.  

As part of the Baby Boomer’s Generation, it was easy for Turkle to see the “bad habits” 

and “emotional dysfunction” resulting from our dependence on mobile devices and other 

technology. In her 2011 book “Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and 

Less from Eachother”, Sherry claims mobile devices and virtual communication platforms have 

become so psychologically powerful that they not only change what we do, they change who we 

are. She has mentioned habits that would have been viewed as absurd and unacceptable in earlier 

times have become common daily customs.  

Staring at a cellphone during social gatherings, and seeking validation in online 

communities instead of connecting with people in the real world is a serious problem. She feels 

we are letting technology “take us places we don’t want to go”, and we need to learn how to 

“unplug”. Turkle has openly admitted to using mobile devices and social networking on a daily 

basis as many Baby Boomers do. However, their previous life experience has instilled different 

values in them, and many don’t agree with living in a virtual world when they feel there’s much 

more to be gained from reality. 

Research has suggested the reason less members of the Baby Boomers generation own 

mobile devices and participate on social networking platforms is because they don’t agree with 

it. The reason for this may be that their version of reality is so different than the virtual they 

don’t fully understand it. Baby Boomers may see the value in social networking and mobile 

devices, but they know how to “unplug” and use it in moderation. Whatever the reason, this 
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cohort is the least connected out of the four in discussion and the goal of this study is to 

determine why. 

Generation X. Generation X (1965-1984) is the first Generation to live in a world where 

progressive mobile technology was a regular part of life. Members of this cohort were barely 

teenagers when the first mobile phone call was made in the early 1970’s; they experimented with 

the early laptops of the 80’s; and surfed the World Wide Web of the 90’s. They were the first to 

experience virtual communication through Usenet and BBSes (Boyd, 2015), and the first to use 

social networking through SixDegrees.com and Classmates.com (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). They 

witnessed the transformation of mobile technology from being the status symbols of wealthy 

businessmen, to a necessary part of daily life for the masses. They witnessed virtual 

communication go from being “a cool new trend”, to the preferred method of communication for 

many Americans. 

Penny Fox’s 2014 B2C article “Gen Y and Social Media: Stuck in the Middle”, gave 

tremendous insight into the social media/networking habits of this cohort. She asserted 

Generation X is the first age group to integrate social media/networking into their daily lives, and 

“between 2009 and 2010, Gen Xers were one of the fastest growing target audiences to use 

social media networks.” She added that this generation’s primary motivation to participate on 

social networking sites is to maintain relationships with friends/family in their real-life social 

circles, and to keep up with the news. If their preferred networks were to leave the platforms, 

Generation X users wouldn’t be as active since they aren’t as inclined to develop new online 

relationships with strangers as Millennials and Generation Z. 

Fox highlighted some key statistics about this group that she gathered from various 

sources in her article: 
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• Pew Institute’s Generations report found that 86% of Gen X are online on almost a 

daily basis. 

• Nearly two-thirds of Gen X (65.6%) used Facebook in the past month. (eMarketer, 

2013) 

• Their usage of Twitter continues to rise and eMarketer estimates their tweets to reach 

19.5% of this audience by 2017. 

• Digital video is even more popular among Gen Xers than social networking, with 

78.7% downloading or streaming video online at least once per month. (eMarketer, 

2013) 

• The second largest percent of Pinterest users, 30% (which are mostly women) fall 

into the 35-54 Gen X demographic. (Edison, 2016) 

• Instagram has a smaller audience in the 35-54 target audience, with only 27% of its 

users classified as Generation X. (Edison, 2016) 

A 2013 eMarketer article titled “How Digital Behaviors Differ Among Millennials, Gen 

X’ers, and Boomers” featured the results of an eMarketer study that found Generation X is 

“highly connected on the go”. Around 95% of their participants reported using mobile phones, 

and 60.3% of those users owned smartphones. They use social networking sites on “at least a 

monthly basis”, and desktop computers are also very popular within this cohort (Zickuhr, 2011).  

Some research has suggested that Generation X is more accustomed to using mobile 

devices and social networking than the Baby Boomers, however they still use it less than 

Millennials. Perhaps the reason for this is that although progressive technology was a consistent 

part of their lives, they put it in the perspective of being an accessory or tool. It is possible that 

Generation X’s life experience in a world where instantaneous communication via mobile 



22 

devices wasn’t as prevalent allowed them to value true human connections more. It is also 

possible that this Generation refuses to allow an emotional dependency on virtual communities; 

perhaps they prefer to seek validation from real-life sources. Determining their reason for their 

reluctance to embrace social networking and mobile devices the way Millennials and Generation 

Z has is a primary goal of this study. 

Millennial. The Millennials or Generation Y refers to Americans born between 1985 and 

1995 for the purposes of this study. This age group is characterized as being optimistic, team-

spirited and self-assured while valuing speed, multitasking and ultimately instant gratification. 

They have been labeled the most “tech-savvy” generation in American history, and they’ve never 

experienced life without computers (Meletopoulos & Reischl, 2009). They have little patience 

for “old fashioned” ways of accomplishing tasks, as they’re accustomed to doing things at 

lightning speed with technology. They are quickly bored, and use social networking sites and 

mobile devices for “constant engagement” (Manimekalai, Sumathi, Selvarajah, & Thuraisingam, 

2014). 

Millennials grew up in a world filled with technology and digital media designed to 

provide instant gratification.  According to Bruce Ritter’s article “Rise of Millennials: Why They 

Know So Much but Understand So Little”: 

They have no memory of a world without cellphones, portable cameras, email, text-

messaging, instant messaging, personal digital assistants, portable music players, 

handheld video game devices, blogs, do-it-yourself Internet videos, online virtual worlds, 

web browsing—you name it. Millennials are experts at multitasking and possess an 

extraordinary degree of technical savvy in today’s fast-paced, gadget-filled society. They 

are also the younger siblings of Generation X and the children of Baby Boomers, as well 
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as Gen-Xers. 

Technology has provided this generation a tremendous level of convenience and control. Since 

Millennials have come of age, businesses like Panera Bread, Über, and Starbucks have been 

implementing online-based ordering and payment services to deliver the quick, convenient, 

technology oriented services that appeal to them. 

