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ABSTRACT 

The advent and rapid expansion of online social 

networking tools during the first decade of the 21
st
 

century has enabled unprecedented levels of personal 

connection and communication which transcend time 

and distance limitations.  At the same time, the 

addictive and open nature of these tools has exposed 

individuals to a host of negative consequences 

including identity theft, personal liability, and—of 

primary concern for employers—wasted time.  This 

paper examines the attitudes of 59 American adults 

who are either currently in, or will soon enter, the 

professional workplace.  Findings reveal that while 

there is consensus that use of social networking tools 

in the workplace is generally not appropriate, most 

continue to use such tools while at work.  In addition, 

results of the study show that a significant number of 

participants see social networking as at least a 

marginal time waster and a potential liability—both 

major concerns for employers. Even while 

acknowledging this, most study participants affirmed 

a belief that some use while at work is justifiable. 

Keywords: Social Networking, IS Ethics, Facebook, 

Twitter, LinkedIn, Workplace. 

INTRODUCTION 

A recent television advertisement for a new 

“Windows Phone” depicts man sitting in a workplace 

conference room, half listening to a presentation [20]. 

His Windows Phone is in his hand, clearly a ready 

distraction from the boredom of the business 

meeting.  Of the people in the room, he is seated 

closest to the door.  A personified Facebook icon 

creeps to the doorway and quietly gets his attention, 

and he motions for Facebook to quickly enter the 

room and hide beneath the table.  As Facebook 

enters, the people around the table notice the 

disturbance and turn to look at the man, still holding 

his phone in his hand.  Not wanting to be caught 

playing with Facebook in a business meeting, the 

man motions for a personified Microsoft Excel icon, 

also hiding beneath the table, to stand, giving his co-

workers the impression that the man is actually 

working with a spreadsheet on his phone, something 

clearly relevant to his work and the current meeting.  

The message: Get this phone because you’ll be able 

to social network at work—just don’t get caught! 

This television commercial highlights an increasingly 

problematic issue in the workplace, particularly in 

countries and in jobs where Internet-enabled smart 

phones and Internet-connected workstations have 

become the norm.  Job time lost to employee 

distractions has long been a concern for employers 

[5].  With the recent explosion of social networking 

tools including Facebook, Twitter, MySpace and 

others, coupled with the aforementioned increasing 

access to Internet-connected computers and mobile 

devices in the workplace, opportunities for 

technology-related employee distractions have never 

been higher [6, 11].  Because of the rich nature of the 

media associated with social networking, concerns 

over harassment, intimidation, and even illegal 

activity become even greater for employers [2, 10, 

12]. Evidence has shown that many employees are 

ignorant or uninformed about the potential risks they 

face themselves, or to which they expose their 

employers, by using social network sites at work. 

Further, as the current older generation of workers 

retires and is replaced by a younger, more technology 

savvy (and dependent) generation, the propensity to 

use these tools in the workplace is increasing [1, 16]. 

There are many who advocate for the use of social 

networking in the workplace.  These tools, they 

argue, can become indispensable intra- and inter-

company communication tools [9].  They can be 

exploited as powerful marketing vehicles [14]. 

Social networking can be used to improve business-

to-consumer communication and relations [13], relax 

employees and keep them happy [7], and even help 

define the needed duties for newly created jobs [8]. 

As with virtually all technologies, the intersection of 

social networking and the workplace is a two-edged 

sword. This combination of pros and cons in the use 

of social networking creates a stormy ebb and flow of 

opinions about just how appropriate social 

networking tools are in the workplace. 
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There is general consensus among American 

employers that the risks associated with the use of 

social networking in the workplace outweigh the 

benefits, and that they would therefore prefer that 

these tools not be used [3, 4, 15].  The lost 

productivity and even decreased quality of work 

performed because of social networking distractions 

are expensive [2, 18], and even employees agree that 

social networking isn’t usually appropriate in the 

workplace [4, 6].  Even still, employees continue to 

use social networking tools while on the clock, 

wasting time and subjecting both themselves and 

their employers to a host of potentially thorny issues 

[10, 12, 17).  This study seeks to identify the degree 

to which employees’ attitudes will influence their 

decision to use social networking tools in the 

workplace, and whether or not those opinions match 

(or potentially will match) their actual workplace 

behavior when it comes to social networking at work. 

 

Literature Review 

 

In the 1980s, even before the advent of the Internet as 

it is conceived today, online service providers such as 

America Online, Prodigy and CompuServe were 

offering email, Usenet groups, and online public 

discussion boards [5].  Since then, the draw of social 

interaction online has tempted employees and drawn 

them away from their assigned work.  As the Internet, 

and particularly the World Wide Web, became 

increasingly accessible in the early to mid-1990s, 

particularly in white-collar office buildings in 

developed nations worldwide, additional tools, web 

sites and services offered an expanding allure of 

options to distract employees from their work [1].  

