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Social networking in the everyday life of student youth in Western Ukraine

The emergence and intensive development of social networking services (social me-
dia) is one of the most unique phenomena of the 21st century. Social networking has
become an integral part of everyday practices. The goal of the study was to identify
spatial patterns and features of the functioning and development of social networking
services, as well as the practice of social networking, among young people in Western
Ukraine. The research was based on a survey conducted among geography students
from the universities located in the region. There are no significant intraregional fluc-
tuations in the penetration and use of social networking services. The results revealed
a sharp dominance of three social media (Instagram, Telegram and Facebook) over
the others. The social life of students is characterized by multi-networking. Social
networking services have a variety of uses, including the most popular like communi-
cation with friends, entertainment and reading the news. The smallest deviations from
the regio-nal average values were found for communication with friends, while the
biggest differences are typical for creating own content, reading the news and com-
municating with people abroad.

Key words: social networking service, social networking, multi-networking, penetra-
tion rate, Western Ukraine

INTRODUCTION

Modern human geography has significantly expanded its subject area. Virtual
geography, geography of cyberspace, geography of the Internet and geography of
social networking services have become its separate branches. The localization
patterns in real space on different geographical scales, reflecting the degree of
adaptation and use of the Internet, mobile phones and other communication tools
and technologies, represent an important aspect of these research areas (Kellerman
2016). Therefore, it is important not only to study the outspread and use of Internet
services in terms of countries and macro-regions, but also to disclose their intrare-
gional patterns.

Internet services actively influence many aspects of social, economic and politi-
cal activities of mankind. Migration, trade, job search, innovation, advertising,
healthcare, social mobility, etc. today depend on social media. In turn, the func-
tioning of social networking services (SNS) is closely linked to geographical prox-
imity, historical ties, political boundaries and other factors. As a result, new terms
related to the use of social networking services have come into everyday use. The
mere process of using websites and other Internet services to communicate with
other people and find new friends has received the name social networking
(Cambridge Dictionary 2020). Social networking has become an integral part of
everyday practices and is studied by the geography of everyday life, which focuses
on the specific reactions of people in specific spatial conditions: ordinary, every-
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day actions, experiences, human interactions, etc. (Denysyk et al. 2020). All prima-
ry forms of everyday practices, such as housing, consumption, reproduction, work,
leisure, education, cultural development, civic activity, mobility (Mezentsev et al.
2019) are more or less influenced by social media. In fact, proper social network-
ing is becoming a kind of everyday practice. This is especially evident among the
younger age groups.

Traditionally, empirical research of social media has been challenged by the
unavailability of extensive and representative data on the use of different social
networking services by certain age, social or territorial groups. Such circumstances
have produced a demand for new approaches and methods of study that should al-
low the parallel collection of information, are independent from the decisions of
the social media administrations, and available to a wide range of scientists.

University students constitute a progressive part of the youth who widely use
various social networking services in their everyday practices and to a fair extent
set trends for the use of social media by other social and age groups. That is why
students of geographical faculties and faculties of nature and geography at the uni-
versities located in Western Ukraine were chosen as a suitable social group for this
research.

At the beginning of the study, we formulated three working hypotheses:

The first hypothesis states that the penetration of social networking services into
the everyday life of people within the study region has more significant age / status
differences than spatial differences. Therefore the level of penetration should be
similar for the entire student youth.

The second hypothesis states that the diversity of social networking services is
determined by both the peculiarities of everyday practices and the local context:
borderline situation, peculiarities of the settlement system, share of rural residents,
etc.

The third hypothesis states that intra-regional differences in the use of social
networking services by students in various areas of everyday life are most signifi-
cant in terms of news reading and work / business and are significantly smaller in
terms of everyday communication.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Modern society in recent decades is increasingly acquiring the characteristics of
a network society. Some researchers emphasize that it is more appropriate to study
social relations in terms of networks rather than totalities (Castells 1996 and Bing-
ham 1999). According to Kellerman (2016), the geography of cyberspace consists
of the geographical aspects of websites and communication platforms. According
to research by Perrin (2015), the share of adults in the United States who actively
use social networking services increased from 7% in 2005 to 65% in 2015. Re-
searchers have observed a significant increase in the impact of social media on nu-
merous areas of human life such as work, politics and political dialogue, communi-
cation patterns around the world, as well as on ways to obtain and disseminate in-
formation about health, social life, civic activity, adolescent life, parental care, ap-
pointments and even people’s stress levels (Perrin 2015). Teachers and students
made extensive use of social media (predominantly Facebook and YouTube) in
their educational activities, but confidentiality and integrity were identified to be
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the two biggest problems in the use of social networking services in the educational
process (Moran et al. 2011).

