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Original Article

Introduction

Nowadays social media are omnipresent and can serve private 
as well as work-related and educational purposes. Thereby, 
some constellations are partly complicated, namely, if an origi-
nal private social network is used for professional purposes. 
For example, Facebook is a private network but also many 
companies and public institutions (like universities) have a 
Facebook page. Especially for students and lecturers, Facebook 
can have a double-edge role: Initially, the Facebook account 
might be created for private purposes, but later on it might be 
also used for university-related issues (connecting with other 
students, receiving necessary information for the start at a uni-
versity, etc.). In addition, many lecturers (especially the 
younger ones) have a Facebook account that might be created 
for private purposes but is also visible for their own students. 
Thus, the question arises if and how students and their lecturers 
should connect and interact on a private social network like 
Facebook. Is it appropriate to connect on a private network? Or 
should students and lecturers keep distance because of aca-
demic hierarchy and their dependent relationship?

These questions relate to the so-called netiquette on pri-
vate social networks. The following study presents first 
empirical results on the netiquette between students and their 

lecturers on Facebook. In addition, we investigate how exist-
ing Facebook contacts between students and their lecturers 
evolved and how the behavior of the majority of students and 
lecturers is perceived.

Students and Lecturers on Facebook

The tremendous popularity of Facebook has led to various dis-
cussions and studies on this media phenomenon (Anderson, 
Fagan, Woodnutt, & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2012). Some 
research showed that Facebook is mainly used to stay in touch 
with friends, for studying and dating (Raacke & Bonds-
Raacke, 2008; Sánchez, Cortijo, & Javed, 2014) as well as 
browsing through newsfeeds and friends’ profile pages (Wise, 
Alhabash, & Park, 2010). These findings indicated that 
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Facebook has indeed a double-edge role that serves different 
aims: on one hand for information gathering and for studying, 
and on the other hand for dating and friendship.

Nowadays also universities and colleges are using 
Facebook to strengthen the engagement of their students. In 
addition, higher faculty members are using Facebook for 
personal and partly educational purposes. For example, 
Seaman and Tinti-Kane (2013) found that 57% of faculty 
members visit Facebook at least monthly and 8.4% use 
Facebook for teaching issues. In this relation, there is an 
ongoing debate about the academic use of Facebook 
(Selwyn, 2009). Some stress the pedagogical potential 
(Mason, 2006), and others focus on potential drawbacks 
like distraction and disengagement (Cassidy, 2006; Ziegler, 
2007). Even though some studies found an educational 
potential for the academic use (Aydin, 2012; Petrović, 
Petrović, Jeremić, Milenković, & Ćirović, 2012), other 
findings indicated that Facebook is more for socializing 
and less for academic use (Akyildiz & Argan, 2012). Also, 
the reviews of Hew (2011) and Manca and Ranieri (2013) 
came to the conclusion that Facebook is used mainly for 
social purposes and less for teaching and learning. Even 
though Facebook is part of the university life, students’ per-
ception of Facebook is more for private social interaction 
not for academic work. They consider Facebook as a tool to 
get away from study. In this relation, Madge, Meek, 
Wellens, and Hooley (2009) stated that Facebook can be 
seen as “social glue” that might help students to settle into 
university life. Thus, besides the debate about the educa-
tional benefits, Facebook is part of the students’ and teach-
ers’ university life. Thereby, the question arises what are 
the (unwritten) rules or the so-called netiquette for the 
interaction between students and their lecturers on 
Facebook.

Netiquette and Social Norms

The term netiquette is derived from the word “etiquette.” 
This implicates conventions for social and professional 
behavior to succeed in society and in professional life. 
Accordingly, netiquette is part of social norms. In his pivotal 
work, Sherif (1937) defined social norms as “social frames 
of reference.” That means the individual perception of the 
appropriate behavior is shaped by the frame of reference pro-
vided by other people or social groups. In this connection, 
the review of Chung and Rimal (2016) described different 
types of norms in relation to their underlying meaning and 
their utility. With regard to our study presented in this paper 
especially descriptive norms and injunctive norms are of 
interest. Descriptive norms refer to the perception of how 
(the majority of) others actually behave; roughly spoken 
descriptive norms relate to the estimation of the majority’s 
behavior. On the other hand, injunctive norms relate to the 
assumption about the appropriate behavior in a given situa-
tion, that is, what should be done (Chung & Rimal, 2016). 

Accordingly, etiquette and netiquette can be conceptualized 
as injunctive norms.

Descriptive and injunctive norms are often aligned but 
can also conflict with each other. If the majority behaves in a 
specific way, this can be interpreted as “social proof” for the 
appropriateness of the behavior (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). In 
contrast, if there is little pressure to comply with an injunc-
tive norm (e.g., eating healthy food), the majority of people 
might behave differently (e.g., eating junk food), and thus, 
the descriptive norm conflicts with the injunctive norm.

First, documents on netiquette formulated general con-
ventions of conduct in web spaces (Hambridge, 1995; 
Rinaldi, 1996; Shea & Shea, 1994). Pręgowski (2009) ana-
lyzed web documents to explore netiquette rules and con-
cluded that all conventions he found were not heterogeneous 
but had a “common normative-regulating core” (p. 354). He 
resumed that netiquette expresses a “good citizen attitude” 
(Pręgowski, 2009, p. 364), including engagement, responsi-
bility, tolerance, reliability, honesty, and helpfulness. Also, 
aspects like anonymity, copyright, data protection as well as 
different languages and legal systems have to be considered 
(Tedre, Kamppuri, & Kommers, 2006).

In relation to the communication behavior of different 
academic levels, an initial study about email netiquette com-
pared communication conventions in literature with experi-
ences of academic stuff. In general, they described that the 
development of the digital communication led to a rapid 
response behavior, a neglect of communication formalities, 
and, as a result, misunderstandings (Spinks, Wells, & Meche, 
1999). Other studies analyzed the communication between 
students and professors, and found that students showed 
insecurity in formulating polite emails for their professors 
(Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007) and had often an inappropriate 
style and content (Knight & Masselink, 2008).

First, studies on netiquette between students and lectur-
ers on Facebook related to the appropriate kind of interac-
tion (to poke, sending messages) and showed that passive 
behavior was generally estimated as more appropriate than 
active behavior (Teclehaimanot & Hickman, 2011). 
However, the findings of Mazer, Murphy, and Simonds 
(2009) showed that teacher’s self-disclosure on Facebook 
can enhance teacher’s credibility. On the other hand, the 
study of Peluchette, Karl, and Fertig (2013) on the role of 
Facebook in the professional working life indicated that 
“friending” the boss should be avoided.

Based on these partly contradictory findings, it is still an 
open question if contacts between students and their lectur-
ers are appropriate or should be avoided to retain profession-
alism. The study presented in the following article focuses on 
Facebook contacts between students and lecturers (hereinaf-
ter called SL-contacts). We not only investigated the emer-
gence of SL-contacts (who added whom) but also explored 
the netiquette (injunctive norms) between students and lec-
turers on Facebook and the subjective perception of the 
behavior of the majority (descriptive norms).
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Methodology

Research Questions and Variables

The overall research aim included four research questions 
(RQs) that were related to different aspects of SL-contacts: 
How SL-contacts actually emerge (RQ1), what is estimated 
as appropriate (injunctive norm) in the sense of the so-called 
netiquette (RQ2), and how the behavior of the majority 
(descriptive norm) is perceived (RQ3). In relation to the 
netiquette and the perceived behavior of the majority, we 
regarded (partly) to analogous aspects. This enabled us for a 
comparison of injunctive norms and descriptive norms 
(RQ4).

RQ1. Development of SL-contacts: Who sent the 
SL-contact request (students vs. lecturers) and how was it 
handled (accepted, rejected, ignored)?