According to Frauenheim (2009), by the year 2008, 

the average American worker was spending between 

21 and 26 percent of his or her paid time engaged in 

personal activities online [5]. 

 

As the 1980s provided genesis and the1990s formed 

the cradle for Internet-fueled workplace distractions, 

the first decade of the 21
st
 century has matured that 

environment [4].  The novelty of a web browser and 

an email box in the former decades gave way to rich 

multimedia content, multi-user collaboration, and full 

online application deployment in the latter decade.  

Simply put, the maturation of the Internet from the 

year 2000 to the present has made it more powerful, 

more tempting, and a lot more fun [3]. 

 

Without question, the Internet has both created new 

business opportunities and provided myriad new 

options for business tools that bridge both space and 

time [9, 13].  The Internet’s impact on business has 

been no less significant than the creation of the 

assembly line or the inventions of the photocopier or 

fax machine [14].  Social networking sites and tools 

have the capacity to have such significant, or even 

greater, impacts than these technologies, but with 

significant risks to both productivity and quality [6, 

10, 14].  While there are certainly opportunities for 

former technologies, such as the fax machine, to be 

misused or to serve as distractions, there has perhaps 

been no time in history when a new technology 

presented such a powerful attraction and potential 

risk as now [10]. 

 

Coupled with the risks and power of social 

networking comes a changing level of expectation, 

attitude and comfort with these technologies [1, 16].  

The generation of students now graduating from 

college has largely grown up with technology—

personal computers in their homes (if not in their own 

bedrooms), increasingly capable and affordable 

mobile phones, and of course, consistently faster and 

more broadly available connectivity to the Internet 

[16].  This has created a generation that has been 

characterized as “spoiled, impatient and entitled”, all 

terms that can spell trouble for productivity and 

quality in the workplace.  This generation of workers 

is keenly conditioned to expect ready Internet access 

and the freedom to engage in social networking at 

their leisure—and to be enabled and allowed to do so 

frequently.  There is a real sense that this is a right, 

and that enjoyment at work, even if unrelated to job 

requirements, is a part of modern work life [2, 16].  

In fact, a 2008 study by Telindus, a worldwide, 

European-based information technology services 

provider, showed that “…39 percent of 18-to-24-

year-olds would consider leaving their jobs if a 

Facebook ban were imposed…” [16]. 

 

The problem of entitlement in this context is 

exacerbated by businesses that write vague 

acceptable use policies, fail to disseminate or enforce 

the policies they have, or simply don’t write such 

policies at all [17, 19].  While some 64% of 

American businesses are estimated to lack adequate, 

up-to-date acceptable use policies and controls, 80% 

of those that do have such measures are currently 

seen as failing to enforce them [17].  This sends a 

double message to workers that even if their 

employer implicitly prohibits use of social 

networking while working, they tacitly allow it [4].  

In order to be effective, use policies must be 

comprehensive and current, articulated to employees, 

and then enforced [15].  Such policies must also 

extend to all tools that are available to employees 

during their workday, whether owned by the 

employee (e.g. cell phones) or the employer (e.g. an 

Internet-connected workstation).  Without such 
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controls, the expectations for technology use in the 

workplace environment become ambiguous [1]. 

 

This in turn feeds into a culture of rationalization.  

Employees who engage in social networking some 

number of times without corrective action will 

become more comfortable with their belief that this 

activity is appropriate for the workplace [18].  More 

difficult in terms of rationalization however is when 

social networking tools are used for some legitimate 

work-related activities.  In such instances, it becomes 

much easier for employees to justify time spent on 

social networking sites, whether the majority of their 

time is spent doing work-related social networking or 

not [12].  For example, an employee might be asked 

to log into a company’s Facebook page and post an 

announcement about an upcoming sale or promotion, 

a task that might require 15 minutes or so, but then 

spend an hour or more looking at pictures, posts or 

other content of friends on Facebook.  Thus the 

legitimate marketing use of the social networking site 

becomes a significant personal distraction for the 

employee. 

 

Other key rationalizations for use of social 

networking while at work include beliefs that an 

employee can perform their work while online [1, 

18], and that taking time to socialize online during 

the workday will keep them happier and thus more 

productive during the periods when they are focused 

on their work [7].  While in some instances both 

justifications may be demonstrated to be feasible, 

employers surveyed in multiple studies do not 

generally accept such arguments [11, 15]. 