Although geographical studies of Internet networks (including social) and virtu-
al spaces have been developed since the late 1990s, they were sporadic, and even
now studies of the Internet through the lens of cultural geography remain relatively
rare (Horton and Kraftl 2014). A set of contributions have analyzed the issues of
territorial distribution and spatial aspects of the functioning of certain social online
services. In particular, theoretical issues of geographical research of online net-
works were studied by Ter Wal and Boschma (2009) and Gliickler and Doreian
(2016). Lengyel et al. (2015) studied the effect of distance on the intensity of con-
nections in social networking services. Works by Menezes and Roth (2017) and
Borge-Holthoefer et al. (2011) are devoted to the analysis of multiscale geograph-
ical patterns arising from the interaction of users in social media. Sui and Good-
child (2011) and Andris (2016) addressed the possibilities of integrating data from
social networking services into GIS. Takhteyev at al. (2012) considered the influ-
ence of geographical distance, national borders, language and air traffic frequency
on the formation of social connections on Twitter. Laniado at al. (2017) focused on
the relationship between distance and the intensity of online interaction via the
example of the Spanish social networking service Tuenti.

Particularly significant from a geographical point of view is a study of Face-
book in the USA (Bailey et al. 2018), which proved the decisive influence of dis-
tance on the formation of social connections of network users. Moreover, it is
shown that administrative boundaries continue to exist in the virtual world of social
networking. Social connectedness actually repeats the contours of the administra-
tive-territorial division, and virtual connections for the most part are duplications of
existing communications in the real material world.

The use of social networking services by students of the Faculty of Geography,
Babes-Bolyai University (Cluj-Napoca, Romania), was investigated by Dulama et
al. (2015). They note the intense use of the Internet and Facebook by the students
for entertainment and communication with friends, as well as for study and career
growth. Dulama et al. (2016) studied the possibilities of using Facebook for the
educational process in geography and generally assessed the experience as positive,
primarily due to the informality of the setting. However, they found some difficul-
ties as well (classification of discussions, search for the necessary information, de-
pendence on hardware and the Internet connection, etc.).

Sociologists are the main contributors to the study of the social networking ser-
vices in Ukraine, analyzing the phenomenon of social media, different aspects of
their societal impact, individual age categories of users (especially children and
adolescents), the possibility of using such services in political technology, educa-
tion, etc. Periodically the media publish reviews of various quantitative technical
characteristics of Internet networks, performed by IT-specialists, e.g. the Research
& Branding Group study shows an overall increase in the popularity of social net-
working services in Ukraine, an increase in the popularity of Facebook and a loss
of active VKontakte users. Typically social networks are used for communication
with friends and for entertainment (Research & Branding Group 2019). Geogra-
phical aspects in such studies are not addressed at all or shown very superficially.

On the other hand, geographers have not paid enough attention to the distribu-
tion of social networking services in Ukraine. To some extent, geographical aspects
are addressed in the studies “Review of social networks and Twitter in
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Ukraine...” (Yandex 2014) and “Facebook and Instagram in Ukraine (January
2020)” — PlusOne (2020). Some researchers dealt with the spatial patterns of the
use of social media during the war in Eastern Ukraine (Dobysh 2019), distribution
of social network services in Volyn region (Puhach and Mytchyk 2018 and Puhach
and Maister 2020), Rivne region (Puhach et al. 2020) and Ukraine (Puhach and
Mytchyk 2017). However, in Ukraine there are no detailed studies of the spatial
aspects of the spread of social networking services at the local level in terms of
different social groups. Our research is aimed at overcoming this gap.

