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Abstract

Most studies on social media use in Nigeria focus on youths and address issues such as
internet accessibility; frequency and extent of social networking sites use; political attitudes
and online political participation; academic uses and news consumption, and the addiction to
this form of media. Whilst youths are avid users, studies indicate that popularity of social
media continues to grow among older adults of 65+ years with multiple use rates. Hence this
research describes the specific communication-based activities that occur on these sites
among adults in Nigeria. The paper finds older Nigerians” communication on SNS disposed to
bonding social capital as interactions skew towards family members, close friends and
colleagues. And although only about three in ten adults’ communication tends towards
making new friends on social media, it concludes nonetheless that adult Nigerians’ social
interactions on SNS may Yyet have positive correlation with bridging social capital and its

potential resources.
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Introduction

The Internet technology has certainly revolutionized the world of communication. It has
become not just a means of seeking information but of social relationships and interactions
among other people, whether for business or commercial purposes, for making new friends,
or for reconnecting with old friends and long lost relatives. Social networking sites or social
media have particularly made it possible to develop social relations with people of similar
interest and connect people across the globe without any geographic, economic or political
barriers (Katz and Rice, 2002). Social networking sites have grown into powerful platforms
that facilitate these social interactions and connections among families and friends across
long distances and by which people share ideas, experiences, pictures, messages and

information of interest (Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe, 2011).

Social networking has become part of the daily life experiences for an increasing number of
people (Meyer and Bray, 2013; Kuppuswamy, & Narayan, 2010; Gemmill, & Peterson,
2006) especially young people. The popular image of young people is of them with their
faces glued to screens while they are constantly texting, checking e-mail, or updating their
Facebook pages and keeping up with world events and helping to shape them (Kacie, 2009).
While social media use has grown dramatically among the youths, older users have been
especially enthusiastic over the past few years about embracing new networking tools and
now rely on social network platforms to help maintain contact with friends, families and
colleagues, and manage their daily communications—sharing links, photos, videos, news and

status updates (Bell, Fausset, Farmer, Nguyen, Harley and Fain, 2013).

Research on online social networks is vast but most of academic research has focused mainly
on experiences of adolescents and young adults on these sites including social capital
outcomes, probably to justify the popularity of SNS among undergraduate students or the
college student population. There is currently little academic research that describes the
activities of older adults on these sites (who does what and with whom) and how these
behaviours affect outcomes of interest especially in Nigeria. In the research presented here
therefore focused on older adults. Major objectives are to determine their awareness and
understanding of social media, verify their frequency of use of these sites, validate modes of
accessibility, and authenticate the most popular social network sites among them as well as

purposes for using these social network sites.
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Literature Review

Although previous literature seems to indicate that new communication technologies such as
computers, tablets and mobile phones, the Internet and online social technologies are
underutilised by older people (Feist and McDougall, 2013), recent studies show that older
adults who are aged 50 and above are fast adopting and utilizing social media to extend their
social relationships and as part of their everyday life (Chakraborty, Vishik, and Rao, 2013;
Phang, Sutanto, Kankanhalli, Li, Tan, and Teo, 2006; Selwyn, 2004).

While some studies suggest that older adults perceive the internet generally as an unwelcome
place for sociality, and SNSs as places for people who seek publicity and superficial
relationships (Lehtinen, N&sénen and Sarvas, 2009), other studies have shown that the
percentage of adults of over 55 years online has nevertheless increased steadily (Fox, 2001,
2004; Demunter,2005). As of 2011, Chakraborty, Vishik, and Rao (2013) quote J. Carracher
and Corbett3000, 2011 as reporting that there were approximately 16 million people 55 years

and older, who were Facebook users.

In one of Pew Research Centre’s Internet & American Life Projects, Madden (2010) reports
that growth of young adult internet and social networking sites use paled in comparison with
the gains made by older users. Within a space of one year, she said, internet users of ages 50-
64 who said they use a social networking site like MySpace, Facebook or LinkedIn grew 88%
and those ages 65 and older grew 100% in their adoption of the sites, compared with a growth
rate of 13% for those ages 18-29.

For most American senior internet users of ages 65 and older, Zickuhr and Madden (2012)
say internet use is a daily feature in their lives with about 70% using the internet on a typical
day and about 82% of all adult internet users going online on an average day overall. In one
of Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project, Rainie, Smith and Duggan
(2013) say Facebook appeared the dominant social networking site in this country with about
two-thirds of online American adults (67%) saying they were Facebook users. According to
Brenner and Smith (2013), percentage of online U.S. adults using social networking sites
increased from 67% in late 2012 to almost three quarters (72%) as of May 2013.
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An Ofcom (2014) report in the United Kingdom indicates that more UK adults, especially
older adults, are now going online with over eight in ten (83%) of adults now going online
using any type of device in any location with the number of adults almost doubling from 16%
in 2012 to 30% in 2013. In Australia, Feist and McDougall (2013) state that while the
generation of older people aged 65 years and above had low rates of Internet adoption, those

between the ages of 55 to 64 years had a much higher rate of Internet use.