 

Ultimately, published research in this area has shown 

several consistent themes.  First, the rising generation 

of professionals, especially white-collar 

professionals, expects both time and access to 

network socially during their workday [12].  

Additionally, employers tend to exacerbate the 

problem by failing to write, disseminate and enforce 

policy about use of such technologies while at work 

[4, 19].  And finally, significant risks, both 

recognized and unknown, are posed by both 

employees and employers choosing to avoid 

addressing head-on the issue of personal social 

networking while at work [10, 17]. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

In order to identify and compare current attitudes and 

behaviors of employees and prospective employees 

toward the use of social networking in the workplace, 

a brief survey was designed for this study.  The 

survey was administered online, and electronic 

invitations (required in order to participate) were 

emailed to 126 graduate and undergraduate students 

at multiple institutions of higher education in the 

United States.  These institutions cover all four 

continental time zones, and both the undergraduate 

and graduate populations include both full-time 

student/part-time worker and part-time student/full-

time worker profiles.  Perhaps not surprisingly, the 

undergraduate group was predominantly comprised 

of the former profile, while the graduate group was 

primarily the latter.  All students were either enrolled 

in a Bachelor of Information Systems & Technology 

or Master of Information Systems & Technology 

program at the time of their invitation. 

 

The survey took less than ten minutes to complete, 

and no incentive for participation (other than a 

reassurance of complete anonymity) was offered.  

Questions posed to the participants included the 

following themes: use of social networking, preferred 

site(s), discontinuation of use, frequency of use, type 

of use, general attitude toward use, workplace 

attitude toward use, actual workplace use, greatest 

concerns with use, and demographic information. 

 

Responses were collected between December of 2009 

and March of 2010.  Data were then aggregated and 

analyzed in order to report trends and statistical 

correlation. 

 

RESULTS 

 

The online survey was left open for a period of 

approximately four months, and an invitation to 

participate was sent to each prospective participant 

only once.  An initial round of invitations was sent to 

54 individuals in early December of 2009, and a 

second round was sent to the other 72 individuals in 

February of 2010.  Of the 126 people invited, 59, or 

roughly 48% responded.  While this response rate 

was lower than expected or hoped for, the researchers 

did not want to risk tainting the data by prodding 

others to participate if they were not interested or 

comfortable in doing so. 

 

Of the 59 respondents, 31% were women (69% 

undergraduate) and 69% were men (68% 

undergraduate).  These percentages roughly mirror to 

composition of the gender makeup of the student 

groups invited to participate, although it is 

noteworthy that the female participation rate was 

higher than the male participation rate, though not 

significantly. 

 

Only five of the 59 respondents (8%) claimed to not 

use social networking sites in any form, and all of 
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these were in the age groups above 40 years old.  

Given the research cited previously in the literature 

review [e.g. 10, 16], this finding is not surprising.  Of 

the other 54 who do use social networking (keeping 

in mind that respondents were asked to indicate all 

sites they use), 88% indicated Facebook, 17% 

indicated MySpace, and 12% indicated LinkedIn.  

Surprisingly, only one respondent indicated they use 

Twitter, with a different participant offering this 

interesting comment regarding Twitter in the 

comment space of the survey: “Twitter has become a 

toxic forum for celebrities and athletes to make 

***** [profane, read: ‘idiots’] of themselves.  

Anyone who really understands what Twitter is stays 

away from it.”  Beyond the most commonly used, the 

most popular sites (asked as “Which site is your 

favorite?”), Facebook (85%) was the clear favorite, 

followed by LinkedIn (10%), then MySpace (~5%), 

and then all others combined (~<1%). 

 

Next, frequency of use was examined, which can 

serve as an indication of the probability a person will 

use social networking while in their workplace.  

Forty-six percent, including 100% of respondents 

under age 30, reported checking their social 

networking sites several times per day, while 24% 

check it once per day and 15% said they only check 

on their social networking sites randomly or 

sporadically. 

 

When asked to indicate all of the reasons why they 

had ever quit a social networking site (or sites), 40% 

(21 respondents) stated that they simply didn’t use it 

enough, 34% said they liked another better, and 32% 

said they have never started using a site and then later 

quit using it.  Only 17% (9 people) said they had quit 

over privacy concerns, 15% admitted to quitting 

because they were wasting too much time, and only 

4% said they quit because their own, or their friends’, 

behavior embarrassed them or posed a potential 

problem for them.  One person stated in free form 

comments: “I’m trying to get a job and I can’t afford 

to have something on Facebook cost me an 

interview.”  No other comments in this spirit were 

received, raising questions about whether or not the 

respondents are even thinking about such 

professional ramifications of social networking use. 