RQ2. Injunctive norms (netiquette): What are the general 
netiquette rules between students and lecturers on 
Facebook? Under which circumstances (individual cases) 
is a SL-contact judged as appropriate or inappropriate?

RQ3. Descriptive norms (majority): How is the behavior 
of the majority of students and lecturers on Facebook 
perceived?

RQ4. Comparison between injunctive norms and descrip-
tive norms: Are the injunctive norms (netiquette) in line 
with the descriptive norms (perceived behavior of the 
majority)?

Description of the Questionnaire and 
Measurement of the Variables

We interrogated our participants by means of an online sur-
vey. The survey was newly constructed, and thus, we made 
several pre-tests before starting the data assessment: We 
made an internal quality control and sent a preliminary ver-
sion of the questionnaire to external experts for review. 
Also, we made pre-tests with some students in the labora-
tory and technical tests.

Prerequisites for participation were that the participants 
had a Facebook profile and were either students or lecturers. 
The participation was voluntary. As a reward for participa-
tion, we offered the possibility to take part in a lottery to win 
vouchers of a popular online store.

The wording of the questions was formulated analogously 
for students and lecturers. Only the words “student” and 
“lecturer” were exchanged, if necessary (e.g., “Did you ever 
add one of your students on Facebook?” or “Did you ever 
add one of your lecturers on Facebook?”). The questionnaire 
started for all participants with an introduction of the topic, 
information about the voluntary participation, privacy issues 
including the anonymity of the assessed data, and the esti-
mated duration (20 min) of the survey. Before the first ques-
tion started, we asked for open and honest answers and 
explained that there were no right or wrong answers.

Initially, we assessed the academic status (student vs. lec-
turer) and the existence of own SL-contacts. Subsequently, 
we asked two questions on the initiative and the emergence of 
the own SL-contacts, that is, who sent the contact request and 
how the request was handled. First, we asked if the partici-
pants have ever sent an SL-contact request. The answering 
categories included three “yes” options (“Yes, and the request 
was accepted/declined/partly accepted and partly declined”), 
a “no” option, and an “I can’t remember” option. Second, the 
participant should indicate if they have ever received an 
SL-contact request. Also these answering categories included 
three “yes” options (Yes, and I accepted/declined/partly 
accepted and partly declined the request”), a “no” option, and 
an “I can’t remember” option. After some additional ques-
tions about the background of the own existing SL-contacts 
(that will not presented here because they are out of the scope 
of this article), we presented the questions on the subjective 
perception of the majority and on the netiquette for 
SL-contacts. The items on the perceived behavior of the 
majority (descriptive norms) included the following multiple-
choice questions (answering options in brackets; additionally 
for each item, the “I don’t know” option was available):

•• How frequent are SL-contacts? (rare, medium wide-
spread, frequent)

•• Who makes usually the first step toward initiating an 
SL-contact? (students, lecturers, both equally)

•• How do students usually react to a request from their 
lecturers? (accept, decline, depends on the individual 
case, ignore)

•• How do lecturers usually react to a request from their 
students? (accept, decline, depends on the individual 
case, ignore)

•• What is the usual communication style (informal vs. 
formal) in the case of an existing SL-contact? (mutual 
informal; mutual formal; depends on the individual 
case; they are unsure, if they should use a formal or 
informal style)

The questions on netiquette (injunctive norms) included 
the following six multiple-choice questions on general neti-
quette rules (answering options are provided in parentheses; 
additionally, there was always the “I don’t know” answering 
option present):

•• Are SL-contacts appropriate or inappropriate? (appro-
priate, inappropriate, depends on the individual case)

•• Who should make the first step toward initiating an 
SL-contact? (students, lecturers, both equally, none of 
them)

•• How should students react when they receive a request 
from their lecturers? (accept, decline, depends on the 
individual case, ignore)

•• How should lecturers react if they receive a request 
from their students? (accept, decline, depends on the 
individual case, ignore)
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•• What is the appropriate usage of Facebook: private or 
professional? (only private usage, only professional 
usage, private as well as professional usage)

•• What is the appropriate communication style (infor-
mal vs. formal) in the case of an existing SL-contact? 
(mutual informal, mutual formal, depends on the indi-
vidual case)

In addition, we asked under which circumstances (indi-
vidual cases) an SL-contact is appropriate or inappropriate 
(answering options: “appropriate,” “inappropriate,” “I don’t 
know”). This item was conceptualized as a follow-up ques-
tion in relation to the first netiquette rule (see list above) on 
the general appropriateness of SL-contacts and the answer-
ing option that it depends on the individual case. The 17 
listed individual cases were as follows: interest in the other, 
curiosity, mutual sympathy, to show appreciation, to hint a 
wish for friendship, as a sincere friendship offer, if there is an 
existing friendship outside the Internet, if the age difference 
is small, if the age difference is large, if the lecturer offers 
academic information on Facebook, to endear oneself, to 
receive benefits (e.g., in relation to gradings/evaluations), to 
reduce distance between lecturers and students, after the 
dependent relationship has ended (i.e., course and gradings/
evaluations are finished), to generally make a good impres-
sion, to make a good impression to the other one, and to have 
a desirable Facebook profile.

At the end of the survey, we assessed the control vari-
ables, including sociodemographic variables (age, gender), 
institution and faculty, the importance of politeness, social 
desirability, and the opinion about the hierarchy between stu-
dents and lecturers. Furthermore, we assessed the individual 
Facebook usage (duration and frequency of use, number of 
contacts, etc.).

Participants

Recruitment of Participants.  For the recruitment of an ade-
quate sample of students and lecturers (in Germany), we 
used the official information of the Federal Office for statis-
tical information (https://www.destatis.de). Based on the 
number of students, we selected the 20 largest, the 20 small-
est as well as 20 middle-sized universities and colleges. In 
addition, we completed the sample as such that every Ger-
man county was in the sample. The universities and colleges 
within the sample were contacted by email and requested to 
forward the announcement of the online survey to the univer-
sity members (including staff and students). If this was for 
organizational reasons not possible, we asked to post an 
announcement of the survey on the Facebook site of the uni-
versity or college. In addition, we announced the survey on 
websites related to our research and the institution of the first 
author. Please note that the participation was voluntary and 
not all selected universities and colleges fulfilled our request. 
Thus, the representativeness of our sample was limited.

Information on Response Rate and Dropouts.  Altogether 5,513 
persons clicked the link, but only 3,491 of them started the 
interview. We excluded 602 persons because 122 persons 
were neither students nor lecturers (99 plus 23 with no 
answers) and 480 persons had no Facebook profile (395 plus 
85 with no answers). From the remaining 2,889 completed 
interviews, we excluded 40 interviews because there were 
serious doubts about their validity (e.g., senseless notes in 
the open comments field “Facebook! Facebook!”). This pro-
cedure resulted in 2,849 valid interviews as basis for the data 
analysis. (Please note that there were no forced answers. 
Thus, the number of valid cases of the single questions was 
partly lower due to omitted questions.)

Description of the Sample.  Overall, the sample comprised 
2,849 participants. Most of them were students (2,250 per-
sons; 89.50%) at the mean age of 24.04 years. The smaller 
group of lecturers (299 persons) were rather young with a 
mean age of 33.93 years and were mainly PhD students 
(42.30%) or research assistants without doctoral degree 
(20%). Only a smaller portion of lecturers were postdocs 
(17%) or had a professorship (14%). A small percentage 
(7%) had another position.

The group of students contained more females (63%) than 
males (37%). For the lecturers, the gender distribution was 
equal. Most of the participants were from university (76 % of 
the students and 87% of the lecturers), a minority was from 
colleges (22% of the students and 12% of the lecturers), and 
only a few (less than 1%) from other institutions. The major-
ity was from the faculties of medicine and health sciences 
(76% of the students and 87% of the lecturers) or from math-
ematics and natural sciences (22% of the students and 12% 
of the lecturers). On average, the participants had their 
Facebook account for 4.67 years and the majority used it 
daily (60%) or several times a week (24%).