 Social media/networking is a central part of Millennials’ lives, and it has previously been 

established that they have the largest social networking presence of any generation. A Wall 

Street Journal Article by Suzanne Vranica titled “Millennials Spend 14.5 Hours Per Week on 

Smartphones” reported on a WSJ study that found 77% of Millennials owned smartphones, and 

spent an average of 14.5 hours per week using it to text and participate on social networking 

sites. Social networking/media has become an extension of self for this age group. This 

technology is “second nature to them. It’s their tool of communication to the rest of the world, a 

way through which they create their personal branded image” (Meletopoulos & Reischl, 2009, 

p.15). 

 Research has found that the social networking/media sites served 3 basic needs for this 

age group: 

• Personal: to keep in touch with close friends and relatives. 

• Public: To follow the lives of celebrities and to meet new people. 

• Broadcast: Self-promotion. To broadcast their lives and activities to boost self-

confidence (Manimekalai, Sumathi, Selvarajah, & Thuraisingam, 2014 p.1043). 

A 2013 research study titled “Understanding Generation Y and their use of social media: a 

review and research agenda” (Bolton, Parasuraman, Hoefnagles, Migchels, Kabadayi, Gruber, 

Loureiro, & Solnet, 2013) asserted: 
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Generation Y actively contributes, shares, searches for and consumes content– plus 

works and plays on social media platforms (p.245 - 246)… They rely heavily on 

technology for entertainment, to interact with others– and even for emotion regulation (p. 

247)… Social media users 18 to 34 years old are more likely than older age groups to 

prefer social media for interactions with acquaintances, friends, and family. They are also 

more likely to value others’ opinions in social media and to feel important when they 

provide feedback… They spend a considerable amount of time simply consuming 

content, just like other generations. [They] use social media for socializing and 

experiencing a sense of community and for staying in touch with friends (p. 248).  

Although it’s clear this cohort uses social media for multiple purposes, the most unique to their 

age group is their emotional need to “broadcast” or self- promote to build confidence. 

Joel Stein’s 2013 TIME Magazine article “Millennials: The Me Me Me Generation” 

psychoanalyzes this age group’s social networking self-promotion activities: 

What they do understand is how to turn themselves into brands, with “friend” and 

“follower” tallies that serve as sales figures. As with most sales, positivity and confidence 

work best. “People are inflating themselves like balloons on Facebook,” says W. Keith 

Campbell, a psychology professor at the University of Georgia, who has written three 

books about generational increases in narcissism (including When You Love a Man Who 

Loves Himself). When everyone is telling you about their vacations, parties and 

promotions, you start to embellish your own life to keep up. If you do this well enough 

on Instagram, YouTube and Twitter, you can become a micro-celebrity. 

Considering the Millennial generation has had access to fairly sophisticated digital 

technology since early childhood, it’s easier to understand why they would embrace mobile 
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devices and social networking more intensely than Generation X or the Baby Boomers. Research 

suggests they are emotionally dependent on social networking platforms, and followers/likes 

boost their self-confidence. This emotional validation may be the reason they participate on these 

sites so often, as social networking makes them feel good. Since this age group is very 

accustomed to convenience and instant results, they may prefer communicating through mobile 

devices and social networking sites. This technology literally puts their entire social circles in the 

palm of their hands, and everyone is accessible with the push of a button. It can also be assumed 

that Millennials are able to stay current with constantly updating mobile technology and social 

networking platforms because they use them so often and have more practice than the older 

cohorts. Determining the reasons for Millennials’ extensive usage of social networking on 

mobile devices is a major goal of this study.   

Generation Z. In this study Generation Z refers to individuals born after 1995. They are 

characterized as being extremely aware of their surroundings, optimistic, intelligent, 

entrepreneurial, and incredibly reliant on technology.  Author Tim Elmore‘s 2015 article “6 

Defining Characteristics of Generation Z” describes this age group as: 

• Cynical: While the students I met were fairly happy and well-adjusted, they are not 

giddy like so many Generation Y kids were in the 90s. They tend to be more realistic 

not idealistic, seemingly jaded from the tough economy, terrorism and complexities 

of life. 

• Private: Perhaps it’s because they watched their older siblings get in trouble from 

posting controversial content on social media, but younger teens don’t want to be 

tracked. Apps like Snapchat and Whisper have seen explosive growth in the last few 

years. In contrast, Facebook has lost 25 percent of this demographic since 2011. 
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• Entrepreneurial: Like Millennials, these students plan to be pioneers, not merely 

settlers in a career. 72% of current high school students want to start a business. They 

feel like hackers, not slackers. Since they’re more jaded, they know life is hard and 

requires work. 

• Multi-tasking: By almost every measurement so far, these Gen Z kids will take 

multi-tasking to a new level. They prefer to be on 5 screens at once, not 2 screens like 

Millennials. Get ready to communicate to them while they look around, not into your 

eyes. 

• Hyper-aware: Generation Z has communicated enough with marketing researchers 

and academics to reveal that they experience: 4D Thinking. Because their minds are 

streaming in so many directions, they’ve become post-moderns who are hyperaware 

of their surroundings. 

• Technology-reliant: This one won’t surprise you. If we thought Millennials were 

addicted to technology, get ready for more. In surveys, these teens put technology in 

the same category as air and water. They cannot imagine living without being 

connected all the time. 

Although this generation is still very young, all of these characteristics are consistent across 

various sources. The most important trait of Generation Y to this study is that they are 

technology-reliant. They view technology as an “extension of themselves” and view constant 

connectivity as “another ever-present utility” similar to electricity (Anonymous, 2014). 

 According to the 2014 article “Generation Z: A Tech Timebomb”, teens in this age group 

are social networking super-users. It’s a consistent part of their daily lives and their primary way 

of communicating with peers. This article featured the results of a survey conducted by family 
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advocacy group Common Sense Media. The survey found 38% of children less than 2 years old 

have already used a mobile device, and one in three mothers has downloaded a children’s app on 

her smartphone (BabyCentre). The results of an online survey conducted by Wikia and Ispos 

Media CT in March 2013 featured in this article revealed that: 

25% of Generation Z participants connect and check emails and messages within five 

minutes of waking up, 73% connect within an hour, 93% visit Youtube once a week, 54% 

visit multiple times per day, 65% visit Facebook weekly, and 38% visit multiple times 

per day. 