DATA AND METHODS

The primary data for the research was taken from the questionnaires filled by
geography students from the regional centres of Western Ukraine: Lviv, Lutsk,
Rivne, Uzhhorod, Ivano-Frankivsk, Ternopil and Chernivtsi. The survey was con-
ducted in February to April 2020 using the Google Forms application. A total of
718 responses were received; among them, 687 responses were selected for further
analysis, while the rest were rejected as irrelevant.

The questionnaire consisted of 14 multiple-choice questions. All questions were
divided into three blocks each aimed at confirming or refuting the hypotheses set at
the beginning of the study. The first block assessed the penetration rate of social
networking services, the second analyzed the diversity of social networking ser-
vices (in particular the number of social networking services in which the average
user is registered) and the third described the everyday practices of social network-
ing among students.

The concept of a social networking service has not been finalized: there are con-
tinuous discussions on which applications should be considered as “social”. In our
opinion, most applications carry signs of sociality, at least because they are used by
people. Therefore, we limited the list of social networking services to “classical”
applications only: Facebook, Instagram, Telegram, etc. We did not include
YouTube video hosting and Viber messenger into the list of social networking ser-
vices due to their widespread use, although they have all the hallmarks of social
media. However, some students could indicate these and other non-listed options at
own wish.

RESULTS

Penetration of social networking services among the students in Western Ukraine

The sharp dominance of three social networking services (Instagram, Telegram,
Facebook) immediately catches the eye. These so-called “Big Three” cover the vast
majority of students in Western Ukraine. Each of them has a penetration (coverage)
rate of more than 85% of respondents. Instagram is the most popular social media
among students in Western Ukraine (95.5%). Telegram ranks second with a pene-
tration rate of 90.0%. Facebook, being the most popular social networking service
on the global scale, ranks only third and is used by 85.0% of students. VKontakte,
the most popular service among young people until 2017, is only in 4th position
with a penetration rate of 51.5%. Other social networking services are much less
popular.

At large, this pattern is preserved in terms of individual administrative regions.
The “Big Three” sharply dominates the rest of the social networking services. The
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largest deviations from the typical order of the less popular social networking ser-
vices are observed in the Zakarpattia and Chernivtsi regions (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Penetration rate of the main social network services among students in the regions
of Western Ukraine

Diversity of social networking services in the Western Ukraine

The overall diversity coefficient for Western Ukraine is 4.0, varying from 4.3 in
the Zakarpattia region to 3.3 in the Rivne region. The distribution of respondents
by the number of used social media is the following: 29.8% are registered in 4,
26.3% —in 3 and 19.4% — in 5 social networking services.

The most widespread personal list of social networking services is “Facebook,
Instagram, Telegram” (18.6%). The next typical set is “Facebook, Instagram, Tele-
gram and VKontakte” (15.3%). Such patterns can be traced in all regions of West-
ern Ukraine, except Zakarpattia, where the most common sets of social networks
are “Facebook, Instagram, Telegram, VKontakte and WhatsApp” and “Facebook,
Instagram, Telegram, WhatsApp”.

Answering the question about the most often used social networking service,
73.7% of students indicated Instagram, followed by Telegram (14.8%), while Face-
book, the largest social media in the world, was preferred only by 5.8% of respon-
dents. These “Big Three” account for 94.3% of all preferences. The share of other
social networking services is insignificant. A similar situation is observed in the
context of individual regions (Tab. 1 and Fig. 2).
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Tab. 1. The most popular social networking service among students in the regions
of the Western Ukraine (in %)

. Ivano- . . . .
Volyn Zakarpattia Frankivsk Lviv Rivne  Ternopil Chernivtsi Western

region region region region  region  region region  Ukraine
Instagram 71.9 78.0 74.5 75.8 69.2 81.1 69.1 73.7
Telegram 16.5 16.5 11.8 11.7 9.6 9.5 19.7 14.8
Facebook 4.1 1.1 39 10.0 154 4.1 5.1 5.8
other 7.4 44 9.8 2.5 5.8 5.4 6.2 5.7

Source: own research.
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Fig. 2. Distribution of answers “Which social networking service do you use ... ?”
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Everyday practices of social networking among students of Western Ukraine

The most frequent type of social networking (26.9%) was communication with
friends, followed by entertainment/hobbies, reading news (15.9% each), and learn-
ing (13.2%). Approximately 10% of respondents use social networking services for
communication with relatives, 8.8% create their own content and only 4.0% of stu-
dents use social networking services for work and business. Almost identical pat-
terns are observed in terms of individual regions (Tab. 2). The average deviation
from the average values in Western Ukraine is only 1.2% (maximum 5.0%).

