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Abstract 

In the digital age, social media has become an integral part of student life, particularly in tertiary 

education settings. While its potential for communication and information sharing is 

undeniable, its influence on academic performance remains a subject of growing concern and 

interest. This study explores the relationship between social media usage and academic 

performance among students in selected Zambian colleges. Using a mixed-methods approach 

involving surveys and focus group discussions, the research identifies usage patterns, 

motivations, and perceived impacts of platforms like Facebook, WhatsApp, and TikTok. 

Findings indicate that while social media facilitates collaboration and access to academic 

content, excessive and unregulated use can lead to distraction, reduced study time, and 

declining academic achievement. The article concludes with recommendations for institutional 

digital literacy programs and self-regulation strategies among students. 
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Introduction 

The rapid growth of digital technologies has revolutionized the way individuals interact, 

communicate, and access information. Among these technologies, social media has emerged 

as a dominant force in shaping contemporary communication patterns, particularly among the 

youth. In tertiary institutions across the globe, including Zambia, students have embraced social 

media platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, and TikTok not only as tools for 

socialization but also as channels for academic engagement. However, the dual nature of social 

media—offering both educational utility and the potential for distraction raises important 

questions about its actual impact on student academic performance. The integration of social 

media into academic life presents a complex landscape. On one hand, social media facilitates 

peer-to-peer learning, collaborative research, real-time academic discussions, and access to 

educational resources. On the other hand, prolonged use for non-academic purposes may 

undermine concentration, reduce study time, and contribute to procrastination. As tertiary 

students transition into greater independence, the absence of structured supervision often 

results in self-regulated learning behaviors that are significantly influenced by online habits. 
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Consequently, understanding the extent to which social media supports or hinders academic 

success has become a critical area of research. In the Zambian context, the proliferation of 

mobile devices and increased internet penetration have intensified students’ reliance on social 

media. While this digital connectivity holds promise for democratizing access to knowledge, it 

also introduces new challenges related to time management, information overload, and 

cognitive distraction. Previous studies in sub-Saharan Africa have suggested that the impact of 

social media is not uniform but varies according to individual usage patterns, academic 

discipline, and institutional support structures. Despite these insights, few studies have 

comprehensively examined this phenomenon within Zambia’s tertiary education system, 

creating a gap in localized empirical evidence. This study aims to bridge that gap by exploring 

how social media usage affects the academic performance of students in selected Zambian 

tertiary institutions. It investigates the frequency and purpose of social media use, students’ 

perceptions of its impact, and the correlation between social media habits and academic 

outcomes such as grades and assignment completion. The study also considers contextual 

variables such as gender, age, and year of study to identify demographic trends. 

The central research questions guiding the inquiry are: 

1. How frequently do tertiary students in Zambia use social media, and for what purposes? 

2. What are students’ perceptions of the impact of social media on their academic 

performance? 

3. Is there a statistically significant relationship between social media usage patterns and 

academic achievement? 

By addressing these questions, the study contributes to a nuanced understanding of digital 

behavior in academic contexts and informs the development of evidence-based strategies for 

enhancing educational outcomes in the digital era. It advocates for balanced social media use 

and highlights the role of institutions in fostering responsible digital citizenship among 

students. 

 

Research Methodology 

This study employed a mixed-methods research design to gain a comprehensive 

understanding of how social media use influences academic performance among students in 

selected Zambian tertiary institutions. The integration of both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches allowed for a balanced analysis of usage trends and the underlying motivations, 

behaviors, and academic consequences associated with social media engagement. 

Research Design and Setting 

The research was conducted in three tertiary institutions located in Zambia's Lusaka Province. 

These institutions were selected through purposive sampling, based on their population size, 
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internet access infrastructure, and willingness to participate in the study. The diversity of the 

student population across these institutions enabled the collection of varied and representative 

perspectives. 

 

Participants and Sampling 

A total of 150 students were selected through stratified random sampling to participate in 

the survey component. The stratification was done based on program of study and year of 

enrollment to ensure the inclusion of first-year to final-year students across different academic 

disciplines. Additionally, two focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted with 12 

participants each, drawn from the surveyed group. The FGDs provided in-depth insights into 

attitudes, personal experiences, and perceived academic effects of social media use. 

Data Collection Instruments 

Two main tools were used to gather data: 

1. Structured questionnaires – consisting of both closed-ended and Likert-scale items – 

were used to assess patterns of social media usage, frequency, time spent online, 

academic habits, and self-reported academic performance. 

2. Focus group discussion guides – these included open-ended questions to explore how 

and why students use social media and how they believe it has affected their studies. 

The questionnaire was pilot-tested among a small group of students to validate the clarity and 

reliability of the items before full deployment. 

 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative data from the questionnaires were analyzed using descriptive statistics 

(frequency, mean, percentage) and correlational analysis to determine the relationship 

between social media use and academic performance. SPSS software was used for statistical 

computation. Qualitative data from the focus group discussions were transcribed and analyzed 

using thematic analysis. Themes were identified based on recurring patterns and categorized 

into benefits, drawbacks, and behavioral influences. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the institutional research ethics committee. Informed 

consent was secured from all participants. Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained 

throughout the research process, and participants had the right to withdraw at any point without 

consequences. 
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Findings and Discussion 

The study yielded important insights into how social media use affects academic performance 

among tertiary students in Zambia. The findings are organized into three major themes: (1) 

patterns and purposes of social media usage, (2) perceived academic benefits and drawbacks, 

and (3) correlation between social media use and academic performance. 

