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Abstract 

With the ever-growing debate on whether social media use is beneficial, a lot of research has 

been done to study the behavior and impact on users. Clearly, there is no correct answer to this 

debate, but studies are conducted to draw a line to reflect on the optimum duration of social 

media usage. However, a lot of research are found to rely on self-report or surveys that are 

mostly vague and biased. Handful of them rely on more scientific approach of the data collection 

by using techniques such as eye tracking or computer logging. The objective of this paper is to 

analyze the studies on findings of both direct and indirect methods of data collection and suggest 

a revised approach that could better estimate the usage. 

 

 

 



Introduction 

Last year, the world witnessed 288 million growth in active number of social media users 

resulting in a total of 3.5 billion users worldwide [7]. Comparing that to the world population, 

every one out of two people are connected in social media. Among the people who are connected 

to social media, the average amount of time spent per day on social media platforms  was 2 hrs 

16 minutes [7]. Each human gets 24 hours a day and the fraction of time spent on social media is 

one-twelfth of the time we have. The fraction is not small as it seems. According to the World 

Health Organization (WHO), the average global lifespan of humans at birth in 2016 was 72.0 

years [15]. Studies show that 11 percent of children are getting their first account in social media 

when they were younger than 10 while 39 percent did so between the ages of 10 and 12 [13]. 

Even if we take the upper boundary of say 12 years, that leaves us with 60 years of life when 

people are using social media and one-twelfth of 60 years is 5 years. These numbers are boiling 

down to the fact that on average the next generation is likely to spend 5 “full” years of their life 

using social media. When I mean full years, I mean that time includes day and night and the 

whole 24 hours of a day. On the other hand, while most undergraduate courses take 4 years, it 

doesn’t take four full years; one has time to sleep as well as weekends and vacations. Clearly, 

now one might have a general idea on how significant time spent on social media is. 

The scenario explained above relies on one important fact: the correctness of the data. The main 

factor that influences the correctness of data is the method of data collection. Looking at the 

method of data collection of recent studies on related field, there are two main types of data 

collection: self-reported and actual. In short, self-reported data are the data collected by 

questionnaires or surveys. Self-reported data measures what the users think that they do. For 



example, if a person was asked how much time they spent on Facebook application in their 

mobile and the data was collected, the data would be self-reported. On the other hand, actual data 

the data regardless of someone’s opinion or perspective. Actual data measures what users exactly 

do on social media. With regard to the counterpart of the previous example of Facebook use, 

Facebook measures the actual minutes spent on application and can be viewed via “Your Time 

on Facebook” on “Settings and Privacy”, which is the actual method of data collection. It turns 

out that the data collection by Hootsuite  that the average daily social media use is 2 hours 16 

minutes is based on survey [7].  

 

 

Related Studies 

Significant research has been conducted on social media use using different methods of data 

collection. Since Facebook dominates out of all the online social platforms worldwide [7], it has 

been a great deal of interest in studying outcomes of Facebook [5].  

Self-reported Data 

For instance, studies on Facebook use by Foregger [2], Junco [6], and  Munitzk et al. [10] have 

used questionnaires and interviews, that is, self-reported method of data collection in their 

research. However, Junco acknowledges in his paper that a final limitation of his paper was that 

Facebook frequency and activities were assessed via self-reports and that further research studies 

might want to attempt to make assessments of the actual time spent on Facebook, either through 

observations or other methods of logging [6].  



Actual Data 

In addition to that, several studies have been conducted using methodologies beyond self-reports. 

Study on changes in engagement before and after posting to Facebook by Grinberg et al. used 

global data of Facebook activity from a sample of 2.4 million people over a period of 9 days [3]. 

The study by Shin et al. was not specifically measuring Facebook data, but instead used a 

logging application that unobtrusively stores application history and sensory information and 

visualizes the statistics of application usage in graphical display of mobile applications [11].  

Comparing Self-reported and Actual Data 

Furthermore, a handful of studies have attempted to find the correlation between the 

self-reported and actual data. A pilot study by Lee et al. first asked the participants to complete a 

survey and then to install software that monitored smartphone usage activity [9]. The result of 

this activity was that the reported average daily usage of smartphones is smaller than the 

measured value by approximately 20 % [9]. According to this research, there was a significant 

difference in the ratio of measured to reported usage time for use of social networking sites and 

people were underestimating their real usage time [9]. 

Though there are remarkable variations on the study methods, the results of Junco’s by using 

computer software to track the amount of time spent on Facebook showed an opposite relation 

than that of Lee’s [5]. In the study by Junco, the users significantly overestimated their time 

spent on Facebook by a factor of five [5].  

Another study by Andrews et al. on comparison of estimated and real-world use of smartphones 

relied on Android mobile application called Funf  which showed that the estimated number of 



phone uses does not reflect the actual data while estimated duration of phone use may have 

reasonable relative validity [1].  

Eye-tracking is one of modern techniques used to conduct scientific studies on screen usage. A 

study by Vraga et al. used eye-tracking to measure self-reported and actual data on the duration 

of time spent on different topics and style of Facebook posts [14]. The actual data suggested that 

news and social posts received more attention than political posts, and that picture posts received 

the most attention followed by link posts and status posts [14]. In contradiction, self-reported 

data showed that people over-reported the percentage of news posts, political posts, and picture 

posts and under-reported the personal posts, status posts, and external link posts [14].  