Tab. 2. Deviations from average values in the use of social networking services
by students in the regions of Western Ukraine (in %)

o D
=4 o g -5
g 2 = g & =
5 ¢ F £ 5 £ 3z 5
=t = = ) o = >
g £ o T 2 ) 5 £ 5
= 8S5 25 z S £ 2 g
S 8¢ 22 4 Z S5 z
Communication with —_j 3 7 0.8 0.7 0.6 03 0.5 0.0
friends
Communication with 59 g 0.0 0.9 13 16 22 0.0
relatives
Learning 08  -09 2.7 1.0 0.9 2.0 0.1 0.0
Entertainment / hobby ~ -0.2 2.9 1.3 -0.2 0.5 -0.1 1.4 0.0
Work / business 1.4 1.9 12 0.1 0.3 1.0 0.1 0.0
Reading the news 12 5.0 03 0.6 0.6 23 03 0.0
Creating own content 2.5 12 17 1.6 1.0 1.1 1.6 0.0
Communication with ) ¢ 0.6 1.6 12 2.0 2.7 1.2 0.0
people abroad

Source: own research.

To communicate with friends, students most often use Instagram (49.3%). Tele-
gram and Facebook are also popular (29.5% and 12.6% respectively), while the
share of other social networking services is insignificant. A diametrically opposite
picture is observed in communication with relatives, where comparable shares of
five social networking services (Facebook, Instagram, Telegram, WhatsApp, and
Viber) are observed. The same social media have leading positions in communi-
cating with people abroad (Fig. 2).

For entertainment, students use mainly Instagram, followed by Telegram, Face-
book and VKontakte (6.2%). In contrast to entertainment, students use a larger set
of social media for educational purposes, including Telegram (41.7%), as well as
Facebook, Instagram and Viber. To read the news, young people actively use Face-
book, Instagram, and Telegram in equal measure. The vast majority of respondents
(71.4%) chose Instagram as a social medium to create their own content. The sec-
ond place (16.3%), significantly behind the leader, belongs to Facebook, while Te-
legram ranks third with only 6.6%.

289



GEOGRAFICKY CASOPIS / GEOGRAPHICAL JOURNAL 73 (2021) 3, 283-295

Only 1.0% of students use LinkedIn for work / business. This is significantly
lower than in the USA (Duggan et al. 2015). Instead, we encounter the same “Big
Three”: Instagram (39.7%), Telegram (25.4%) and Facebook (18.8%). Another
point to note is the lowest percentage of students (only 70.9%) who answered this
question. To compare, 99.7% of students indicated a preferred social networking
service to communicate with friends.

The structure of everyday practices of social networking was practically identi-
cal in all the regions, with only slight deviations from the average total values for
Western Ukraine.

DISCUSSION

There are no significant intraregional fluctuations in the penetration and use of
social networking services among students. In this sense, Western Ukraine is an
integral region, where young people have similar interests, behavioral patterns and
life values. However, both the overall penetration rate and structure of social media
depend on historical cultural differences and geopolitical influences. In particular,
specific patterns of social networking are typical for historical lands: Halychyna
(Galicia), Zakarpattia (Transcarpathia), Volhynia, and Bukovina. For example the
Russian social media VKontakte is more popular in Zakarpattia and Bukovina
(Chernivtsi region) known for their higher tolerance to Russian cultural influences
comparing with the rest of Western Ukraine. The maximum deviations of the indi-
cators from the average values are observed in Zakarpattia, being the most distinct
region in terms of natural landscapes, socio-economic and cultural traits.