Altogether, only 16% of the sample reported about 
SL-contacts (460 persons: 333 students and 127 lecturers). 
The majority of 84% (2,389 persons: 2,217 students and 
172 lecturers) had no SL-contacts. Thereby, there were 
substantial differences between students and lecturers: 
Only 12% of the students in the sample had SL-contacts, 
while 43% of the lecturers reported about own SL-contacts. 
Table 1 shows the distribution of the participants across 
the four subgroups (students vs. Lecturers, with vs. with-
out SL-contacts).

Analysis of Control Variables

We tested for differences between the subgroups for several 
control variables, namely, age and gender, institution and 
faculty, social desirability, the importance of politeness (rat-
ing), the opinion about the hierarchy between students and 
lecturers, and the general usage of Facebook. Overall, we 
found some differences between the subgroups (e.g., unequal 
gender distribution across lecturers and students, younger 
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age of students compared to lecturers). However, there was 
no evidence that the assessed control variables had influ-
enced the results of the RQs.

Results

To answer the four RQs, we analyzed the multiple-choice 
questions by chi-square tests and contingency tables, respec-
tively. For the detailed analyses of the single cells with sig-
nificant differences (see Sharpe, 2015), we calculated the 
standardized residuals for each of the answering categories. 
Standardized residuals below −2.00 or above +2.00 were 
used as indicator for significant differences (with p < .05).

RQ1: Development of SL-Contacts

Participants With SL-Contacts.  For the group with SL-con-
tacts, we analyzed by chi-square tests if SL-contacts were 
initiated by students versus lecturers and how SL-contact 
requests were usually handled. The chi-square test revealed 
significant effects for the question of the own initiative 
(χ2 = 376.981, df = 4, p < .001) and for the question on the 
other’s initiative (χ2 = 297.192, df = 4, p < .001). The statistics 
on the observed and the expected frequencies and the stan-
dardized residuals can be found in Table 2 for the own initia-
tive and in Table 3 for the other’s initiative.

Asked for their own initiative, the participants reported 
that they either sent a request and it was accepted or that they 
never sent a request. Vice versa for the question on the other’s 
initiative, the participants either reported that they received a 
request and accepted it or that they never received a request. 
These findings were partly tautological (and more a control 
check) because these were the logical preconditions for hav-
ing an SL-contact: either sending or receiving a request that 
was accepted. However, the data also revealed that the decli-
nation of a request was the exception: The observed frequen-
cies of the three yes categories of both questions (i.e., on the 
own initiative and on the other’s initiative) showed that con-
tact requests were usually accepted. Only a small minority 
reported about the declination of an SL-contact request. In 
addition, the findings on the low number of “I can’t remem-
ber” answers (less than 10%) indicated that most people 
remembered how the SL-contact was initiated.

The comparison of the answers of students versus lecturers 
by chi-square test was significant for the question on the own 

initiative (χ2 = 19.244, df = 4, p = .001) as well as for the question 
on the other’s initiative (χ2 = 54.645, df = 4, p < .001). The 
observed and expected frequencies, and the standardized resid-
uals for the answers of students versus lecturers with SL-contacts 
are listed in Table 4 for the question on the own initiative and in 
Table 5 for the question on the other’s initiative.

The standardized residuals for the categories for both 
questions showed that students sent significantly more often 
contact requests than lecturers, and lecturers received signifi-
cantly more often a contact request. We found also signifi-
cant differences for the rejection of the requests indicating 
that lecturers declined more often compared to students. 
However, due to the very low frequency of these answering 
categories, this might be a statistical artifact.

Participants Without SL-Contacts.  For the group without SL-
contacts, we tested by chi-square tests if they had no SL-
contacts because nobody took the initiative or if a request 
was sent but declined (or deleted afterwards). The chi-
square test revealed significant effects for the question on 
the own initiative (χ2 = 8,607.209, df = 4, p < .001) and for 
the question on the other’s initiative (χ2 = 7,858, df = 4, 
p < .001). Most persons who had no SL-contacts reported 
that they never sent a request and they also never received 
a request. Only a very small minority (less than 1%) indi-
cated that they sent a request that was declined or that they 
received a request and declined it. Similarly, only a very 
small portion (less than 1%) reported about accepted 
requests (that were deleted afterwards). Also for the sub-
group without SL-contacts, the portion of “I can’t remem-
ber” answers was very low (1%). The statistics on the 
observed and the expected frequencies, and the standard-
ized residuals can be found in Table 6 for the own initiative 
and in Table 7 for the other’s initiative.

The comparison of the answers of students versus lectur-
ers by chi-square test revealed no significant differences for 
the answers on the own initiative (χ2 = 6.270, df = 4, p = .180). 

Table 1.  Sample Description: Distribution of Participants Across 
the Four Subgroups.

Academic status SL-contacts

With Without All

Students 333 2,217 2,550
Lecturers 127 172 299
All 460 2,389 2,849

Table 2.  Subgroup With SL-Contacts—Own Initiative: 
Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, and Standardized 
Residuals.

Answering categories Observed Expected Standardized 
residuals

Yes and the request was 
(mostly) accepted

168 85.2 8.97a

Yes, but the request was 
(mostly) declined

1 85.2 −9.12a

Yes and the request was 
partly accepted/declined

20 85.2 −7.06a

No, I never added my 
lecturers/students

195 85.2 11.90a

I don’t know, I can’t 
remember

42 85.2 −4.68a

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.
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However, the chi-square test for the answers about the oth-
er’s initiative was significant (χ2 = 200.143, df = 4, p < .001). 
The standardized residuals showed that lecturers (compared 
to students) indicated more often that they received a request 
(significant differences for all three yes categories) and stu-
dents indicated more often that they never received a request. 
The observed and expected frequencies, and standardized 
residuals for the comparison of students versus lecturers are 
listed in Table 8 for the own initiative and in Table 9 for the 
other’s initiative.

RQ2: Injunctive Norms (Netiquette)

We analyzed the multiple-choice items on the netiquette by 
chi-square tests. Based on the standardized residuals for each 
answering category, the netiquette rules (injunctive norms) 
were identified. As mentioned in the description of the ques-
tionnaire, we also presented the “I don’t know” option for all 
netiquette items. For the identification of the perceived neti-
quette rules, we omitted this option, that is, this answering 
category was not included in the chi-square test, because this 

could bias the standardized residuals and thus might bias the 
identification of the netiquette rules. The information about 
the frequency of the “I don’t know” option is provided sepa-
rately as a rough exploratory indication to what degree the 
participants were uncertain about the netiquette.

Remark: As an additional control analysis, we also tested 
for differences in the answering behavior of the four sub-
groups, that is, students versus lecturers and participants 
with versus without SL-contacts. We found partly signifi-
cant differences, but they mainly traced back to more or 
less pronounced answers whereas the overall answering 
pattern was identical for the four subgroups.

General Netiquette Rules.  The chi-square test revealed sig-
nificant differences for all questions on general netiquette 
rules. The statistical values of the chi-square test are pro-
vided in Table 10.

For the question on the appropriateness of SL-contacts, 
most of the participants indicated that it depends on the indi-
vidual case if an SL-contact is appropriate or inappropriate. 

Table 3.  Subgroup With SL-Contacts—Other’s Initiative: Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Answering categories Observed Expected Standardized residuals

Yes and I (mostly) accepted the request 207 85.2 13.20a

Yes, but I (mostly) declined the request 13 85.2 −7.82a

Yes and I partly accepted/declined the request 45 85.2 −4.36a

No, I never received a request from my 
lecturers/students

123 85.2 4.10a

I don’t know, I can’t remember 38 85.2 −5.11a

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.