All these researches suggest that although adolescents and young adults make up the majority
of online social networkers, older populations are increasingly using sites such as Facebook
and Twitter (Pfeil & Zaphiris, 2010; Sum, Mathews, Pourghasem, and Hughes, 2008).
Ostensibly, the fastest-growing group of the Internet and SNS users is people over 50 years
and, as Lovett (2011) predicts, the number of older SNS users may grow significantly in the
subsequent years. The most prominent functions on SNS sites are communication, picture
sharing and entertainment, buying things, playing games (Joinson, 2008). Depending on
computer skills and preferences of the individual involved, adults now go online using any
type of device in any location using personal computers, tablets or mobile phones (Nef,

Ganea, Muri, and Mosimann, 2013).

Studies investigating potential reasons for engaging with this kind of technology by older
people suggest that connecting with friends and family remains the biggest reason to use a
social networking site. That is, main benefit of using social networking sites for older adults
is to enter in an intergenerational communication especially with younger family members
(children and grandchildren (Nef, Ganea, Miri, and Mosimann, 2013). Interaction benefits
of such intergenerational communication, Lindley, Harper and Sellen (2008) argue, support
the maintenance of emotionally meaningful ties since older adults value their existing

relationships more than new ties.

Aside from satisfying the need for social contact, several studies (Bradley & Poppen, 2003;
Farkas, 2010) suggest that online communication helps older people to prevent isolation and
decrease loneliness. Selwyn (2004) notes other advantages of older adults using social
networking sites as lower perceived life stress, and access to societal and health related
information as well as avoidance of social isolation. Also, from their in-depth longitudinal

studies of older people making use of social networking sites, Harley and Fitzpatrick (2011)
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identified six core (motivational) themes of relevance in relation to their appropriation of
SNS: social contact; acquiring knowledge; supporting independence; intergenerational
connection; reminiscence/life review and creativity. Nonetheless, Jones and Fox (2009)
declare that most internet users aged 64+ go to web sites that provide information or support
for a specific medical condition or personal situation. Either way, research seems to establish
that online communication can enhance older people’s quality of life and well-being (Xie,

2007).

Most of these studies have however been conducted in industrialized countries of Europe and
America. That is, there is currently little empirical research that focuses specifically on
adults’ usage and interactions on these sites from Nigeria. But Nigeria is reputed to have the
largest internet population in Africa and is 11th in the world (Internet World Stats, 2014).
And Terragon Insights (2013) puts Internet penetration in Nigeria at 39.7 % in 2013 up from
28.4% in 2012 and that the average Nigerian spends not less 3 hours on the internet daily.
Corroboratory statistics released by market research and statistics specialists (Azeez, March
27, 2014) show that Nigeria’s internet connections have grown to about 200 per cent in the

last four years spanning 2009 and 2013.

On use of SNS, Terragon Insights (2013) quotes data from Internet World Stats, June 2012,
as putting social media penetration in Nigeria at around 5.4% albeit young adults (age 15 to
34) demonstrate greater likelihood of being social network users than those 35 and older. And
Nigeria’s most frequently used SNS appeared to be Facebook, 2go, Twitter, Eskimi,
Google+, Naij, Skype, Mobofree, Nairaland and Linkedin with top online activities among
the older population being work and business/studies, email, news and information, social
networking, downloads, entertainment (music, videos, gaming) and online shopping. A
Gallup/BBG (2012) survey also found that sending or receiving email, finding the latest
news, and updating a social networking profile are the most popular activities on the Internet

among Nigerians.

Much of academic research in Nigeria has focused on activities of adolescent users and
address issues such as why Nigerian students use of internet and social media (Sanusi,
Buhari, Ibrahim and Bashir, 2014; Akindehin and Akindehin, 2011; Udende and Azeez,
2010; Adaja and Ayodele, 2013; Camilia, Ibrahim and Dalhatu (2013; Ojo and Madaki,
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2014). Others hub on news consumption (Oyero, 2013), while some explore extent of online
political participation by youths on these social networks sites (Dagona, Karick, and
Abubakar, 2013) as well as attitudes and addictions to these sites (Alabi 2013; Suleiman,
2012). Some studies have drawn attention to patterns of social media-arranged-gender-based
violence among youths in Nigeria (Idongesit, 2014; Radda and Ndubueze, 2013). With little
on experiences of older adults on these sites and how these affect outcomes of interest among
them. The current study tries to fill this gap by focusing on experiences of adult SNS users,
rather than adolescent users. Our work investigates the use of SNS by older people. In
particular, we are interested in the major activities that consume the time of older adults on

these sites and possibly the reasons why they engage in such activities on SNS.