Social networking is influenced by the age-specific preferences and stereotypes,
as well as the interactions both within and between specific social groups. Contem-
porary young people prefer to work with graphics (pictures) and videos rather than
with texts. Furthermore, modern smartphones are supplied with quite powerful
photo and video equipment but they are not adapted to fast typing of large texts.
These peculiarities have conditioned the high popularity of Instagram, focusing on
the work with graphics. The relatively high popularity of Telegram among the
youth is driven by its simple interface, usability, anonymity and high data protec-
tion. Young people use Instagram and Telegram to communicate with their coun-
terparts (classmates, friends, like-minded people, alumni or former colleagues,
etc.). Other studies (Research & Branding Group 2019, Piper Sandler 2020 and
PlusOne 2020) also detected the high popularity of Instagram among young peo-
ple. The dominance of Instagram indicates that the most intense communication
takes place within certain age groups, that is, young people communicate mostly
with young people. On the contrary, the relatively low popularity of Facebook
among students, being in general the most popular social networking service in
Ukraine (Facebook 2020) and on a global scale (Zephoria 2020), may be explained
by the complex interface and the stereotypical assessment of Facebook as a social
network for seniors. However, due to the same reason, students often use Facebook
to communicate with their older relatives, including international communication.
The use of various social media for educational purposes is explained by the fact
that teachers together with young people take part in the educational process. Since
social media are a useful means of international communication, the pattern of so-
cial networking clearly reflects such specific phenomena for the Western Ukraine
as mass labour migration abroad — young people use social media to keep contacts
with their family members (Fedyuk and Kindler 2016).
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The results illustrate the phenomenon of multi-networking (Gillette 2015, Va-
lentine 2017 and Barnard 2018) of contemporary students, who are not strictly tied
to any particular social media, simultaneously use various social media for differ-
ent purposes, and may relatively easily change them, as in the case of the Russian
SNS VKontakte after the presidential ban in 2017. This shows that social network-
ing services have already penetrated quite deeply into the everyday practices of the
studied region and represent an integral part of the lives of modern youth.

Although young people today are registered on dozens of different services and
platforms, there are clear trends towards the preference of certain social networking
services. Also, social networks are differently used in different areas of human ac-
tivity. The most popular social networking practices include communication with
friends, entertainment and reading the news. These activities more and more rely
on the work with multimedia rather than textual information. Contemporary young
people are registered in many social networking services and need effort and time
to maintain all respective profiles (Urry 2007). Accordingly, they are more likely to
convey their thoughts and emotions through emojis (smilies) and pictures. The
high share of students getting news from social media indicates that students in
Western Ukraine are information-oriented. At the same time, the use of social net-
working services to get news rather than primary sources carried a threat of a “soap
bubble”, whereby a person perceives only what he or she likes.

On the other hand, social media are relatively rare used for learning. Such low
rates can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand, they reflect a sharp decline
in the prestige of higher education in Ukraine (Osipian 2009 and Shevchenko
2019), and on the other, suggest the low activity of university teachers in social
media. Social networking services have a large and not fully used potential for dis-
tance learning (Puhach and Mytchyk 2019) and can be an alternative to the online
learning platforms like LMS Moodle, Office 365 Teams, Google Classroom etc.
Also, we expected a higher inter-regional deviation for the work / business activi-
ties, as well as a higher share of students that actively use social media for this pur-
pose. The reason may be the employment of students mainly in low-skilled jobs. In
particular, LinkedIn, the global service for establishing business connections, is
rarely used by students in Western Ukraine. To summarize, students in Western
Ukraine are mostly consumers of media content, and the content created and shared
by young people is mostly entertaining.