The extent of Generation Z’s social media usage was further analyzed in a Wikia survey 

featured in a 2013 Newswire article titled “Generation Z: A Look At The Technology And 

Media Habits Of Today’s Teens”. The purpose of the research was to gain insight on the age 

group’s social media/networking and mobile device usage patterns. The results showed that 

100% of the participants are connected for over an hour every day, but approximately half (46%) 

are connected 10+ hours every day.  

The research went on to reveal that 63% are “unplugged” while at work or school, only 

44% unplug during religious services, 44% say they unplug while doing homework, and 45% 

unplug during sports and exercising. It was also learned that 47% of participants said they were 

more actively connected now than they were three months ago. As for preferred social 

media/networking sites, 93% visits YouTube at least once a week, and 54% visit multiple times 

per day. It was discovered that 65% visit Facebook weekly, while only 38% visit multiple times 

per day. Other popular social networking sites within Generation Z are “Twitter (26%), Google+ 

(26%), and Instagram (17%)”. 
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The main reasons participants in this study used social/media networking were to share 

their knowledge with others (60%), to share their opinion with others (55%). Unlike the 

Millennials, only 31% of Generation Z social media/networking contributors use the sites to self-

advertise and boost their self-esteem. The top two reasons for contribution among this generation 

are for fun and entertainment (70%) and to learn new things (64%). A similar study titled 

“Relationship Between Social Networking Sites Usage Pattern and Motivations Behind Usage: A 

Study of Generation Z A Digital Generation” by Prabhjot Kaur found that the top reasons for 

social networking/media usage among their participants were “for relationship building and 

maintenance, passing time, sharing and connecting, enjoyment, educational needs, and 

personality presentation” (p. 996). 

Research suggests that Generation Z are social networking/media super-users, and they 

view technology and mobile devices as an essential part of their daily lives. Perhaps this 

generation has integrated this technology into their daily lives so closely because it feels natural 

to them. As Prabhjot Kaur mentions, “for them use of social media is not a deliberately learned 

experience. Rather it is an acquired ability, similar to the way a child learns his or her native 

language (p. 997).” Competence and skill level may not be the reason Generation Z and 

Millennials use mobile devices and social media so often, it may be their attitudes towards it and 

the perspectives in which they view it. 
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Chapter III: Methodology 

 The purpose of the research conducted was to discover the strategies that Millennials 

(Generation Y) and Generation Z use to establish and maintain their competence with social 

media on mobile devices. The attitudes concerning these technologies across the Baby Boomers, 

Generation X, Millennials (Generation Y), and Generation Z were explored. The social 

networking applications that are most popular and unpopular within each generation, the 

frequency in which each age group uses the applications, and the reason behind these behaviors 

were analyzed. The goal was to discover how each generation uses social media, and the tasks 

they are seeking to accomplish. Each generation’s perception of this technology, and their 

perceptions of how the other age groups use social media on mobile devices (how the older 

generations perceive Y and Z’s social media habits and vice versa) were also considered. 

Subject Selection and Description 

The participants in this study were a combination of friends, co-workers, classmates, and 

“friends/followers” on social networking sties. This group was surveyed to provide more diverse 

and accurate results as there would be a clear bias if all participants were gathered from the same 

social networking sites or a single organization.   

Instrumentation 

The online surveys were disseminated by Qualtrix, and completed online using mobile 

devices, laptop, and desktop computers. Interviews were held over the telephone, and responses 

were documented and analyzed. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Survey responses were quantified by Qualtrix, and then exported into Excel charts. 
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Data Analysis   

The 80 participants were asked to answer a number of multiple choice questions that 

gauged the activities they engaged in, SMS messaging frequency, social networking frequency, 

preferred devices, preferred social networking sites, motivations for social networking, and 

emotional connection to social networking sites. Follow-up telephone interviews were then 

conducted to further analyze common attitudes surrounding mobile devices and social 

networking within each generation. 

Limitations 

The limitation on this sample of participants is that they are all upper middle class and 

wealthy Northeastern Americans. The results of this study may have been different if a lower 

income sample had been used. The results of this study may have also been different if the 

participants lived in another region. 

Summary 

The results of this research revealed that Millennials and Generation Z are not more 

competent in using social networking sites on mobile devices than Pre-Millennials, however they 

are more comfortable. The differences in usage reflect the varying values throughout the four 

cohorts. Pre-Millennials viewed mobile devices as tools used to perform a task, and social 

networking sites as a pastime activity. Millennials and Generation Z viewed mobile devices and 

social networking sites as an extension of themselves, and found it more difficult to “un-plug”. 
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Chapter IV: Results 

 A total of 95 survey responses were collected, incomplete surveys and surveys with 

invalid answers were not included in these results. The sections below represent the survey 

questions all 80 participants were presented during data collection. Each age group included 20 

participants. The survey questions were as follows: 

• Smartphone activities: Participants were asked to numerically rank (1-7) the 

activities provided in the order they perform them on their smartphones.  

• SMS messaging frequency: Participants were asked how often they send SMS text 

messages. 

• Social networking frequency: Participants were asked how often they visit social 

networking sites. 

• Preferred devices: Participants were asked to select the device they preferred to use 

when visiting social networking sites from a multiple-choice list. 

• Most visited social networking sites: Participants were asked to select the social 

networking sites they visited from a multiple-choice list. 

• Motivations for using social networking sites: Participants selected the reasons they 

visit social networking sites from a multiple-choice list. 

• Confidence using social networking sites: Participants were asked to assess their 

skill levels using social networking sites. 

• Timeframe participating in social networking: Participants were asked how many 

years they have been using social networking sites. 

• Attitude toward social networking: Participants were asked if social networking 

sites had a positive impact on life. 
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• Emotional connection to social networking: Participants were asked if they enjoyed 

using social networking sites. 