Table 4.  Subgroup With SL-Contacts—Comparison Students Versus Lecturers for the Own Initiative: Observed Frequencies, Expected 
Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Answering categories Students Lecturers All

Yes and the request was 
(mostly) accepted

Observed 137 31 168
Expected 123 45  
Standardized residuals 1.3 −2.1a  

Yes, but the request was 
(mostly) declined

Observed 1 0 1
Expected 0.7 0.3  
Standardized residuals 0.3 −0.5  

Yes and the request was 
partly accepted/declined

Observed 17 3 20
Expected 14.6 5.4  
Standardized residuals 0.6 −1  

No, I never added my 
lecturers/students

Observed 123 72 195
Expected 142.8 52.2  
Standardized residuals −1.7 2.7a  

I don’t know, I can’t 
remember

Observed 34 8 42
Expected 30.8 11.2  
Standardized residuals 0.6 −1  

All 312 114 426

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.
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The answers on the question who should make the first step 
revealed that most participants indicated that it is appropri-
ate for both, students and lecturers, to make the first step. 
Asked how students should react when they receive a request 
from their lecturers, the majority of participants indicated 
that this depends on the individual case. To the analogous 
question how should lecturers react if they receive a request 
from their students, most of the participants also indicated 
that it depends on the individual case. Asked if the appropri-
ate usage of Facebook is either private or professional, 
most participants answered that in general Facebook should 

be used for private issues only. In addition, there was a sig-
nificant portion who answered that Facebook is equally apt 
for private as well as professional issues. Only a minority 
indicated that Facebook is only appropriate for professional 
issues. For the appropriate communication style (personal 
or formal), most participants indicated that it depends on the 
individual case.

The portion of “I don’t know” answers was different for 
the six questions on netiquette: For the appropriateness of 
SL-contacts, only 4% chose this option. Asked who should 
make the first step, 16% indicated “I don’t know.” For the 

Table 5.  Subgroup With SL-Contacts—Comparison of Students Versus Lecturers for the Other’s Initiative: Observed Frequencies, 
Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Answering categories Students Lecturers All

Yes and I (mostly) accepted the 
request

Observed 146 61 207
Expected 151.6 55.4  
Standardized residuals −0.5 0.8  

Yes, but I (mostly) declined the 
request

Observed 5 8 13
Expected 9.5 3.5  
Standardized residuals −1.5 2.4a  

Yes and I partly accepted/declined 
the request

Observed 18 27 45
Expected 33 12  
Standardized residuals −2.6a 4.3a  

No, I was never added by my 
lecturers/students

Observed 111 12 123
Expected 90.1 32.9  
Standardized residuals 2.2a −3.6a  

I don’t know, I can’t remember Observed 32 6 38
Expected 27.8 10.2  
Standardized residuals 0.8 −1.3  

All 312 114 426

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.

Table 6.  Subgroup Without SL-Contacts—Own Initiative: Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Answering categories Observed Expected Standardized residuals

Yes and the request was (mostly) accepted 11 455 −20.82a

Yes, but the request was (mostly) declined 7 455 −21.00a

Yes and the request was partly accepted/declined 9 455 −20.91a

No, I never added my lecturers/students 2,225 455 82.98a

I don’t know, I can’t remember 23 455 20.25a

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.

Table 7.  Subgroup Without SL-Contacts—Other’s Initiative: Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Answering categories Observed Expected Standardized residuals

Yes and I (mostly) accepted the request 20 455 −20.39a

Yes, but I (mostly) declined the request 59 455 −18.56a

Yes and I partly accepted/declined the request 18 455 −20.49a

No, I never received a request from my lecturers/students 2,146 455 79.28a

I don’t know, I can’t remember 32 455 −19.83a

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.
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other four netiquette items, the portion of “I don’t know” 
answers was between 6% and 9%.

Individual Cases.  After the general netiquette rules, the par-
ticipants should indicate for 17 individual cases if SL-con-
tacts are appropriate or not. As explained in the description 
of the questionnaire, this item was a follow-up question for 
the general netiquette rule if SL-contacts are appropriate or 
not and the answering option that it depends on the individ-
ual case. Thus, the findings reported below provide detailed 
insights in the netiquette, that is, under which circumstances 

SL-contacts are appropriate or inappropriate. Table 11 
shows the statistical values for the answers on the individual 
cases.

For 16 individual cases, there were significant differences 
between the answering categories (appropriate vs. inappro-
priate). Only for one individual case (to reduce the distance 
between lecturers and students), the participants were ambiv-
alent. Individual cases for which an SL-contact was esti-
mated as appropriate were as follows: interest in the other, 
mutual sympathy, if there is an existing friendship outside 
the Internet, if the age difference is small, if the lecturer 

Table 8.  Subgroup Without SL-Contacts—Comparison of Students Versus Lecturers for the Own Initiative: Observed Frequencies, 
Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Answering categories Students Lecturers All

Yes and the request was 
(mostly) accepted

Observed 11 0 11
Expected 10.3 0.7  
Standardized residuals 0.2 −0.9  

Yes, but the request was 
(mostly) declined

Observed 6 1 7
Expected 6.5 0.5  
Standardized residuals −0.2 0.8  

Yes and the request was 
partly accepted/declined

Observed 9 0 9
Expected 8.4 0.6  
Standardized residuals 0.2 −0.8  

No, I never added my 
lecturers/students

Observed 2,077 148 2,225
Expected 2,075.4 149.6  
Standardized residuals 0 −0.1  

I don’t know, I can’t 
remember

Observed 19 4 23
Expected 21.5 1.5  
Standardized residuals −0.50 2.00  

All 2,122 153 2,275

Table 9.  Subgroup Without SL-Contacts—Comparison of Students Versus Lecturers for the Other’s Initiative: Observed Frequencies, 
Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Answering categories Students Lecturers All

Yes and I (mostly) accepted 
the request

Observed 16 4 20
Expected 18.7 1.3  
Standardized residuals −0.6 2.3  

Yes, but I (mostly) declined the 
request

Observed 32 27 59
Expected 55 4  
Standardized residuals −3.1 11.6  

Yes and I partly accepted/
declined the request

Observed 11 7 18
Expected 16.8 1.2  
Standardized residuals −1.4 5.3  

No, I was never added by my 
lecturers/students

Observed 2,038 108 2,146
Expected 2,001.7 144.3  
Standardized residuals 0.8 −3.0  

I don’t know, I can’t remember Observed 25 7 32
Expected 29.8 2.2  
Standardized residuals −0.9 3.3  

All 2,122 153 2,275
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offers academic information on Facebook, and after the 
dependent relationship has ended. An SL-contact was esti-
mated as inappropriate for the individual cases: curiosity, to 
show appreciation, to hint a wish for friendship, as a sincere 
friendship offer, if the age difference is large, to endear one-
self, to receive benefits, to generally make a good impres-
sion, to make a good impression to the other one, and to have 
a desirable Facebook profile.

A closer look at the values of the chi-square test (as the 
indicator for the significance of the single results) revealed 
that the judgments about the appropriateness were for some 
individual cases much more pronounced (in the sense that 
high values of the chi-square test and high absolute stan-
dardized residuals indicated a clear majority ratio). The 
three most pronounced judgments on appropriate individual 
cases were as follows: an existing friendship outside the 
Internet, mutual sympathy, and academic information on 
Facebook. The three most pronounced judgments on inap-
propriate individual cases were as follows: to endear one-
self, to receive benefits, and to have a desirable Facebook 
profile.

The portion of “I don’t know” answers for the questions 
on the individual cases was between 2% and 31%. Thus, the 
netiquette rules on individual cases should be (partly) han-
dled with care, because the portion of unsure people was 
partly rather high.