 

1. Patterns and Purposes of Social Media Usage 

Survey responses indicated that 96% of students used social media daily, with Facebook 

(80%), WhatsApp (92%), and TikTok (55%) emerging as the most commonly used 

platforms. The average time spent on social media per day ranged from 2 to 5 hours, with 

some students exceeding this threshold on weekends or during school breaks. 

The primary purposes for using social media included: 

 Social communication (87%) 

 Entertainment and leisure (75%) 

 Academic collaboration and information sharing (63%) 

 News updates and current affairs (49%) 

Students reported that WhatsApp was most often used for academic discussions and sharing of 

lecture notes, especially through class group chats. Facebook was favored for joining academic 

forums and connecting with subject-matter experts, while TikTok was largely consumed for 

entertainment, with limited educational value cited. 

 

2. Perceived Academic Benefits and Drawbacks 

From the focus group discussions and survey responses, it became evident that social media 

offers both benefits and risks to academic success. 

Perceived benefits included: 

 Ease of accessing academic materials – students frequently received lecture notes, 

YouTube video links, and past papers via WhatsApp. 

 Peer learning and collaboration – group chats enabled learners to clarify doubts and 

prepare for assignments or tests collaboratively. 

 Time-saving – social media allowed students to discuss and resolve academic queries 

quickly without needing to meet in person. 
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As one participant noted: 

“If I don’t understand something, I just drop a question in the group chat. Most times, I get an 

answer immediately. That saves me a lot of time.” 

However, the drawbacks were equally prominent: 

 Distraction from studies – 69% of students admitted to being frequently distracted by 

non-academic content such as memes, gossip, or entertainment videos. 

 Procrastination – many students reported postponing their academic tasks due to 

prolonged time spent on social media. 

 Sleep disturbances – usage of social media late at night affected students’ sleep 

patterns and their alertness during lectures. 

Another respondent stated: 

“Sometimes, I go online to find a textbook link, and I end up scrolling for hours watching 

random videos.” 

 

3. Correlation Between Social Media Usage and Academic Performance 

Quantitative analysis revealed a moderate negative correlation between time spent on non-

academic social media use and students’ self-reported academic performance (r = -0.45, p < 

0.05). In contrast, moderate academic use (under 2 hours per day) showed a positive 

correlation with GPA maintenance and timely assignment submission. Students who reported 

using social media primarily for educational purposes had higher self-rated academic scores 

and were more consistent in attending lectures and participating in discussions. Conversely, 

those who admitted to using social media excessively for leisure often cited issues such as 

missed deadlines, poor concentration, and incomplete assignments. Interestingly, gender 

differences were observed. Female students tended to use social media more for 

communication and academic networking, while male students more frequently used platforms 

for entertainment. However, both groups reported similar levels of distraction and time 

mismanagement when social media use was unregulated. 

 

Discussion 

The findings support existing literature suggesting that the impact of social media on academic 

performance is highly dependent on usage patterns, self-discipline, and the academic 

context in which it is applied. Social media, when strategically used, becomes a learning 

enhancer—enabling immediate feedback, peer collaboration, and access to educational content 

that might not be readily available through traditional means. However, when used excessively 
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or without academic intent, social media can act as a barrier to effective learning, leading to 

cognitive overload, attention fragmentation, and lower academic performance. This duality 

echoes the concerns raised by educators and psychologists about the addictive nature of digital 

platforms and the difficulty many students face in self-regulating their online behavior. The 

study also highlights a digital maturity gap—while students are digitally connected, many 

lack the digital discipline necessary to separate academic engagement from recreational 

browsing. This suggests a growing need for institutions to design digital literacy programs 

that not only teach students how to use tools, but also how to use them wisely. Additionally, 

institutional support in the form of academic-focused social media policies could provide a 

guiding framework for both students and faculty. Integrating platforms like WhatsApp or 

Google Classroom into official academic structures, rather than leaving them informal and 

voluntary, could help maximize their educational potential while reducing misuse. 

 

Conclusion 

This study explored the relationship between social media use and academic performance 

among students in selected Zambian tertiary institutions. It revealed that while social media 

tools such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and TikTok are widely used and offer substantial 

opportunities for academic collaboration and peer learning, their unregulated and excessive use 

contributes to significant academic challenges. Distractions, procrastination, and time 

mismanagement were key issues among students who primarily used these platforms for non-

academic purposes. Conversely, when used constructively—especially for sharing academic 

content, coordinating group work, and accessing subject-relevant discussions—social media 

can enhance academic engagement and performance. The key determinant of its impact lies 

not in the tools themselves but in how and why students use them. The study highlights the 

importance of fostering responsible digital behavior and equipping students with the skills to 

leverage technology effectively in pursuit of their academic goals. 

 

Recommendations 

1. Integrate Digital Literacy into Curricula Tertiary institutions should implement 

structured digital literacy programs that teach students to manage their screen time, 

critically assess online content, and prioritize academic tasks while using social media. 

2. Encourage Academic Use of Social Platforms Faculties can adopt platforms like 

WhatsApp or Google Classroom for formal learning tasks, thus guiding students toward 

purposeful online engagement. 

3. Set Institutional Guidelines for Social Media Use Institutions should formulate 

policies that address appropriate academic uses of social media, discouraging misuse 

and supporting productivity. 
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4. Provide Student Support Services Counseling and mentoring services can help 

students develop effective time management strategies and digital self-regulation 

habits. 

5. Further Research Future studies should explore longitudinal impacts of social media 

on academic achievement and examine potential differences across academic 

disciplines and socioeconomic groups. 
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