 

Participants were asked their opinion of the biggest 

problem with the use of social networking in general.  

Forty-seven percent (27 of 59) indicated that they can 

become addictive and waste time as the biggest 

problem.  This is interesting because very few 

participants reported quitting social networking for 

this reason.  One may assume that if users report 

being concerned over wasting time, they may choose 

to discontinue the practice they perceive to be a time 

drain, however a Pearson test between these two 

metrics shows no correlation (p=.29).  Even as the 

participants acknowledge social networking sites as 

potential time wasters, their behavior shows that they 

do not take steps to stop wasting time by not using 

them.  Further, 36% of participants acknowledge 

privacy concerns as the biggest problem with social 

networking, but only 17% had quit for this reason.  A 

Pearson test again reveals no statistical relationship 

between belief and behavior (p=-.30). 

 

If this then is the reality of today’s employee and 

prospective employee behavior, what then is the 

likelihood that social networking sites are being used, 

and abused, within the workplace?  An 

overwhelming 81% of survey respondents admit to 

either using, or planning to use, social networking 

sites while on the clock.  Only 3% (two people) 

stated that using social networking sites on company 

time would be unethical.  Not surprisingly, both of 

these individuals are among the five who reported not 

using social networking sites at all.  Of the 81% who 

claim to use social networking tools while on the job, 

all admit that their use has been primarily personal 

and not job-related, and only 13% state that they have 

ever used social networking while on the job to 

perform assigned work duties.  Fewer than 70% knew 

if their employer currently has a policy regarding use 

of social networking tools while on the job.  

Comments from participants along these lines 

support these data: “Where I work, I think there is a 

policy, but most people don’t know about it, no one 

follows it, and as long as you get your work done, 

nobody cares.”  Such comments would certainly 

coincide with Thomson’s findings [17]. 

 

Survey respondents were asked specifically about the 

appropriateness of using social networking sites at 

work.  Sixty-four percent (38 people) agreed with the 

statement: “They are good for communication with 

family or friends, but are not appropriate for business 

use.”  Only 22% (13 people) claimed they are 

appropriate for both business and personal use in the 

workplace.”  When asked if social networking tools 

might be useful and therefore appropriate for a 

specific business-related purpose, 41% agreed that 

they could be, 22% didn’t feel they would make a 

difference one way or another, and 15% said they 

would still serve as a distraction.  In the area of 

attitude toward appropriateness of use in the 

workplace, again no correlations were found.  When 

comparing the level of admitted workplace use to the 

level of belief that use is not appropriate, no 

meaningful negative correlation, which would be 

expected, was found (p=-.23).  The interpretation 
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here is that although workers generally do believe 

that they should not be using social networking while 

they’re at work, they don’t seem to care that much, 

and are doing it anyway.  Observations from 

previously cited research would dovetail with this 

finding.  Employees continue to use social 

networking in the workplace even if they know they 

shouldn’t [1, 4], they do not necessarily concern 

themselves if their use is a violation of policy [5, 18], 

and there is little worry that they may at some point 

suffer negative consequences as a result of their use 

[17, 19]. 

 

Future Study 

 

The evidence found and presented in this study 

demonstrates that social networking is in fact an 

activity taking place extensively in the modern 

workplace, and that most of that social networking is 

not work related.  This subsequently begs the 

question: What is to be done?  Literature has been 

cited that suggests that many businesses are currently 

turning a blind eye to issue, thereby exacerbating the 

problem as they condition employees, perhaps 

unwittingly, to believe that the practice is acceptable.  

Future study in this area may include surveying 

policy makers and managers to determine their 

attitudes toward workplace social networking.  Do 

policy makers and manager care enough to intervene 

and to step up their efforts to curb the activity? 

 

Additional topics of interest might include a closer 

look at the amount of time employees are spending 

specifically on non-work related social networking, 

and correlating such numbers with a productivity 

metric.  Some employees’ claim that social 

networking while at work makes them happier and 

more productive [7], and putting this claim to the test 

would be an interesting proof.  Further, a review of 

consequences suffered by businesses or employees 

could be an interesting area for examination. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

It is clear that social networking is occurring in the 

workplace and that generally employees believe that 

it is not necessarily an appropriate practice, but they 

do it anyway.  Without greater degrees of 

enforcement from employers, and with a rising 

generation of employees conditioned to frequently 

engage in social networking, the issue is likely to 

expand further.  Employers who wish to curb the 

behavior must begin immediately to form and 

disseminate policies regarding social networking 

while on the clock, or be perceived as condoning it. 
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