• Trust in social networking: Participants were asked if they felt social networking 

sites were trustworthy and reliable. 

Demographic 

The demographic used in this study were English speaking Americans with access to 

mobile devices and social networking sites. All participants owned at least one personal mobile 

device, and had unlimited internet access. Each generation was represented by 20 survey 

participants, and at least two interview participants.  

Smartphone Activities 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “Rank the 

activities you normally use your cellular phone for. Please rank 3 or more activities by entering a 

number into the corresponding text box. (1 is the most/7 is the least)”. The purpose of this 

question was to compare the activities each generation performs on their smartphones in greatest 

to least popularity. Since each activity was ranked, the results for each category were averaged to 

demonstrate popularity on a scale of 1-7 from greatest to least.  
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Table 3 

Smartphone Activities 

Smartphone Activities Boomer  Gen X  Millennial  Gen Z  

Texting 1.9 1.85 1.9  2 

Taking and Sharing Pictures 3.95 3.65 4.35 4 

Browsing the Internet 3.8 3.30 2.65 4.9 

Watching Movies and Videos 5.95 6.15 5 5.3 

Social Networking 4.6 3.55 3.15 1.8 

Video Chat Calls 5.90 6.05 5.85 4.95 

Voice Phone Calls 2.5 3.20 4.9 5.05 

Note. This table represents the activities each age group performs numerically ranked 1-7 (from 

greatest to least). 

SMS Messaging Frequency 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “I use my 

smartphone to send text messages: (how many times per day)”. The purpose of this question was 

to compare the frequency in which each cohort uses SMS text messaging. Each participant’s 

answer was categorized by generation then converted to percentage.  
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Table 4 

SMS Messaging Frequency 

Uses Cell Phone to Text  Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

0-2 times per day 20%  10% 0 0 

3-5 times per day 20% 10% 15% 10% 

5-10 times per day 30% 20% 20% 5% 

10+ times per day 30% 60% 65% 85% 

I don’t use text messaging 0 0 0 0 

Note. This table represents number of times each age group texts each day. 

Social Networking Frequency 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “I visit 

social networking sites on my smartphone: (how often?)”. The purpose of this question was to 

compare social networking usage patterns among the four generations. Each participant’s answer 

was categorized by generation then converted to percentage.  

Table 5 

Social Networking Frequency 

Visits sites on smartphone  Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

Rarely 5% 5% 0 0 

Once every few weeks 0 10% 0 0 

Once per week 5% 10% 0 0 

Once per day 10% 15% 25% 0 

Multiple times every day 55% 60% 75% 100% 

I don’t use social media 25% 0 0 0 

Note. This table represents the frequency in which each age group visits social networking sites 

on their smartphones. 
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Preferred Devices 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “I prefer 

to visit social networking sites on: (what device?)”. The purpose of this question was to compare 

the most popular devices used to access social networking platforms among the four generations. 

Each participant’s answer was categorized by generation then converted to percentage.  

Table 6 

Preferred Devices 

Device Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

Smartphone 30% 85% 80% 85% 

Laptop 30% 5% 10% 10% 

Desktop 15% 10% 5% 0 

Tablet 0 0 5% 5% 

I don’t use social media 25% 0 0 0 

Note. This table represents the devices each age group prefers to access social networking sites. 

Most Visited Social Networking Sites 

The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “Select 

the social networking sites you visit on your cellular phone”. The purpose of this question was to 

determine which sites are most popular among each cohort. The individual values in the table 

represent the actual number of participants (out of 20 for each cohort) who use the site in 

reference. Participants only selected the sites they used, and left the selections for the sites they 

did not use empty. 
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Table 7 

Most Visited Social Networking Sites 

Most visited sites  Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

Facebook 15 19 17 13 

Instagram 3 16 18 20 

Twitter 6 15 10 14 

Snapchat 2 12 15 20 

LinkedIn 11 14 8 3 

Google+ 8 10 4 5 

Vine 0 4 2 7 

Tumblr 2 8 8 5 

Pinterest 3 11 5 7 

Kik 0 7 3 8 

What’s App 4 11 4 3 

I don’t use social media 5 0 0 0 

Note. This table represents the social networking sites each age group prefers. 

Motivations for Using Social Networking Sites 

The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “Select 

the activities you engage in most using social networking on your cellular phone. Please select 3 

or more activities”. The purpose of this question was to determine which motivations for using 

social networking sites are most common among each cohort. The individual values in the table 

represent the actual number of participants (out of 20 for each cohort) who agree with the motive 
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in reference. Participants only selected the motives true to themselves, and left the selections that 

were not applicable empty. 

Table 8 

Motivations for Using Social Networking 

Reason   Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

Keep in touch with friends 14 19 17 19 

Following celebrities 4 8 6 12 

Getting likes and attention 5 7 6 12 

Keeping up with news 15 18 14 12 

Sharing personal experiences 6 12 12 13 

Sharing opinions 10 9 9 13 

Entertainment 10 17 17 18 

I don’t use social media 5 0 0 0 

Note. This table represents the reasons each generation uses social networking sites. 

Confidence in Using Social Networking Sites 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “My 

proficiency completing tasks on social networking sites with my smartphone is (rating)”. The 

purpose of this question was to gauge and compare each generation’s confidence when using 

social networking platforms. Each participant’s answer was categorized by generation then 

converted to percentage.  
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Table 9 

Confidence in Using Social Networking Sites 

Proficiency   Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

Expert 15% 70% 65% 60% 

Intermediate 35% 20% 25% 20% 

Basic 25% 5% 10% 20% 

Novice 0 5% 0 0 

I don’t use social media 25% 0 0 0 

Note. This table represents the self-rated proficiency levels in using social networking sites for 

each generation. 

Timeframe Participating in Social Networking 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “I have 

been using social networking sites for a total of ____ years”. The purpose of this question was to 

determine the lengths of time each cohort has been using social networking sites. Each 

participant’s answer was categorized by generation then converted to percentage.  