Hussian et al. conducted a recent study to explore the relationship between Facebook usage, 

personality, and mental well-being using eye-tracking methodology [4].  Researchers conducted 

two surveys using Qualtrics online survey software, each before and after the Facebook use [4]. 

Finally, self-reported duration of participants’ typical Facebook sessions did not correlate with 

eye-tracking measures but were associated with increased Facebook addiction scores and greater 

increases in depression scores [4].  

  

 

 

 

 



Limitations 

Type of Data Collection 

First of all, the self-report questions lack necessary specificity [5], are meaningfully limited and 

likely biased [14], and can have a different outcome depending on the interpretation of the 

questions. Thus, it can be inferred that self-report data might be an approximation but not 

accurate measures of actual use [1], [4], [5], [8], [14]. 

Device use 

It is evident that even specific research conducted on realistic data in the duration of Facebook 

have some limitations. The research that focused specifically on Facebook use rely on the use of 

Facebook on computers while people may be using the website across different devices [5], [14]. 

While 580 million active accounts access Facebook through Laptops and Desktops, 2,240 

million active accounts access through Smartphones and Tablets [7]. Clearly, actual use of 

Facebook could be monitored just be computing the data on computers which is not real.  

Hawthrone effect 

Another limitation of these studies is that in both cases, the sample studied knew that their 

Internet activities were being monitored [5]. One of the most common manifestations of observer 

effects in psychology is the Hawthorne effect, which suggests that research participants will 

change their behavior when they know they are being observed [5]. Also, there is a possibility 

that recorded eye tracking behaviour may have been influenced by feelings of being observed 

[4].  

 



Suggested Methodology 

Type of Data Collection 

Looking at the significant differences between actual and self-reported data on Facebook, it is 

evident that the future research should be targeted on actual data over self-reported ones. While 

getting the global data of Facebook like that of study by Grinberg [3], is a very reliable measure 

of real data, retrieving such data requires permission from Facebook which may be always 

feasible. 

Device use 

While 580 million active accounts access Facebook through Laptops and Desktops, 2,240 

million active accounts access through Smartphones and Tablets [7]. Since significant population 

is accessing Facebook through smartphones, it is evident that future research should rely on 

actual Facebook use on Smartphones and Tablets rather than just laptops or desktops. While eye 

tracking boxes are too large to use with mobile devices, advances in wearable eye tracking 

devices may make it possible for future research to examine whether looking behavior differs 

based on device [14]. 

Method: Scrolling Pattern 

One of the possible ways to conduct the research is to use scrolling patterns of fingers in 

Facebook mobile application while keeping track of the content of the posts. Researchers can 

record the finger pattern during application use and with the help of Tracking Learning Detection 

(TLD) that has three different modules: a tracker that follows the object across the frames, a 

detector that localizes appearances of the object, and a learner that estimates the object detector’s 



errors before feeding them back to the detector to enable it to update its reference template [12]. 

However, a better approach could be to implement a similar methodology used by Andrews [1], 

Lee [9] or Shin [11] in collecting sensor data using Android application as Android phones have 

Show Pointer Location feature under Developer options. Enabling this not only gives the precise 

pattern of your scrolling but also the coordinates of touch on the phone. Enabling this feature and 

recording the Facebook scrolling pattern can keep track of how long a specific type of post in 

Facebook is being viewed in a user’s screen. The calculated results can measure the duration in 

which the motion of the finger can be used to determine the engagement level of the different 

structures and types of posts on Facebook.  

Use of personal account 

Unlike the research by Vraga et al. that used simulated Facebook feed on a computer in a 

Psychology lab [14], use of personal account is recommended as Facebook customizes the type 

of post that appears on a news feed depending upon the user’s interest. These can vary from 

person to person and a real picture of Facebook usage on different posts can be achieved by 

seeing how people react to their own Facebook news feed. The advantage is that people will 

observe posts from people they know or topics they enjoy as well, thereby enabling to make 

accurate comparisons.  

Accuracy and Privacy 

Also, the accuracy of the results could be improved drastically if we can minimize the 

Hawthorne effect by not letting the audience know that they are being monitored. The big 

question concerning privacy that now arises in privacy is that how far ethical research will go if 

personal activity of the audience is monitored without prior information. An approach to 



minimize the Hawthrone effect could be to conduct a study for a longer duration as people might 

unconsciously ignore that they are being tracked after a certain point in time. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, studies of actual measurement on Facebook frequency have relied on different 

methodologies having several merits and demerits. It can be concluded that self-report data are 

not accurate measures of actual use of Facebook. Since use of Facebook application is 

significantly popular over the webpage, future research could be more directed towards mobile 

studies and one of the ways that can be achieved is by tracking the scrolling pattern of users in 

phone. The ethical dilemma of whether audience privacy or data accuracy should be prioritized 

is another concern that might be minimized by tracking data for a longer time. Hopefully, future 

studies can focus on these factors and help us monitor our actual social media usage thereby 

revealing its significance on our lives.  
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