RQ3: Descriptive Norms (Majority)

The answers on the estimation of the majority were analyzed 
analogously to the questions on netiquette. We used chi-square 
test and calculated standardized residuals. Also for the major-
ity items, the “I don’t know” answers were not included in the 
chi-square test, because the answers of uncertain participants 
could bias the results on the descriptive norms. However, the 
portion of “I don’t know” answers is provided as rough explor-
atory indication for the (un)certainty of the participants. 
(Remark: We made additional control analyses to test for dif-
ferences between the four subgroups. However, the found sig-
nificant differences did not impact the pattern of results 
reported below but rather reflect more or less pronounced 
answers in the same direction.)

Table 10.  Netiquette—General Rules: Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, Standardized Residuals, and Statistical Values of 
the Related Chi-Square Test.

Observed Expected Standardized 
residuals

χ2 df p

Appropriateness of SL-contacts 1,046.140 2 <.001
  Appropriate 295 669.00 −14.46a  
  Inappropriate 361 669.00 −11.91a  
  Individual case 1,351 669.00 26.37a  
Appropriate initiative 326.540 3 <.001
  Students 236 438.75 −9.68a  
  Lecturers 393 438.75 −2.19a  
  Both 749 438.75 14.81a  
  None 377 438.75 −2.95a  
Appropriate reaction to lecturers’ request 2,726.490 3 <.001
  Accept 342 490.75 −6.72a  
  Decline 52 490.75 −19.81a  
  Individual case 1,474 490.75 44.38a  
  Ignore 95 490.75 −17.87a  
Appropriate reaction to students’ request 2,441.590 3 <.001
  Accept 179 475.75 −13.61a  
  Decline 159 475.75 −14.52a  
  Individual case 1,409 475.75 42.78a  
  Ignore 156 475.75 −14.66a  
Appropriate usage of Facebook 955.460 2 <.001
  Private 1,092 649.667 17.350a  
  Professional 24 649.667 −24.55a  
  Private and professional 833 649.667 7.19a  
Appropriate communication 1,172.35 2 <.001
  Informal 252 654.667 −15.74a  
  Formal 344 654.667 −12.14a  
  Individual case 1,368 654.667 27.88a  

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.
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Table 11.  Netiquette—Individual Cases: Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, Standardized Residuals, and Statistical Values of 
the Related Chi-Square Test.

Observed Expected Standardized 
residuals

χ2 df p

Interest in the other 15.95 1 <.001
  Appropriate 936 853.5 2.82a  
  Inappropriate 771 853.5 −2.82a  
Curiosity 432.7 1 <.001
  Appropriate 461 903 −14.71a  
  Inappropriate 1,345 903 14.71a  
Mutual sympathy 862.86 1 <.001
  Appropriate 1,548 918.5 20.77a  
  Inappropriate 289 918.5 −20.77a  
To show appreciation 149.31 1 <.001
  Appropriate 616 871 −8.64a  
  Inappropriate 1,126 871 8.64a  
To hint a wish for friendship 43.11 1 <.001
  Appropriate 722 858 −4.64a  
  Inappropriate 994 858 4.64a  
As a sincere friendship offer 32.18 1 <.001
  Appropriate 761 880 −4.01a  
  Inappropriate 999 880 4.01a  
If there is an existing friendship outside the 
Internet

1,591.41 1 <.001

  Appropriate 1,842 965.5 28.21a  
  Inappropriate 89 965.5 −28.21a  
If the age difference is small 408.2 1 <.001
  Appropriate 1,128 739.5 14.29a  
  Inappropriate 351 739.5 −14.29a  
If the age difference is large 11.50 1 <.001
  Appropriate 627 690 −2.40a  
  Inappropriate 753 690 2.40a  
If the lecturer offers academic information on 
Facebook

1,390.05 1 <.001

  Appropriate 1,749 940.5 26.36a  
  Inappropriate 132 940.5 −26.36a  
To endear oneself 1,772.48 1 <.001
  Appropriate 41 966.5 −29.77a  
  Inappropriate 1,892 966.5 29.77a  
To receive benefits (e.g., in relation to 
gradings. evaluations)

1,718.15 1 <.001

  Appropriate 59 973.5 −29.31a  
  Inappropriate 1,888 973.5 29.31a  
To reduce distance between lecturers and 
students

3.2 1 .074

  Appropriate 870 833.5 1.26  
  Inappropriate 797 833.5 −1.26  
After the dependent relationship has ended 763.98 1 <.001
  Appropriate 1,379 819.5 19.54a  
  Inappropriate 260 819.5 −19.54a  
To generally make a good impression 1,142.09 1 <.001
  Appropriate 175 886.5 −23.90a  
  Inappropriate 1,598 886.5 23.90a  
To make a good impression to the other one 1,316.62 1 <.001
  Appropriate 134 906.5 −25.66a  
  Inappropriate 1,679 906.5 25.66a  
To have a desirable Facebook profile 1,724.08 1 <.001
  Appropriate 44 948 −29.36a  
  Inappropriate 1,852 948 29.36a  

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.



Linek and Ostermaier-Grabow	 11

The chi-square tests of all questions on the majority were 
significant. The statistical values for the chi-square tests are 
listed in Table 12.

Asked for the distribution of Facebook contacts between 
students and lecturers, most of the participants estimated 
SL-contacts as rare. Most participants thought that students 
usually make the first step. Asked how students usually react 
to an SL-contact request, mainly two answering alternatives 
were chosen: The participants estimated either that the 
request is accepted or that it depends on the individual case. 
For the question, how lecturers usually react to an SL-contact 
request of students, most participants thought it depends on 
the individual case. Asked for the usual communication style, 
most participants estimated that it depends on the individual 
case if a formal or informal style is chosen.

The portion of “I don’t know” answers was rather high for 
all majority items (between 14% and 34%). Thus, even 
though there was a clear picture of the majority, about one 
third of the participants were uncertain.

RQ4: Comparisons Between Injunctive Norms 
and Descriptive Norms

We compared the injunctive norms (netiquette) and descrip-
tive norms (majority) by chi-square tests and contingency 

tables for the corresponding questions on the general neti-
quette and the perceived behavior of the majority. We also 
included the “I don’t know” category in these analyses to 
investigate if the uncertainty of the participants relate to both 
sets of questions.

Remark: Please note that the answering categories were 
neither identical nor symmetric. Rather the answering cat-
egories comprised similar judgments that were compared 
to investigate if the participants’ perception of the neti-
quette (injunctive norm) was in line with the estimation of 
the majority (descriptive norm).

The chi-square test on the appropriateness and the distribu-
tion of SL-contacts revealed a significant correspondence 
(χ2 = 76.78, df = 9, p < .001) between the answers (see Table 13).

Participants who thought that SL-contacts are appropriate 
estimated the distribution of SL-contacts higher, that is, they 
answered more often that they are medium widespread (and 
less often estimated that they are rare). Analogously, partici-
pants who thought SL-contacts are inappropriate estimated 
more often than SL-contacts are rare (and less often that they 
are of medium widespread). For participants who thought the 
appropriateness depends on the individual case, no signifi-
cant differences were found. Participants who were uncertain 

Table 12.  Estimation of the Majority: Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, Standardized Residuals, and Statistical Values of the 
Related Chi-Square Test.

