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Abstract  

The digital natives of today are the first generation to grow up immersed in information and 

communication technologies and in particular social networking sites (SNSs). There is much hype in 

the media about the negative effects of SNSs, at the same time there are concerted efforts to reach 

these digital natives through social media by politicians, advertisers, organisations, and agencies. 

There is much isolated research on social media, digital natives, youth well-being, etc. But there is 

very little research that brings these diverse disciplinary threads together in a holistic manner. The 

purpose of our research is to address this lacuna by exploring the impact of social networking sites on 

digital native well-being in particular social competence. In this paper we explore this area and come 

up with three propositions that could become the foundation for future research. 
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Introduction 

The digital natives of today are the first generation to grow up immersed in information 
communication technologies (Tapscott 2008). A survey by (Prensky 2004) concluded, that digital 
natives “are not just using technology differently today, but are approaching their life and their daily 
activities differently because of the technology”. Digital natives are comfortable using a whole host of 
systems from transaction to decision to collaboration support for personal and professional purposes 
(Vodanovich et al. 2010).  

However, ubiquitous internet spaces such as social networking sites (SNS) can have both positive and 
negative effects on a person’s well-being. Loneliness, depression and daily stress has been positively 
linked with greater Internet usage Kraut and colleagues, (1998), although such negative impact of 
Internet may vary for different personal characteristics and social variables (Hamburger et al. 2000). 
In contrast, studies have shown that the Internet can enhance social involvement (Kalpidou et al. 
2011; Larose et al. 2001; Tomai et al. 2010). Some studies even report that Internet usage not only saw 
a marked decrease in loneliness and depression, but also saw an increase in perceived social support 
and self-esteem (Shaw et al. 2002; Svendsen et al. 2011).  

Digital natives experience their adolescence in a digital environment and face specific developmental 
challenges. Existing literature shows that loneliness and perceived social support from family and 
close friends (Subrahmanyam et al. 2007), a socially supportive network, (Argyle 1992; Henderson et 
al. 1985) relationships and friendships (Argyle 1992) have all been found to contribute to youth well-
being (Hartup et al. 2001). The well-being of digital natives can be broken down in numerous ways. 
The concept of social competence has been used in contemporary literature as one such attribute that 
contributes to youth well-being (Reis et al. 2000; Smart et al. 2003). Of particular interest in this 
study is to investigate the impact of the ubiquitous use of social networking sites by digital natives, on 
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their social competence offline and online. It is also interesting to explore the idea that this impact 
may not uniform across this group and that it may be moderated by personality and gender. A series 
of propositions that can be used to test these ideas are proposed. The article primarily describes the 
theoretical development underpinning these propositions. 

Theoretical Development 

Social Competence in Ubiquitous Spaces: The Impact of SNS 

Social competence has been defined as a set of skills and behaviours necessary to get along with others 
and be well-liked. For instance, Gresham, Sugai & Horner (2001) defined social competence as the 
ability of digital natives to “establish and maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships, gain peer 
acceptance, establish and maintain friendships, and terminate negative or pernicious interpersonal 
relationships” (Gresham et al. 2001 p. 331). Consistent with the prior research that centres social 
success upon effective interaction (Gresham et al. 2001; Stump et al. 2009), social competence refers 
to a person’s ability to get along with other people and is one of important indicators for psychological 
well-being and development (Desjarlais et al. 2010).  

The ability to create and maintain new relationships becomes especially crucial in adolescence as the 
hub around which young people’s world revolves changes from the family to the peer group. Such 
developmental tasks for digital natives are now accomplished through SNSs. The main SNSs used by 
the digital generation as referred to by eBizMBA (a list based on traffic ranking) (www.ebizmba.com) 
are Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, YouTube and Google+. Valkenberg et al (2006) have classified 
various uses of SNSs, such as social browsing and networking, into two main categories, Relationships 
and Self-Expression. In the following section, we will explore how these two forms of using SNSs 
could affect digital natives’ social competence development.   

Relationship building Using SNS for Social Competence  

An important developmental characteristic of digital natives is the need to sustain existing 
relationships (Mesch 2009) and the formation of new social relationships (Grinter et al. 2001). 
Adolescent friendships have been found to be reliable predictors of overall well-being, as well as self-
esteem and social adjustment during adolescence and adulthood (Azmitia et al. 1999; Berndt 2002). 
However, digital natives tend to spend less time for face-to-face communications that supports both 
the maintenance of individual friendships and group interaction (Grinter et al. 2001; Schiano et al. 
2002; Valkenburg et al. 2007).  

Relationship building using SNSs refers not only to the ability to meet new people and connect with 
existing offline contacts (Boyd et al. 2008) but also refers to the types of, quality and the depth of 
relationships formed (Bukowski et al. 1994; Chan et al. 2004; McKenna et al. 2002). Peer 
communications, enabled by SNSs, are highly desirable because they provide a context in which the 
rules of the larger world can be learned, practiced and reinforced (Samter 2003; Yang et al. 2013); and 
help an adolescent making sense of life experience and constructing viable relationships between self 
and society (McCall 1987; Youniss et al. 2000). In the classical interpersonal communication 
literature, a full friendship development process typically can be understood as one in which a 
stranger evolves to an acquaintance, to a new friend, and then to a close friend (e.g.Canary  et al. 
2008; Trenholm  et al. 2007). Teenage friendship development processes in SNSs are no exception. 
This process is somewhat accelerated by the unique features of SNSs such as lack of “gating features” 
which facilitate the ease of self-disclosure and the formation of “strong ties” (McKenna et al. 2000; 
McKenna et al. 2002). 