Methodology

In order to investigate how older people use social network sites, we tried to establish our use
of the term “older people” as a frame of reference for this study. But defining “old” is
difficult and age classification varies among countries and over time (Seeman, Lusignolo
Berkman and Albert, 2001). Thus, for a working definition for this study, we adopted the
chronological age of 45 years since the World Health Organisation (2012) puts life
expectancy in Nigeria at less than 55 years.

To analyze how older people use social network sites and what benefits they derive from
them, a survey of older adults living in the metropolitan Makurdi, capital of Benue State was
conducted to understand the characteristics of older adults who do and do not use SNS. Using
purposeful sampling, we collected information about demographics and other descriptive
variables, including gender, age, occupation, income, education, ethnic group. A purposeful
sampling became necessary for face value validation of the age of respondents prior to

administration of instruments.

Structured questionnaires were employed to collect data from a representative sample of 400
adults. A total of 395 filled in questionnaires were received back, which comes to an overall
response rate of 98.75 per cent. The data were analysed and inferences were made based on

standard statistical methods.
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Findings

As illustrated in Figure 1 below, internet use varies considerably by age and gender. Internet
use is more prevalent among males than females almost in the ratio of three to one female.
That is, females appeared almost three times less likely (27.8%) than males (69.7%) to go
online or use social networking sites. It is probable that this significant difference between
male and female users may not be unconnected with gender inequality determined largely by
African/Nigerian culture where females have fewer opportunities to do what they want

without intervention from family or any person responsible from them (A'lamElhuda and
Dimetry, 2014).

Figure 1: Demographics of older adults using the internet
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Internet use varies considerably and daily internet use appears to decline by age. Among
those 50-55 and 56 years older, only about one in every ten (13.92%) use the internet
compared to four in every ten (40.51%) of those ages 40-44s and almost three in ten
(25.32%) of 45-49s. This means there is strong likelihood that younger people will continue
to be the heaviest users of the internet social networking sites. Overall, 93.67% of all adults
ages 40 and older say they use the internet or SNS, albeit 6.33%t refused to share their
experiences in his regard. Invariably, older people who do use the internet tend to do so less
frequently than younger people (Berry, 2011).
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Internet access certainly depends on socioeconomic status. Those with more than a primary
education appeared more than 6 times as likely as those with a primary education or less to
have used the Internet. Although income does not appear to define internet use here, those
with middle level income are about three times (64.5%) as likely to report using the Internet
as those who earn below and above (25.4%) them. Similarly, those who have attained higher
levels of education — first degree and above - appeared far more likely to use the internet and
SNS than those who are not. Research has also shown that internet use tends to be lower
among people with lower incomes and lower educational attainment, disabled people, single
parents, female homemakers and people living in rural communities (Rasanen, 2006; Wong

et al, 2009).

Figure 2: Internet and SNS modes of access and frequency of use
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Figure 2 shows that older people are spending an average of one and a half hours weekly
online. Of these, about one in every five said they do spend up to 2 hours online or less. And
while nearly one sixth of all adults sampled spend between 2 to 3 hours online, approximately
one-third reported spending more than four hours weekly online or that they spend as long
time as they can online and on their favourite social network sites. For the majority, the

internet and social network sites are a daily part of life. That is, over half (55.7%) of the
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sampled adults visit social networking sites daily. Conversely, this means at least one in two
adult is a “heavy” social media user, meaning they use at least two different types of social

media each and every day.

As illustrated in Figure 2 above, most adults sampled are using several devices to go online.
While at least one in every four adult uses the PC or laptop to go online, the most common
device to access the internet is the mobile phone. Use of mobile phone of any kind among all
adults is almost universal at 86.1%. This use of alternative devices like games console
(3.8%), portable media player and E-book reader (1.3%) and other devices appears

supplemental to using a mobile phone or PC/laptop.