Observed Expected Standardized 
residuals

χ2 df p

Distribution of SL-contacts 1,203.050 2 <.001
  Rare 1,238.00 611.67 25.32a  
  Medium 570.00 611.67 −1.69  
  Frequent 27.00 611.67 −23.64a  
Usual initiative 1,291.54 2 <.001
  Students 1,085 458.33 29.27a  
  Lecturers 107 458.33 −16.41a  
  Both equally 183 458.33 −12.86a  
Usual reaction to lecturers’ request 1,179.75 3 <.001
  Accept 683 381.75 15.41a  
  Decline 22 381.75 −18.41a  
  Individual case 749 381.75 18.79a  
  Ignore 73 381.75 −15.80a  
Usual reaction to students’ request 629.46 3 <.001
  Accept 214 350.75 −7.30a  
  Decline 173 350.75 −9.49a  
  Individual case 754 350.75 21.53a  
  Ignore 262 350.75 −4.74a  
Usual communication style 475.9 3 <.001
  Informal 204 382.50 −9.13a  
  Formal 292 382.50 −4.63a  
  Individual case 747 382.50 18.64a  
  They are unsure 287 382.50 −4.88a  

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.
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about the netiquette were also more often uncertain about the 
majority.

For the questions who should made and who usually made 
the first step for initiating SL-contacts, the chi-square test 
showed a significant association (χ2 = 283.37, df = 12; 
p < .001) whereby the answers on both questions mirror each 
other (see Table 14).

Participants who assumed that students should make the 
first step also estimated more often that students usually make 
the first step. The analogous pattern was found for participants 
who assumed that lecturers should make the first step and for 
participants who assumed that both could make the first step. 
Participants who assumed that no one should make the first 
step indicated more often that they were uncertain about the 
majority. Participants who were uncertain about the netiquette 
were also more often uncertain about the majority.

The parallel questions on the reaction to lecturers’ 
SL-contact request showed a significant association 
(χ2 = 235.64, df = 16, p < .001) between the corresponding 
answering categories (see Table 15).

Participants who thought that the request should be 
accepted (declined/decided for each individual case) also 
indicated more often that the request is usually accepted 
(declined/decided for each individual case) by the majority. 
Participants who answered for the netiquette question that 
the request should be ignored indicated more often for the 
majority question that the request is usually declined or 
ignored. Participants who were uncertain about the neti-
quette were also more often uncertain about the majority.

The contingency table for the parallel question on the 
reaction to students’ request revealed also a significant cor-
respondence (χ2 = 420.86, df = 16, p < .001) for the answering 
categories, accept, decline, and decide, for each individual 
case (see Table 16).

Participants who assumed that students’ request should be 
accepted (declined/decided for each individual case) indi-
cated more often that the majority usually accept (decline/
decide for each individual case). The same pattern was 
obtained for participants who thought the lecturers’ request 
should be ignored: They indicated more often that the request 
is usually ignored by the majority. Participants who were 
uncertain about the netiquette questions were also more often 
uncertain about the majority.

Also for the parallel question on the communication style, 
a significant association (χ2 = 1,057.21, df = 12, p < .001) of 
the corresponding answers was obtained (see Table 17).

Participants who assumed the appropriate communication 
style is informal (formal/depends on the individual case) also 
assumed more often the usual communication style of the 
majority is informal (formal/depends on the individual case). 
Participants who were uncertain about the appropriate com-
munication style were also more often uncertain about the 
communication style of the majority.

Discussion

Summary and Interpretation of Findings

Overall, in our sample, SL-contacts were rather seldom and 
mainly initiated by students. Remarkably, SL-contact 
requests were mostly accepted; only a very small minority 
reported about the rejection of SL-contact requests. The 
answers on the netiquette revealed that the seldom occur-
rence of SL-contacts does not necessarily mean that 
SL-contacts are inappropriate. Rather the appropriateness 
of SL-contacts depends on the individual case. Asked who 
should make the first step by sending an SL-contact request, 
most of the participants answered that students as well as 

Table 13.  Relation Between Injunctive and Descriptive Norms—Appropriateness and Distribution of SL-Contacts: Observed 
Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Appropriateness 
of SL-contacts

Distribution of SL-contacts

All  Rare Medium Frequent I don’t know

Appropriate Observed 129 122 6 38 295
Expected 170.8 78.6 3.8 41.8  
Standardized residuals −3.2a 4.9a 1.1 −0.6  

Inappropriate Observed 239 69 3 50 361
Expected 209 96.2 4.7 51.2  
Standardized residuals 2.1a −2.8a −0.8 −0.2  

Individual case Observed 801 352 18 180 1,351
Expected 782.2 359.8 17.4 191.5  
Standardized residuals 0.7 −0.4 0.1 −0.8  

I don’t know Observed 44 15 0 29 88
Expected 51 23.4 1.1 12.5  
Standardized residuals −1.0 −1.7 −1.1 4.7a  

All 1,213 558 27 297 2,095

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.
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lecturers can make the first step. The appropriate reaction 
to a contact request, as well as the appropriate communica-
tion style, depends on the individual case. Most participants 
indicated that Facebook should be used for private matters 
only; a smaller portion of participants thought it was appro-
priate to use Facebook for a mixture of private as well as 
work-related purposes.

The findings on the general netiquette indicate that the 
appropriateness of SL-contacts (and the appropriate reaction 
to contact requests) depends on the individual case. Thus, the 
results of the follow-up question on the individual cases are 
of special importance. Thereby, the judgments of the partici-
pants suggest that SL-contacts are particularly appropriate in 
the case of mutual sympathy, an existing friendship outside 

Table 14.  Relation Between Appropriate and Usual Initiative of SL-Contacts: Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, and 
Standardized Residuals.

Appropriate 
initiative

Usual initiative

All  Students Lecturers Both equally I don’t know

Students Observed 199 0 4 33 236
Expected 120 11.9 20.4 83.7  
Standardized residuals 7.2a −3.5a −3.6a −5.5a  

Lecturers Observed 160 62 45 126 393
Expected 199.8 19.9 34 139.4  
Standardized residuals −2.8a 9.4a 1.9 −1.1  

Both equally Observed 379 19 96 255 749
Expected 380.8 37.9 64.7 265.6  
Standardized residuals −0.1 −3.1 3.9a −0.7  

None Observed 176 20 21 160 377
Expected 191.6 19.1 32.6 133.7  
Standardized residuals −1.1 0.2 −2 2.3a  

I don’t know Observed 151 5 15 169 340
Expected 172.8 17.2 29.4 120.6  
Standardized residuals −1.7 −2.9a −2.7a 4.4a  

All 1,065 106 181 743 2,095

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.

Table 15.  Relation Between Appropriate and Usual Reaction of Students to Lecturers’ SL-Contact Request: Observed Frequencies, 
Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Appropriate reaction 
to lecturers’ request

Usual reaction to lecturers’ request

All  Accept Decline Individual case Ignore I don’t know

Accept Observed 192 3 84 11 52 342
Expected 109.4 3.6 120.1 11.8 97.1  
Standardized residuals 7.9a −0.3 −3.3a −0.2 −4.6  

Decline Observed 14 2 18 3 15 52
Expected 16.6 0.5 18.3 1.8 14.8  
Standardized residuals −0.6 2.0 −0.1 0.9 0.1  

Individual case Observed 416 11 593 46 408 1,474
Expected 471.4 15.5 517.8 50.7 418.6  
Standardized residuals −2.6a −1.1 3.3a −0.7 −0.5  

Ignore Observed 21 4 27 9 34 95
Expected 30.4 1 33.4 3.3 27  
Standardized residuals −1.7 3.0a −1.1 3.2a 1.4  

I don’t know Observed 27 2 14 3 86 132
Expected 42.2 1.4 46.4 4.5 37.5  
Standardized residuals −2.3a 0.5 −4.8a −0.7 7.9a  

All 670 22 736 72 595 2,095

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.
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the Internet, and if the lecturer offers academic information 
on Facebook. However, with respect to the latter individual 
case (academic information on Facebook), it also has to be 
considered that most participants indicated that Facebook 
should be used for private matters only. Thus, this individual 
case has to be handled with care: Even though SL-contacts 
are appropriate if the lecturer offers academic information, 
the fact itself that the lecturers provide academic information 
on Facebook contradicts the netiquette rule on the appropri-
ate use of Facebook (especially if the lecturer uses his or her 

Facebook account solely for academic and educational pur-
poses). This interpretation can also be applied to the general 
netiquette rule on the appropriateness of the communication 
style on a case-by-case basis: In the case of sympathy and 
friendship (which is in line with the private use of Facebook), 
an informal style seems to be appropriate. However, in the 
case of academic information, a formal communication style 
should be used.