Table 10 

Timeframe Participating in Social Networking 

Number of years  Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

0-2 years 10% 5% 0 0 

3-5 years 25% 5% 0 70% 

6-9 years 40% 40% 45% 20% 

10+ years 25% 50% 55% 10% 

Note. This table represents the length of time each generation has been using social networking 

sites. 
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Attitude Toward Social Networking 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “I believe 

mobile technology and social media make life easier”. Participants were given Likert Scale 

options Strongly agree, Agree, Neither agree or disagree, Disagree, Strongly disagree. The 

purpose of this question was to gauge and compare the most common attitudes pertaining to 

social networking among the four generations. Each participant’s answer was categorized by 

generation then converted to percentage.  

Table 11 

Attitude Toward Social Networking 

Rating  Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

Strongly agree 45% 20% 25% 20%  

Agree 30% 45% 40% 40% 

Neutral 20% 30% 25% 35% 

Disagree 5% 5% 10% 5% 

Strongly Disagree 0 0 0 0 

Note. This table represents each age group’s response to the statement, “Social networking and 

mobile technology makes life easier". 

Emotional Connection to Social Networking 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “I enjoy 

using mobile technology and social networking sites”. Participants were given Likert Scale 

options Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither agree or disagree, Disagree, Strongly disagree. The 

purpose of this question was to gauge and compare the most common attitudes pertaining to 

social networking among the four generations. Each participant’s answer was categorized by 
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generation then converted to percentage.  

Table 12 

Emotional Connection to Social Networking 

Rating  Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

Strongly agree 35% 25% 40% 40% 

Agree 35% 55% 60% 60% 

Neutral 30% 20% 0 0 

Disagree 0 0 0 0 

Strongly Disagree 0 0 0 0 

Note. This table represents each age group’s response to the statement "I enjoy using social 

networking sites and mobile technology. 

Trust in Social Networking 

 The data in this table represents the four generations’ responses to the question “I believe 

mobile technology and social media are trustworthy and reliable”. Participants were given Likert 

Scale options Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither agree or disagree, Disagree, Strongly disagree. The 

purpose of this question was to gauge and compare the most common attitudes pertaining to 

social networking among the four generations. Each participant’s answer was categorized by 

generation then converted to percentage.  
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Table 13 

Trust in Social Networking 

Rating  Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z 

Strongly agree 15% 5% 15% 10% 

Agree 15% 30% 15% 15% 

Neutral 50% 40% 60% 45% 

Disagree 10% 25% 10% 25% 

Strongly Disagree 10% 0 0 5% 

Note. This table represents each age group’s response to the statement "Social networking and 

mobile technology are trustworthy and reliable. 

Analysis 

This section provides written and visual analyses on the survey and interview data collected 

during this study. 

 Smartphone activities analysis. The 80 participants were asked to rank the following 

seven activities in the numerical order of frequency they engage in them on their smartphones. 

The values in the chart represent the averages of each answer on a scale of 1-7, with 1 indicating 

the highest and 7 indicating the lowest. The following chart illustrates the top seven activities 

each cohort engages in most on their smartphones by average. 
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Figure 1. Smartphone activities. Note. This figure represents the activities each age group 

engages in on their smartphones. 

Baby Boomers 

1. Texting (1.9) 

2. Voice phone calls (2.5) 

3. Browsing the Internet (3.8) 

4. Taking/sharing pictures (3.9) 

5. Social networking (4.6) 

6. Video chat calls (5.90) 

7. Watching movies/videos (5.95) 

Generation X 

1. Texting (1.85) 

2. Voice phone calls (3.20) 

3. Browsing the Internet (3.30) 

4. Social networking (3.55) 

5. Taking/sharing pictures (3.65) 
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6. Video chat calls (6.05) 

7. Watching movies and videos (6.15) 

Millennial 

1. Texting (1.9 average) 

2. Browsing the Internet (2.65) 

3. Social networking (3.15) 

4. Taking/sharing pictures (4.35) 

5. Voice phone calls (4.9) 

6. Watching movies/videos (5) 

7. Video chat calls (5.85 

Generation Z 

1. Social networking (1.8) 

2. Texting (2) 

3. Taking/sharing pictures (4) 

4. Browsing the Internet (4.9) 

5. Video chat calls (4.95) 

6. Watching movies/videos (5.3) 

7. Voice phone calls (5.05)  

Texting, voice phone calls, and browsing the Internet were the top three activities for the 

Pre-Millennial groups (Baby Boomers and Generation Y). The top three for the Millennial group 

were texting, browsing the Internet, and social networking. The top three for Generation Z were 

social networking, texting and taking/ sharing pictures. Voice phone calls were in the bottom 
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three ranking at number five for Millennials, and number seven for Generation Z. On the 

contrary, social networking ranked number four for Generation X, and number 5 for Boomers. 

 It appears that Pre-Millennials are using their smartphones most for basic communication 

like talking and texting. This coincides with data gathered from the interview session with this 

cohort as they described social networking as being “time consuming” and “an additional task on 

their to-do lists”. Millennials and Gen Z reported using social networking because it was “easier” 

and a way to “stay in the know”. It seems perception is the driving factor behind the activities 

most commonly performed on smartphones. Pre-Millennials view social networking as more of a 

distraction, whereas Millennials and Generation Z view it as a convenient way to keep up with 

friends and current events. 

 SMS messaging frequency analysis. Participants were asked how often they used their 

smartphones to send text messages. They were given the multiple choices of 0-2, 3-5, 5-10, and 

10+ times every day. The results showed: 

 

Figure 2. SMS Messaging frequency. Note. This figure represents the frequency each age group 

texts. 

 The majority of participants in each generation group reported texting a minimum of 3-5 

times per day, however the Pre-Millennial groups texted slightly less than Millennials and Gen 
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Z. Four participants in the Baby Boomers group reported texting “0-2 times per day”, and two 

Gen X participants reported texting “0-2 times per day”. This is a striking contrast to Millennials 

and Gen Z as no participants of either group reported texting “0-2 times per day”. Six Baby 

Boomers and ten Gen X participants reported texting “10+ times per day”, whereas 15 

Millennials and 17 Gen Z participants reported texting “10+ times per day”. 