Data on usage shows a very high level of awareness and understanding of social media is
amongst Nigerian adults. Same as among the younger generation, findings reveal that
Facebook is the most popular and widespread social media site accounting for about 81%
active Nigerian adult users. Following almost by half is Google+ (36.7%), then Twitter
(16.5%), and YouTube (11.4%) closely followed by Wikipedia (10.1%). Few members of the

older adult population seem to use Instagram, LinkedIn and others.

Figure 3: Older adults’ motivations for using the Internet and SNS
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Results from figure 3 suggest that many older adults use social network sites primarily to be
informed of current issues and events (50.6%) and for research or studies (40.5%), followed
closely by communication with friends(49.4%) and family (34.2%). About one in five adult
Nigerian sampled said they use social media to make friends (27.8%), communicate with
colleagues and said share or create content (22.8%). Only about one in every six of the adults
said they use social network sites either to play games, or for entertainment or professional
purposes. These results show that an average Nigerian adult on social networking sites
primarily seeks information and updates their knowledge and equally communicate with
friends and family members. But the average adult Nigerian SNS user desires to
communicate with friends, family and colleagues and make new friends almost twice as
much as he/she would seek information and research online. Overall, an average Nigerian
adult’s social networking activities revolve around communicating with friends, family and

colleagues and making new friends.

Discussion of Findings

This research was conducted to find out the level of awareness and use of social media
especially the purposes for which older adults use these social network sites. This became
necessary against the backdrop that most of academic research has focused mainly on
experiences of adolescents and young adults on these sites with little academic research
describing the activities of older adults on these sites and their points of interest especially in

Nigeria.

Findings confirm a strong correlation between age and usage. There is growing evidence that
older age groups are becoming more active online, those relatively younger demonstrated
greater possibility than older people to use the internet and social networking sites more
frequently (Berry, 2011). As among the younger users, internet use varies considerably by
gender being more prevalent among males than females probably. This tendency is perhaps
best explained by gender inequality that is quite prevalent in African/Nigerian culture where
females have fewer opportunities to do what they want without intervention from family or

any person responsible from them (A'lamElhuda and Dimetry, 2014).

Among older adults, Internet and social media use seems defined by socio-economic

variables like level of education and income. While we may argue that income does not

10
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define internet use in absolute terms, those with higher levels of education appeared to use
the internet and SNS than those who are not. Invariably, research has also shown that internet
use tends to be lower among people with lower incomes and lower educational attainment,
disabled people, single parents, female homemakers and people living in rural communities
(Réséanen, 2006; Wong et al, 2009).

Frequency of use, modes of access and time spent online by older people do not appear to
vary greatly among the younger generation. For most adults, the internet and social network
sites are a daily part of life. Results show nearly one in two adults is a “heavy” internet or
social media user, meaning they spend an average of more than four hours weekly or as long
time as they can online and on their favourite social network sites. Also, they exploit at least
two different types of social media each and every day using several devices to go online.
The traditional PC or laptop is gradually giving way to the trendier mobile phone as
commonest device to access the internet and social sites. Although alternative devices like
games console, portable media player and E-book reader exist, these appear supplemental to

the mobile phone and PC/laptop.

As among the younger generation and as Rainie, Smith and Duggan (2012) say, Facebook
remains the most popular and widespread social media site among Nigerian adults with eight
out of ten active users. And while other sites like Google+, Twitter, YouTube and Wikipedia
have relatively fair share of usage, older adult traffic decreased on sites like Instagram,
LinkedIn and others. Overall, major activities on these sites by older adults seemed to revolve
around communicating with friends and family members as well as for information resource
and research with relatively few straying into online games, entertainment or professional
exploits. Invariably, the biggest reason of using social networking sites for older adult
Nigerians remains connecting with friends and family suggestive of an intergenerational
communication (Nef, Ganea, Miiri, and Mosimann, 2013) which, Lindley, Harper and Sellen
(2008) argue, support the maintenance of emotionally meaningful ties since value their

existing relationships more than new ties.
Conclusion
In this paper, we have attempted to broaden our knowledge of older adults’ social network

site use through both their activities on these sites and what implications and gains. Overall,

11
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older Nigerian adults’ communication interactions on SNS seemed inclined to building and
maintaining social relationships that are constitutive of bonding social capital is found
between individuals in tightly-knit, emotionally close relationships, such as family, close
friends and colleagues. But because at about three in ten sampled said they use social media
to make friends, it seems plausible to conclude that adult Nigerians’ social interactions on
SNS nevertheless support loose social ties and augment bridging social capital from which
they could potentially draw resources. It is our hope that this work will contribute to our
understanding of older adults’ activities on social networks especially in Nigeria but we
suggest further research into real and potential benefits such interactions garner for the older

population especially the social capital implications.

12
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