The depth and quality of the friendship developed is also an important indicator to the strength of 
relationships formed and maintained via the Internet. There has been some debate over the 
stimulation versus displacement theories of whether the Internet enhances or takes away from 
creating and maintaining good quality friendships. The stimulation hypothesis suggests that online 
communication may enhance the quality of existing friendships because the numerous technologies 
available online encourage greater communication channels with friends strengthen existing 
relationships (Gross 2004; Subrahmanyam et al. 2007; Valkenburg et al. 2008). Conversely 
proponents of the displacement hypothesis argue that the Internet motivates digital natives to form 



  Social Competence of Digital Natives in SNSs 

3 
 

online contacts with strangers rather than to maintain friendships with their offline peers. Because  
online contacts are seen as superficial weak-tie relationships that lack feelings of affection and 
commitment, ubiquitous spaces are believed to reduce the quality of existing friendships (Kraut et al. 
1998; Nie et al. 2002). Digital natives perceive the ability to intimately self-disclose as important 
predictors of reciprocal liking, caring and trust (Collins et al. 1994; Reich et al. 2012) making the 
Internet responsible for a potential increase in digital native friendship quality and, in turn, their well-
being. 

Using SNS for Identity Formation and Social Competence  

Adolescents may find the struggle with identity formation, which consists of self-definition, self-
expression and self-verification, a difficult task (Crocetti et al. 2008). At this stage in life they are 
experimenting with their identities and at the same time learning skills in expressions of self. While 
physical constraints such as the body, biological sex, race, or age can have a profound effect on self-
definition and self-presentation (Collins 2003), many of these attributes become flexible in online 
environments. In a virtual world, digital natives employ text and images in their profiles and blogs to 
describe who they are, what they like, and what they do. Through their posts, users send greetings, 
exchange messages, make plans, flirt, and maintain contact. These features of SNSs allow users to 
reveal information about themselves and their lives (Jones et al. 2008). The anonymity afforded to 
digital natives within virtual worlds allows adolescents more flexibility in exploring their identity 
through their language, their role play, and the personae they assume (Calvert et al. 2002; Reid et al. 
2013).  

Identity formation also encompasses the validation and feedback adolescents receive to their profiles. 
Boyd (2007 p. 15) states that “teens are going online in order to see and be seen by those who might be 
able to provide validation”. In this way, digital natives can determine the appropriateness of their 
attitudes, behaviours, and values, thus re-enforce the formation of their identity (Derlega et al. 1979; 
Subrahmanyam et al. 2011).  

There were three key concepts discussed in this section in relation to SNSs; social competence, 
relationship building and self-expression. Taken together these concepts enable the distillation of key 
elements that can be used to explain the relationship between use of and engagement with social 
networking technologies and their impact on the well-being and development of digital natives. We 
propose a series of propositions that could be used to explore the potential relationships between 
these concepts. 

Proposition 1 (P1): The use of SNSs Relationship Building and Self-Expression leads to 
higher Social Competence of a digital native 

P1a: The ability to form relationships through SNS leads to higher Social Competence in 
digital natives 

P1b: The ability to express oneself through SNS leads to higher Social Competence in 
digital natives 

Moderating Effects of Personality and Gender  

In addition to predicting general online behaviour, the five traits from the Five Factor Model (Costa et 
al. 1992) have been linked to SNSs in particular. The Five Factor Model (“Big 5”) splits up personality 
types into constructs of extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness to 
experience. The first trait, extraversion, reflects a tendency to be sociable and able to experience 
positive emotions; the second trait, neuroticism, reflects a person’s tendency to experience 
psychological distress and high levels of this trait are associated with a sensitivity to danger; the third 
factor, conscientiousness, reflects the degree to which an individual is organised, diligent, and 
scrupulous. Agreeableness, the fourth factor, is another aspect of interpersonal behaviour, reflecting a 
tendency to be trusting, sympathetic, and cooperative. The fifth trait, openness to experience, 
represents an individual’s willingness to consider alternative approaches, be intellectually curious, 
and enjoy artistic pursuits (Amichai-Hamburger et al. 2010) This model has received considerable 
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empirical support and is now the standard taxonomy to organise and measure personality traits 
(Costa et al. 1992; Goldberg 1990). 

While personality factors have been demonstrated to affect Internet use (Amichai-Hamburger et al. 
2010; Correa et al. 2010; Hamburger et al. 2000; Ross et al. 2009) and some aspects of social 
competence such as perceived social support (Swickert et al. 2002), there is a paucity of research on 
how individuals with different levels of personality types are differentially affected by the same type of 
use of ubiquitous spaces (Ehrenberg et al. 2008; Ross et al. 2009; Swickert et al. 2002). However 
there have been no studies which look into the moderation effect of personality on the relationship 
between social networking use and social competence.  