 Based on these results, Pre-Millenials text less than Millennials and Gen Z. Although 

Pre-Millennials see the value in texting, they are more likely to make a voice phone call than the 

two younger generations. In the interview sessions following the surveys, multiple Baby 

Boomers asserted, “sometimes you just need to call”, and “texting is very impersonal”. One 

member of Gen X stated that “there are no tones attached to texts, and people interpret them 

based on how they’re feeling at the moment”. Millennial and Gen Z participants commented 

“everyone texts”, and “I’d rather text than talk”. 

 Social networking frequency. Participants were asked how often they visited social 

networking sites on their smartphones. They were given the multiple choices of Rarely, Once 

every few weeks, Once per week, Once every few days, Once per day, and Multiple times per 

day. The following chart illustrates the frequencies of each generation by percentage. 
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Figure 3. Social networking frequency. Note. This figure represents the frequency each age 

group visits social networking sites. 

 The Pre-Millennial groups reported using social networking sites significantly less than 

Millennials and Gen Z. Baby Boomers use social networking sites the least with only “11 out of 

20” using social media multiple times per day, and “5 out of 20” not using social networking 

sites at all. All Millennial and Gen Z participants reported using social networking sites at least 

once per day, and all 20 Gen Z participants reported using social networking sites multiple times 

per day.  

 These results coincide with the data gathered during the interview sessions, as the Pre-

Millennial groups were much less enthusiastic about social networking sites than the two 

younger groups. Baby Boomer participants asserted “people put too much of their business 

online”, “Facebook is a gossip column”, and “I could never really get into it”. Gen X participants 

commented that it was “time consuming”. Millennial participants commented that “it’s the best 

way to keep in touch”, and Gen Z participants commented “it’s fun, and keeps me entertained”. 

 Preferred devices. Participants were asked what device they prefer visiting social 

networking sites on. The following chart illustrates the devices each generation prefers by 

percentage. 
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Figure 4. Preferred devices. Note. This figure represents the devices each age group prefers to 

use for social networking. 

 Baby Boomers don’t appear to have a strong preference when accessing social 

networking sites with “6 out of 20” equally preferring their smartphones and laptop computers, 

and “3 out of 20” preferring their desktops. Gen X, Millennials, and Gen Z strongly prefer using 

their smartphones. Results showed that “17 out of 20” Gen X and Gen Z preferring smartphones, 

and “16 out of 20 Millennials preferring their smartphones.” 

 These results coincide with previously referenced research indicating that Pre-Millennials 

are less likely to embrace mobile devices than younger users (Zickhur, 2011). The reason for this 

may be value based as the common theme during the interview session with the Boomers 

generation was that social networking is beneficial in moderation. The majority of interviewees 

felt younger users are “obsessive” and “reckless” with their social networking habits. Perhaps 

witnessing these behaviors makes them self-conscious of their own, and the place greater value 

on “unplugging”. 

 Most visited social networking sites. Participants were asked to rank the social 

networking sites they use. The choices of sites were Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, 
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LinkedIn, Google+, Vine, Tumblr, Pinterest, Kik, What’s App. The following chart illustrates 

the preferred sites of each generation. 

 

Figure 5. Most visited social networking sites. Note. This figure represents the social networking 

sites each age group visits most. 

 Facebook is the most popular social networking site for Baby Boomers, Gen X, and 

Millennials, while Instagram came in second for Gen X and Millennials. Instagram and Snapchat 

were the top choice for Gen Z with “20 out 20” participants reporting to use both sites. It can 

also be considered that Facebook is less popular with Gen Z because it is most popular with the 

generations their parents are part of. Facebook doesn’t offer the same privacy as the sites that are 

less popular with Pre-Millennials. This may be why Gen Z uses these newer sites more 

frequently. 

 According to Wikipedia, Facebook became popular in 2004, Twitter was launched in 

2006, Instagram was launched in 2010, and Snapchat was launched in 2011.  

 It can be considered that Facebook is more popular with the Pre-Millennial groups 

because it is an older platform. Baby Boomers and Gen X had more time to accept and get 

comfortable with Facebook, which may be why it is their top choice. Millennials and Gen Z use 
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social networking sites more frequently with greater acceptance levels, so they are more likely to 

try new platforms than Pre-Millennials. 

 Motivations for using social networking sites. Participants were asked to rank their 

motivations for using social networking sites. Their choices were Keeping in touch with friends, 

Following celebrities, Getting likes and attention, Keeping up with news, Sharing personal 

experiences, Sharing opinions, Entertainment, and I don’t use social networking sites. The chart 

below illustrates the motivations by generation. 

 

Figure 6. Motivations for using social networking sites. Note. This table represents the reasons 

each age group uses social networking sites. 

 Keeping up with friends, and entertainment are the top two reasons all four cohorts use 

social networking sites. Keeping up with the news made the top three reasons for Pre-Millennial 

and Millennial participants. Sharing personal experiences made the top three for Gen Z 

participants. Based on these results, all four cohorts use social networking to stay connected to 

friends, family, and the news. Participants are less interested in gaining likes and attention, and 

following celebrities.  

 Previously mentioned research indicated that Millennials are most interested in gaining 
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likes and attention to boost self-esteem on social networking sites. The results of this survey 

revealed that Millennials are less interested in gaining attention and more interested in 

maintaining relationships and entertainment. It is also possible that quick, convenient 

communication and access to information provided by mobile devices and social networking 

sites are another factor. Since Millennials and Gen Z value instant results, it is logical that they 

depend on their mobile devices and social networking sites so heavily because it is the primary 

way to achieve this. 

 Confidence in using social networking sites. Participants were asked to rank their 

proficiency in using social networking sites. They were given the options of Expert, 

Intermediate, Basic, and Novice. The chart below illustrates the self-assessed competencies by 

generation. 

 

Figure 7. Confidence in using social networking sites. Note. This figure represents the self-rated 

social networking competency level of each age group. 

 Gen X participants were the most confident in their social networking abilities with “14 

out of 20” rating themselves experts. Millennial participants came in second with “13 out of 20”, 

and Gen Z participants came in third with “12 out of 20” rating themselves experts. The least 
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confident group were Baby Boomers, with “3 out of 20” rating themselves as experts. 