The judgments on inappropriate individual cases show 
that SL-contacts should not be made to endear oneself, to 

Table 16.  Relation Between Appropriate and Usual Reaction of Lecturers to Students’ SL-Contact Request: Observed Frequencies, 

Expected Frequencies, and Standardized Residuals.

Appropriate reaction to students’ request Usual reaction to students’ request

AllAccept Decline Individual case Ignore I don’t know

Accept Observed 68 8 33 19 51 179
Expected 18.1 14.4 63.5 21.7 61.3 179
Standardized residuals 11.7a −1.7 −3.8a −0.6 −1.3  

Decline Observed 8 38 43 21 49 159
Expected 16.1 12.8 56.4 19.3 54.5 159
Standardized residuals −2.0 7.1a −1.8 0.4 −0.7  

Individual case Observed 117 103 611 146 432 1,409
Expected 142.6 113 499.7 170.8 482.9 1,409
Standardized residuals −2.1a −0.9 5 −1.9 −2.3a  

Ignore Observed 7 11 35 49 54 156
Expected 15.8 12.5 55.3 18.9 53.5 156
Standardized residuals −2.2a −0.4 −2.7a 6.9a 0.1  

I don’t know Observed 12 8 21 19 132 192
Expected 19.4 15.4 68.1 23.3 65.8 192
Standardized residuals −1.7 −1.9 −5.7a −0.9 8.2a  

All 212 168 743 254 718 2,095

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.

Table 17.  Relation Between the Appropriate and the Usual Communication Style: Observed Frequencies, Expected Frequencies, and 
Standardized Residuals.

Appropriate 
communication style

Usual communication style

All  Informal Formal Individual case They are unsure I don’t know

Informal Observed 119 6 44 40 43 252
Expected 24.1 34.8 88 34 71.1  
Standardized residuals 19.4a −4.9a −4.7a 1.0 −3.3a  

Formal Observed 6 170 46 32 90 344
Expected 32.8 47.5 120.2 46.5 97  
Standardized residuals −4.7a 17.8a −6.8a −2.1a −0.7  

Individual case Observed 69 108 631 194 366 1,368
Expected 130.6 188.7 478 184.8 385.9  
Standardized residuals −5.4a −5.9a 7.0a 0.7 −1.0  

I don’t know Observed 6 5 11 17 92 131
Expected 12.5 18.1 45.8 17.7 37  
Standardized residuals −1.8 −3.1a −5.1a −0.2 9.1a  

All 200 289 732 283 591 2,095

aStandardized residuals that indicate significant differences with p < .05.
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have a desirable Facebook profile or to receive benefit. 
Also, these inappropriate cases underline the importance of 
the netiquette rule that Facebook should be used for private 
matters.

Altogether, the netiquette rules were rather clear: In the 
case of sympathy and existing friendship, SL-contacts are 
appropriate and this is well in line with the private use of 
Facebook. On the other hand, SL-contacts are inappropriate 
in cases connected with flattery or to receive benefits. These 
findings correspond with the general web netiquette (see 
“Introduction” section) as a “good citizen attitude” 
(Pręgowski, 2009), including reliability and honesty. 
Furthermore, the appropriateness of SL-contacts on a case-
by-case basis and the private use of Facebook are in line with 
prior research that has shown that Facebook is more for pri-
vate use and socializing and less for academic purposes 
(Akyildiz & Argan, 2012; Hew, 2011; Manca & Ranieri, 
2013). In relation to the statement of Madge et al. (2009) that 
Facebook can be seen as “social glue” of the university life, 
our findings provide a new aspect: Facebook is not only the 
“social glue” between students but can also be a platform for 
social contacts between students and their lecturers. The 
decisional point seems to be the private nature of SL-contacts, 
which are based on sympathy and friendship. In this sense, 
university life seems to be different from the professional 
working life, where “friending the boss” on Facebook should 
be avoided (Peluchette et al., 2013).

However, besides the rather distinct answering pattern on 
netiquette rules, there was also a substantial portion of par-
ticipants who are uncertain about the netiquette between stu-
dents and lecturers on Facebook. Thus, it might be beneficial 
to give students as well as lecturers some official recommen-
dations (that are also in line with the communication policy 
of the university or college) how to behave toward one 
another on Facebook and other social networks.

The answers on the estimation of the majority were in 
concordance with the parallel netiquette questions. This con-
cordance indicates that the subjective perception of injunc-
tive norms and descriptive norms is congruent with each 
other. However, our data do not provide any information 
about the causal direction of this association. It might be the 
case that the assumed netiquette influences the perception of 
the majority’s behavior. Vice versa, it is also possible that the 
perception of the majority influences the assumptions about 
the netiquette. Or perhaps, our participants have assumed 
that the behavior of the majority can be seen as indicator for 
the netiquette. Last but not least, it also might be the case that 
the view of the majority as well as the assumptions about the 
netiquette are influenced by a third variable, for example, the 
own prior experiences on Facebook or at the university. For 
insights in the concrete causal interrelationships, future 
research is needed.

Thereby it is important to note that descriptive norms do 
not necessarily reflect the actual behavior of the majority. 
Indeed, our data suggest that the subjective answers on 

injunctive and descriptive norms can differ from the actual 
behavior: Our participants answered that it is appropriate and 
usual for both, students as well as lecturers, to send an 
SL-contact request. However, asked how their own 
SL-contacts emerged, our data show that mostly students ini-
tiated them. Thus, it would be interesting to investigate if and 
how injunctive norms are influenced when people are 
informed about the actual behavior of the majority.

Limitations of the Study and Conclusion

Our data were based on a German sample that was proba-
bly not representative. Especially, the participants’ interest 
in the topic might have been a factor of influence, that is, 
mainly those people participated who were curious or 
emotionally involved in relation to SL-contacts. Namely, 
the more frequent SL-contacts of lecturers in our sample 
indicated a higher interest in the study in the case of exist-
ing SL-contacts. That means our sample (or at least the 
subsample of lecturers) was biased by interest in the topic. 
In addition, this higher interest of lecturers can also be 
interpreted as a sign that the netiquette between students 
and lecturers on Facebook might be of higher importance 
for lecturers.

Please note that we investigated persons with a Facebook 
profile, and thus our data provided no information about the 
opinion of persons who do not use Facebook at all. In addi-
tion, our data were based on a German sample, and thus it 
would be interesting to investigate how SL-contacts and the 
related netiquette are estimated in other countries and cul-
tures. Furthermore, it is an open question if and to what 
extent the injunctive and descriptive social norms of 
Facebook can be generalized to other (private) social net-
works. As mentioned in the “Introduction” section, we chose 
Facebook because of its popularity and its double-edge role 
for students and lecturers. However, the popularity of social 
networks has fluctuations, and thus also the popularity (and 
the usages) of Facebook might change.

Our findings strengthen prior research on the private 
nature of Facebook. Thus, internal networks of universi-
ties are more appropriate for the academic exchange 
(instead of using popular social media). Furthermore, also 
international academic networks like ResearchGate or 
Academia.edu might provide an alternative basis for the 
exchange of learning materials and online courses. Even 
though such academic networks are mainly designed for 
the exchange between postgraduate researchers, they 
might make the transition from university learning to aca-
demic work easier. Also, these networks can provide a 
space where sharing academic information is not only 
appropriate but also the explicit purpose of the network. 
Thus, the use of academic social networks could enable a 
strict separation of private and professional matters. This 
could lead to more (work-related) contacts with lecturers 
because (in contrast to Facebook) academic social 
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networks are tools with the purpose to research and study 
and not to get away from it.