Amichai-Hamburger et al (2002) note that while extraverted individuals are able to express their true 
identity offline, introverts find it easier to express their identity online which also affects their ability 
to build relationships. Similar to introverts, those scoring high on the trait of neuroticism 
demonstrated a strong interest in using the Internet for communication (Wolfradt et al. 2001). 
Individuals high on the trait of neuroticism have also been reported as having the lowest levels of 
perceived social support (Swickert et al. 2002) and in turn are more likely to express their true selves 
in an anonymous forms of online communication such as chat rooms (Amichai-Hamburger 2002). 
However once again the majority of SNSs demand a certain level of truthfulness in construction of 
identity (Boyd 2007) and therefore may influence individuals of this personality type in self-
expression and relationship building.  

Research has demonstrated that the personality trait conscientiousness can be negatively related to 
the use of the Internet and other forms of CMS (Swickert et al. 2002). Perhaps this is because 
individuals of this trait are dutiful and responsible and avoid technologies like SNSs as they view it as 
a form of procrastination or distraction (Ross et al. 2009). However, it would be interesting to see 
whether digital natives follow this prediction as generally they view SNSs as part and parcel of daily 
activities and not a form of procrastination.  

According to Landers and Lounsbury (2006) individuals scoring low on the trait of agreeableness 
were associated with individuals who were unpleasant to be around, did not possess common social 
graces. However, the former authors also note that less agreeable individuals may find the less 
demanding environment of online communication more amenable to their personality (Landers et al. 
2006) and therefore may be able to express themselves more fully in technologies such as SNSs.  

Traditionally, the personality trait openness to experience has been associated with individuals who 
are keen to try out new modes of communication and seek out novel experiences (Butt et al. 2008) 
online. However, as Ellison et al (2007) point out that as SNSs become more mainstream, especially 
for digital natives, the role of this personality type in moderating the relationship between the use of 
SNSs and the impact on social competence becomes less clear. On the other hand, the findings by 
Amichai-Hamburger et al (2002) suggest that individuals who are more open are more expressive in 
SNSs.  

Given the above evidence, we expect the impact of using SNSs on social competence development is 
not uniform among digital natives, but vary for their different personalities.  

Proposition 2: The effect of using SNSs for Relationship building and Self-Expression 
on Social Competence is moderated by Personality 

Recent research has not uncovered gender differences in use of SNSs (Barker 2009) Similarly, while 
the gender gap seems to be narrowing in terms of Internet use (Haferkamp et al. 2012; Johnson 2011; 
Subrahmanyam et al. 2001) and impact on well-being (Subrahmanyam et al. 2007) in general, there 
are some exceptions to this research. In general, females are more likely to use the Internet to assuage 
social interaction and are also more likely to engage in behaviour consistent with feminine gender role 
norms that promote relationship maintenance, while males are more likely to spend their time online 
engaging in more task-focused activities and are more likely to engage in behaviour consistent with 
their gender role norm that promotes achievement-orientation (Muscanell et al. 2011). More 
specifically a study by Schouten (2007) indicates that boys are more likely to freely self-express online 
than their female counterparts, while females are more likely to use SNSs for relational purposes 
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(Barker 2009). Therefore, it will be interesting to see whether these gender differences are reflected in 
our digital native sample.  

Proposition 3: The effect of using SNSs for Relationship building and Self-Expression 
on Social Competence is moderated by Gender 

Conclusion and Future Research 

The digital natives of today are born with a smart device in their hands! Some of them even have 
Facebook pages before they are born. They are digitally literate, highly connected, experiential, social, 
and are comfortable using a whole host of systems from transaction to decision to collaboration 
support for personal and professional purposes. Such literacy, connectedness, and use has come at a 
price as evidenced by the growing number of reports in the media about bullying, loss of privacy, 
isolation, etc. However there are two sides to this issue and this research explores how the use of 
social networking sites impacts on the social competence of digital natives. We suggest that the use of 
social networking sites to build relationships and self-expression leads to higher social competence of 
digital natives. Furthermore we go onto suggest that this relationship is moderated by personality and 
gender.  

While ubiquitous spaces have brought about potential new configurations of society and the 
environment in which digital natives find themselves, their engagement with these spaces also reveals 
a continuation of activities carried out by youth of the past.  Digital natives, just like their digital 
immigrant counterparts did in their youth, are faced with the complex processes of becoming 
independent from their parents, gaining social acceptance from their peers and establishing a 
coherent identity.  

Therefore, while the processes of transitioning to adulthood have not varied, the environments in 
which these processes are unfolding are changing dramatically. Ubiquitous spaces demand new 
strategies by digital natives to accomplish the key developmental and well-being tasks of adolescence. 
Of equal importance is the onus on academics, researchers and practitioners involved in ubiquitous 
spaces for digital natives, to understand, appreciate and in turn support digital natives in making the 
all-important transition to adulthood within this new environment. 
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