 Based off this information, it is possible that Gen X feels most confident with social 

networking because they have been exposed it the longest. As previously mentioned, they were 

the first to use the World Wide Web and the early social networking sites of the 90’s. They have 

watched the mobile devices and social networking sites evolve over decades into what they are 

today. It makes logical sense that they would be confident using this technology, as they have a 

thorough understanding of its origins and purpose. 

 Timeframe participating in social networking. Participants were asked how many 

years they have been using social networking sites. They were given the multiple choice of 0-2 

years, 3-5 years, 6-9, years, and 10+ years.  The chart below illustrates the timeframe each 

generation has been using social networking sites. 

 

Figure 8. Timeframe participating in social networking. Note. This figure represents the amount 

of time each age group has been using social networking. 

 Results showed that Millennial participants have been using social networking sites 

longer than any of the other age groups with “11 out of 20” users reporting to have been using 

them for 10+ years. Gen X came in second with “10 out of 20”, Baby Boomers came in third 
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with “5 out of 20”, and Gen Z came in last with “2 out of 20” users participating on social 

networking sites for 10+ years. 

 Based on the results, it appears Baby Boomers may be less confident with social 

networking because they have been using it for less time. Although Millennial participants are 

significantly younger, they have been participating on the sites for twice as long as the Boomer’s 

generation. Previous research has shown that it took Boomers a little longer to join social 

networking sites, so it can speculated that with time their confidence and participation may 

increase. 

 Attitude toward social networking. Millennial participants were asked if they agreed 

with the statement “Social networking and mobile technology makes life easier”. The chart 

below illustrates the participants’ responses by generation. 

 

Figure 9. Social networking and mobile technology make life easier. Note. This table represents 

each age group's response to the statement "Social networking and mobile technology make life 

easier". 

 Baby Boomer participants agreed most with the statement with “9 out of 20” selecting 

“Strongly Agree” and “6 out of 20” selecting “Agree”. The Millennial group came in second 
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with “5 out of 20” selecting “Strongly Agree” and “8 out of 20” selecting “Agree”. Gen X came 

in third with “4 out of 20” selecting “Strongly Agree”, and “9 out of 20” selecting “Agree”. Gen 

Z agreed least with “4 out of 20” selecting “Strongly Agree” and “8 out of 20” selecting 

“Agree”. More Gen Z participants than any other group selected “Neither agree or disagree” with 

“7 out of 20”. 

 It is possible that since Gen Z participants have been exposed to social networking since 

early childhood, they have a more realistic perception. They grew up hearing stories of online 

predators, watching their older siblings get in trouble for their social networking activity, and are 

possibly members of the same sites as their parents. They understand the repercussions of 

inappropriate online conduct, and seek more privacy. It was previously revealed that Gen Z 

participants preferred Instagram and Snapchat, as these sites are less popular with the Pre-

Millennial groups. Facebook and Twitter ranked lower for their age group, as these sites are 

more popular with the Pre-Millennial groups. 

 Emotional connection to social networking sites. Participants were asked if they 

enjoyed using social networking sites and mobile devices. The following chart illustrates their 

responses by generation. 
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Figure 10. I enjoy using social networking sites and mobile devices. Note. This figure represents 

each age group's response to the statement "I enjoy using social networking sites and mobile 

devices". 

 All Millennial and Gen Z participants either strongly agreed or agreed to that they 

enjoyed using social networking sites. The majority of the Pre-Millennial groups agreed as well, 

however “6 out of 20” Boomers selected “Neither agree or disagree” and “5 out of 20” Gen X 

participants selected “Neither agree or disagree”. Gen X was the only group to disagree with “2 

out of 20” selecting that response. 

 As previously mentioned, “5 out of 20” Boomers reported they did not use social 

networking sites, however none of these participants disagreed or strongly disagreed to enjoying 

using them. Based off this information, Boomer participants have tried social networking, 

enjoyed it, but decided not to make it a part of their lives. During the interview session with this 

cohort, a few participants commented that social networking sites “take up too much time”, and 

“it requires too much effort”. It is east to conclude Boomers didn’t see enough value in social 

networking sites to prioritize them, and make them a central part of their lives the way younger 

users have.  
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 Trust in social networking. Participants were asked if they felt social networking and 

mobile technology were trustworthy and reliable. The chart below illustrates participants’ 

responses by generation. 

 

Figure 11. Social networking and mobile devices are trustworthy and reliable. Note. This figure 

represents each age group's response to the statement, "Social networking and mobile devices are 

trustworthy and reliable. 

 Gen Z participants had the most trust in social networking sites out of all the cohorts with 

“10 out of 20” participants strongly agreeing that social networking is trustworthy and reliable. 

The majority Pre-Millennial and Millennial participants disagreed or selected a neutral answer to 

the statement. Millennial participants were the most neutral with “12 out of 20” neither agreeing 

or disagreeing, Baby Boomers followed closely with “10 out of 20”, and Gen X came in third 

with “8 out of 20” selecting the neutral answer. 

 As previously mentioned, Gen Z values privacy on social networking sites. Snapchat and 

Instagram are the platforms that were most popular for their cohort, and this is most likely 

because they are not as popular with Pre-Millennials (particularly Baby Boomers), and they offer 

unique security features. In doing this, Gen Z has created an online environment where they feel 
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safe, and their content is only available to a tightly controlled audience. This may be the reason 

why they have the most trust in social networking sites. 

 The nature of Snapchat is very secretive as all messages are automatically deleted upon 

receipt, and “stories” are only available for 24 hours after posting. Instagram can be considered 

more secure than Facebook because profiles set as private cannot be viewed at all unless the 

owner of the profile accepts the individual viewer’s “follower request”. There are many 

loopholes unwanted viewers can access on Facebook to view private profiles, and Gen Z doesn’t 

appear to tolerate this lack of security. 
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Chapter V: Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendation 

This section discusses, concludes, and provides recommendations based on the results of 

the data collected in the online surveys and interviews.  