CONCLUSIONS

The research results have fully confirmed first and second research hypotheses
and partially confirmed the third one. There are no significant intraregional fluctua-
tions in the penetration and use of social networking services among students, alt-
hough the pattern of social networking reflects the phantom borders of historical
regions. Despite the sharp dominance of three social networking services
(Instagram, Telegram and Facebook), the everyday life of students is characterized
by multi-networking. The use of particular social media depends on the type of
activity, age-specific preferences and stereotypes. Also, it reflects social and cultu-
ral traits of the region like mass labour migration. Although networking of the stu-
dent youth in Western Ukraine generally conforms to the global and national pat-
terns, there are some specific aspects, e.g. the relatively low use of social media in
the spheres of business / work and education.
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The study of social networking services with the aid of a sociological survey is
a promising research direction to investigate modern behavioural patterns of certain
population groups. It makes it possible to obtain more complete information about
the peculiarities of the use of different social media, as well as to investigate social
networks holistically rather than consider them separately one from the other. Fur-
ther research should focus on different age, social and territorial groups. In particu-
lar, it is necessary to study the peculiarities of the use of social media in rural areas
and in urban settlements, in settlements according to their size (e.g. large, medium,
small cities), etc.
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Serhii Puhach, Kostyantyn Mezentsev, Oleksiy Gnatiuk

SOCIALNE SIETE V KAZDODENNOM ZIVOTE STUDENTOV
NA ZAPADNEJ UKRAJINE

Tradi¢ny empiricky vyskum socialnych médii nardza na nedostupnost’ rozsiah-
leho a reprezentativneho suboru udajov o vyuzivani sluzieb socialnych sieti rozny-
mi vekovymi, socialnymi alebo tzemnymi skupinami. Stadium sluzieb socialnych
sieti pomocou sociologického prieskumu predstavuje perspektivny smer vyskumu
stuCasnych vzorcov spravania ur¢itych skupin obyvatelpstva. Umozituje nam ziskat’
kompletnejSie informacie o zvlastnostiach pouZzivania rdéznych socialnych médii,
ako aj skimat’ socialne siete holisticky a neposudzovat’ ich oddelene od seba.

Primarne tidaje pre vyskum boli ziskané z dotaznikov, ktoré vyplnili Studenti
geografie z regionalnych centier zapadnej Ukrajiny. Prieskum sa uskutocnil na jar
roku 2020 pomocou aplikacie Formulare Google. Dotaznik pozostaval zo 14 ota-
zok s moznost'ou vyberu z viacerych odpovedi, ktoré boli rozdelené do troch blo-
kov, pricom kaZdy z nich bol zamerany na potvrdenie alebo vyvratenie hypotézy
stanovenej na zaciatku Studie. Prvy blok hodnotil rozsirenia sluzieb socialnych sie-
ti, druhy analyzoval rozmanitost’ tychto sluzieb a treti sa zameriaval na kazdodenné
aktivity Studentov na socidlnych sietach. Celkovo sa nam podarilo ziskat' 718 od-
povedi, z ktorych 687 bolo vybranych na d’al$iu analyzu.

Vysledky vyskumu ciastocne potvrdili pociatoné hypotézy. Najmi to, Ze nee-
xistuji Ziadne vyznamné medziregionalne rozdiely v rozsireni a vyuzivani sluZieb
socialnych sieti medzi Studentmi. Na druhej strane sme zistili vyrazni dominanciu
sluzieb troch socialnych sieti: Instagram, Telegram a Facebook. R6znorodost’ slu-
zieb socialnych sieti je podmienenad na jednej strane osobitostami kazdodennych
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aktivit Studentov a na strane druhej miestnymi podmienkami: poloha voci hrani-
ciam, Struktara sidelného systému, podiel vidieckeho obyvatel'stva atd’. Kazdoden-
ny zivot Studentov je charakterizovany mnohondsobnym sietovanim (multi-net-
working): nie st viazani na jednu konkrétnu sluzbu, relativne 'ahko menia socialne
médid, pri¢om vyuzivaji rozne sluzby socialnych sieti na rozli¢né ucely. Vnutrore-
l%ionailne rozdiely vo vyuzivani sluZieb socialnych sieti Studentmi v r6znych sférach

azdodenného Zivota su najvyznamnejSie z hl'adiska vytvarania vlastného obsahu,
Citania spravodajstva a komunikacie s l'ud'mi v zahrani¢i. Najmensie odchylky od
priemernych hodnét boli zistené pri komunikécii s priatelmi. Pravdepodobne
v dosledku zamestnavania Studentov hlavne v nizSie kvalifikovanych zamestna-
niach sme nezistili o¢akavanu vysoku odchylku pri analyze pracovnych a podnika-
tel'skych aktivit Studentov.
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