Against this background, our findings have two main 
implications for education and educational practice. First, 
Facebook is not the appropriate platform for studying and 
the provision of learning materials. For educational pur-
poses, other platforms like (international) academic net-
works or wikis at the universities should be used. Second, 
Facebook has nevertheless an important role for the uni-
versity life by providing the possibility to build social con-
nections across academic hierarchies. This might also 
lower the inhibitions of young researchers (e.g., PhD stu-
dents) to communicate at eye level with renowned 
researchers and professors. Thereby, Facebook can have an 
indirect effect on education by fostering a fruitful intellec-
tual exchange across academic boundaries, which is espe-
cially important for young researchers.

To sum up, our results provide first insights in the neti-
quette between lecturers and students on Facebook. 
Remarkably, the injunctive norms in the form of netiquette 
are well in line with the descriptive norms, that is, the 
majority’s behavior is estimated as the appropriate behav-
ior. Overall, the social nature of Facebook contacts between 
students and lecturers is mainly private. There seems to be 
a mutual common sense if and how students and their lec-
turers should interact on Facebook. Thus, Facebook con-
tacts between students and their lecturers seem to be less 
critical than they might appear at first sight.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests 

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect 
to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding 

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, author-
ship, and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD 

Stephanie B. Linek  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3647-3523

References

Akyildiz, M., & Argan, M. (2012). Using online social network-
ing: Students’ purposes of Facebook usage at the University 
of Turkey. Journal of Technology Research, 3. Retrieved from 
http://www.aabri.com/jtr.html

Anderson, B., Fagan, P., Woodnutt, T., & Chamorro-Premuzic, T. 
(2012). Facebook psychology: Popular questions answered by 
research. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 1, 23–37.

Aydin, S. (2012). A review of research on Facebook as an edu-
cational environment. Education Technology Research and 
Development, 60, 1093–1106.

Biesenbach-Lucas, S. (2007). Students writing emails to faculty: An 
examination of e-politeness among native and non-native speak-
ers of English. Language Learning & Technology, 11, 59–81.

Cassidy, J. (2006, May 15). Me Media. The New Yorker, 82, pp. 
50–59.

Chung, A., & Rimal, R. N. (2016). Social norms: A review. Review 
of Communication Research, 4, 1–28.

Cialdini, R. B., & Trost, M. R. (1998). Social influence: Social 
norms, conformity and compliance. In D. T. Gilbert, S. T. 
Fiske, & G. Lindzey (Eds.), The handbook of social psy-
chology (4th ed., Vol. 1, pp. 151–192). New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hill.

Hambridge, S. (1995). Netiquette guidelines. Retrieved from 
https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc1855

Hew, K. F. (2011). Students’ and teachers’ use of Facebook. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 27, 662–676.

Knight, D. D., & Masselink, N. (2008, May). “I dont mean too 
bother u but”: Student email and a call for netiquette. E-Learn 
Magazine. Retrieved from http://elearnmag.acm.org/archive.
cfm?aid=1379051

Madge, C., Meek, J., Wellens, J., & Hooley, T. (2009). Facebook, 
social integration and informal learning at University: “It is 
more for socializing and talking to friends about work than 
for actually doing work.” Learning, Media and Technology, 
34, 141–155.

Manca, S., & Ranieri, M. (2013). Is it a tool suitable for learning? 
A critical review of the literature on Facebook as a technology-
enhanced learning environment. Journal of Computer Assisted 
Learning, 29, 487–504.

Mason, R. (2006). Learning technology for adult continuing educa-
tion. Studies in Continuing Education, 28, 121–133.

Mazer, J. P., Murphy, R. E., & Simonds, C. J. (2009). The effects 
of teacher self-disclosure via Facebook on teacher credibility. 
Learning, Media and Technology, 34, 175–183.

Peluchette, J. V., Karl, K., & Fertig, J. (2013). A Facebook “friend” 
request from the boss: Too close for comfort? Business 
Horizons, 56, 291–300.

Petrović, N., Petrović, D., Jeremić, V., Milenković, N., & Ćirović, 
M. (2012). Possible educational use of Facebook in higher 
environmental education. In L. Morris & C. Tsolakidis (Eds.), 
Proceedings of the International Conference on Information, 
Communication Technologies in Education (ICICTE) (pp. 355–
362). Chania, Greece: ICICTE.

Pręgowski, M. P. (2009). Rediscovering the netiquette: The role of 
propagated values and personal patterns in defining identity of 
the Internet user. Observatorio, 3, 353–367.

Raacke, J., & Bonds-Raacke, J. (2008). MySpace and Facebook: 
Applying the uses and gratifications theory to exploring 
friend-networking sites. CyberPsychology & Behavior, 11, 
169–174.

Rinaldi, A. (1996). The Net: User guidelines and netiquette. 
Retrieved from http://www.aewa.org/Library/netiquette.html

Sánchez, R. A., Cortijo, V., & Javed, U. (2014). Students’ per-
ceptions of Facebook for academic purposes. Computers 
& Education, 70, 138–149. doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2013. 
08.012

Seaman, J., & Tinti-Kane, H. (2013). Social media for teaching and 
learning. London, England: Pearson Learning Systems.

Selwyn, N. (2009). Faceworking: Exploring students’ education-
related use of Facebook. Learning, Media and Technology, 34, 
157–174.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3647-3523
http://www.aabri.com/jtr.html
https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc1855
http://elearnmag.acm.org/archive.cfm?aid=1379051
http://elearnmag.acm.org/archive.cfm?aid=1379051
http://www.aewa.org/Library/netiquette.html


Linek and Ostermaier-Grabow	 17

Sharpe, D. (2015). Your chi-square test is statistically significant: 
Now what? Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation, 20. 
Retrieved from http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?v=20&n=8

Shea, V., & Shea, C. (1994). Netiquette. Vancouver, British 
Columbia, Canada: Albion Books.

Sherif, M. (1937). An experimental approach to the study of atti-
tudes. Sociometry, 1, 90–98.

Spinks, N., Wells, B., & Meche, M. (1999). Netiquette: A behav-
ioral guide to electronic business communication. Corporate 
Communications: An International Journal, 4, 145–155.

Teclehaimanot, B., & Hickman, T. (2011). Student-teacher interac-
tion on Facebook: What students find appropriate. TechTrends, 
55, 19–30.

Tedre, M., Kamppuri, M., & Kommers, P. (2006). An approach 
to global netiquette research. In Proceedings of the IADIS 
International Conference on Web Based Communities (pp. 
367–370). Retrieved from http://www.cs.joensuu.fi/pages/int/
pub/tedre06.pdf

Wise, K., Alhabash, S., & Park, H. (2010). Emotional responses dur-
ing social information seeking on Facebook. Cyberpsychology, 
Behavior and Social Networking, 13, 555–562.

Ziegler, S. (2007). The (mis)education of Generation M. Learning, 
Media and Technology, 32, 69–81.

Author Biographies

Stephanie B. Linek (PhD, University of Tübingen) is a postdoctoral 
researcher and expert for media psychology at the ZBW – Leibniz 
Information Centre for Economics in Kiel (Germany). Her research 
interests include media psychology, e-learning, social media, 
usability, research methodology, and open science.

Anika Ostermaier-Grabow (MA, Universität Hamburg) works at 
the Cluster of Excellence Hamburg Centre of Ultrafast Imaging 
(CUI; Universität Hamburg, Germany). Her research interests 
include sociology, research methodology, communication, and 
academic mentoring.

http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?v=20&n=8
http://www.cs.joensuu.fi/pages/int/pub/tedre06.pdf
http://www.cs.joensuu.fi/pages/int/pub/tedre06.pdf