Discussion 

This section discusses the differences in usage of mobile devices and social networking 

sites between the pre and post Millennial generations. 

 To what extent are Millennial and Generation Z users more comfortable or 

proficient with social networking when compared to their Pre-millennial counterparts? 

Based on the results of the research conducted Millennials and Generation Z are not more 

proficient at using social networking sites than Pre-Millennials (Baby Boomers and Generation 

X), however they are more comfortable. The differences in usage are largely value based as Pre-

Millennials would prefer voice phone calls or a conversation in person than a message on a 

social networking site. Baby Boomer and Gen X participants find it necessary to disconnect from 

social networking sites and turn off their mobile devices. They appreciate this technology, 

however they choose to use it “in moderation”. On the contrary, Millennial and Gen Z 

participants commented that they would “rather text than talk”, and check their social networking 

accounts multiple times every day, and do not see value in turning off their devices. Since both 

groups have been exposed to social networking and mobile technology since early childhood, 

they view it as more of an extension of themselves rather than a tool that gets put away when it 

has served its purpose. 

Conclusions 

This section details the conclusions gathered from the survey and interview data. 
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 Are Millennial and Generation Z users more flexible with the platforms that they 

use and the activities that they engage in than Pre-Millennials? Pre-Millennials are less 

flexible with the social networking platforms they use and the activities they engage in than Pre-

Millennials, however their activity is actively increasing. Based on the research conducted during 

this study, Facebook is more popular among Pre-Millennials than Millennials and Gen Z. 

However, only a few years ago in 2006 Millennial users saturated the platform. It seems that Pre-

Millennial users may need more time to accept and understand emerging platforms before 

getting deeply involved in them. It is likely that as time passes and Pre-Millennials get more 

accustomed to the concepts of Snapchat and Instagram, they will embrace the platforms and 

possibly more diverse activities the same as they have Facebook. 

 Millennial participants share similar characteristics to Gen Z although the frequency in 

which they use mobile devices and social networking sites is slightly less. In comparison to Gen 

Z, Millennial participants were much less trusting of social networking when asked to rate its 

reliability during this study. Due to the desire for privacy and security, all 20 Gen Z participants 

reported using Snapchat and Instagram, but used Facebook far less than any of the other cohorts. 

Since Gen Z has discovered a preferred/secure environment, they may use social networking 

more and with greater flexibility than the other cohorts due to this comfort level. 

Recommendations 

This section discusses the whether or not Millennials and Generation Z are actually better 

at using social networking sites on mobile devices than Pre-Millennials. 

 What strategies do Millennial and Generation Z users practice that can possibly 

assist Pre-Millennials with their development of social networking skills? Millennials and 

Generation Z are instilled with different values than the Pre-Millennial generations, and the 
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varying frequencies of usage among these age groups are a direct reflection of this. As 

previously mentioned, most Pre-Millennials find it necessary to unplug from mobile devices and 

social networking sites. During the Pre-Millennial interview sessions, participants made it clear 

that social networking was not a priority to them, and many viewed it as a pastime activity or 

distraction. 

Millennials and Gen Z are highly dependent on this technology and have structured their 

entire social lives social networking and mobile devices sending texts and visiting the sites 

multiple times every day. During their interview sessions they spoke of social networking and 

mobile devices as an essential part of their lives they could not properly function without. This 

technology is their primary method of communication and information about the world around 

them. Social networking and mobile devices are not an option to these users, they are integrated 

into their lifestyles. 

Every Millennial and Gen Z participant in this study visited social networking sites at 

least once per day, and over half visited on their smartphones. Out of the 20 Boomer participants, 

5 did not use social networking at all, and Gen X results were lower than Millennial but higher 

than Boomer results for most questions. Every Gen Z participant in this study reported using 

Facebook and Snapchat, as well as visiting social networking sites multiple times every day. As 

previously mentioned, Gen Z may use social networking the most because they found platforms 

that appeal to their need for privacy (Snapchat and Instagram). Millennials were less trusting of 

social networking and mobile devices, however they still use it slightly less than Gen Z due to 

their dependency on it for communication and information. 
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Appendix A: Survey Questions 

1. Select the date range containing your birth year: 

a) 1945-1964 

b) 1965-1984 

c) 1985-1995 

d) 1995-2005 

2. Rank the activities you normally use your smartphone for: 

 Voice phone calls 

 Video chat calls 

 Texting 

 Social media 

 Taking and sharing pictures 

 Browsing the internet 

 Watching videos and movies 

3. I use my smartphone to send text messages: 

a) 0-2 times per day 

b) 3-5 times per day 

c) 5-10 times per day 

d) 10+ times per day 

4. I visit social media sites on my smartphone: 

a) Occasionally 

b) Once every few weeks 

c) Once per week 
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d) Once per day 

e) Multiple times per day 

5. Select the following social media sites you visit on your smartphone: 

• Facebook 

• Instagram 

• Twitter 

• Snapchat 

• Linkedin 

• Google+ 

• Vine 

• Tumblr 

• Pinterest 

6. Rank the activities you engage in most on social media using your smartphone: 

• Keeping in touch with friends 

• Following celebrities 

• Soliciting attention and gaining likes 

• Keeping up with news 

• Sharing personal experiences 

• Expressing your opinions 

7. My proficiency in completing desired tasks with social media on my smartphone is: 

a) Advanced 

b) Intermediate 

c) Average 
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d) Novice 

8. I have been using social media for a total of: 

a) 0-2 years 

b) 3-5 years 

c) 6-9 years 

d) 8-10 years 

9. I believe social networking and mobile technology makes life easier. 

(Agree, neutral, disagree) 

10. I enjoy using social networking sites and mobile technology; 

(Agree, neutral, disagree) 

11. Social networking sites and mobile technology are trustworthy and reliable. 

(Agree, neutral, disagree) 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

• Why do you choose not to use other social media sites as much? What don’t you like 
about them? 

 
• Does social media make your life easier or more difficult? Why? 

 
• What’s you perception of the way the older/younger generation uses technology? 

 
• How do you keep up with constantly updating platforms on your smartphone and social 

media devices? 
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