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Abstract: Social media today represent a global community of different nationalities - the size of
China in terms of population, and social networking sites are online venues where users
can create and post content. Social networks have also become one of the most popular
ways for people to socialize, connect with friends and family, purchase items and gather
relevant information about current and political topics and views. The most popular and
biggest social network is Facebook and its influence in every pore of our society is evident,
e.g. potential misuse of its user’s data in different purpose including manipulation in polit-
ical purposes. This paper will also cover the findings of a survey conducted in Croatia and
Serbia about the perception of social media and social networks as a source of gathering
relevant information.
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Introduction

In the last fifteen years, social media became the most used way of communication.
Social networks such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter (etc) and applications such as
Whatsapp, Viber, and Messenger are now the way that people (mainly) communicate
with each other. Social media and social networks are also the way that companies
and brands communicate with their consumers, the way that newspapers publish their
stories, etc. We turn to social networks for relevant information, to communicate
with friends and families and we as a society practically live a virtual life on social
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media beside our real lives. The term social media implies internet services that fa-
cilitate social human contact (Paquette,2013).

A social network represents a free virtual space where users can share interests,
information, experience, pictures, discuss different topics.

This paper will try to explain a theoretical framework of social media and social net-
works with the emphasis on the largest social network — Facebook and how it became
what it is today in its brief history of fifteen years. It will also present results of a sur-
vey conducted on respondents in Croatia and Serbia, gathered through questions about
social networks as a source of relevant information. Respondents were asked questions
about how often they use social network; what social network they use the most when
wanting to be informed; do they use blogs; if they believe that social networks contrib-
ute to the development of democracy, if they want to receive news of political content
through social media; if they regularly receive news about political option they support
through social networks; if they believe the information they receive through social
media because they perceive them as less vulnerable to media censorship; if they use
social networks to express personal political attitudes and beliefs; if social networks in-
fluence the formation of their political attitudes and belief; and if social networks affect
their choice when voting. Answers to these questions will help define the respondent’s
perception about social networks, its impact on political topics, attitudes, and if they
perceive social media as a source of relevant information.

Theoretical Frame

Social media is the environment in which social networking takes place and has
altered the way in which consumers gather information and make buying decisions
(Kaplan and Haenlein 2010). Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) also define social media
as an Internet-based applications where users can create their profiles and share them
with friends, family, colleagues. Social media today represents the global community
of every nationality in the world estimated to be the size of China in terms of popu-
lation. (www.brandba.se).

Social media sites also allow users to express a positive or negative opinion about
many different topics such as health, politics, brands, etc. (Christodoulides, 2009).

Social networking sites are online venues where members can create and post
content to profiles (i.e., lists of demographic information and personal interests con-
structed by completing forms within the site) and can form personal networks that
connect them to others using tools embedded in the social software (Mazur, 2010).
The term social media implies internet services that facilitate social human contact.
There are different types of social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,
etc. Basic features necessary for a website to meet the requirements as a social net-
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work website: the site must contain user profiles, content, a method that permits users
to connect with each other and post comments on each other’s pages, and join virtual
groups based on common interests such as fashion or politics (Paquette, 2013). After
joining a social network site, users are prompted to identify others in the system with
whom they have a relationship. The label for these relationships differs depending on
the site—popular terms include ‘‘Friends,” ‘“‘Contacts,” and ‘‘Fans.”’(Boyd, Ellison,
2008). Chu (2011) also found that users who are Facebook group members maintain
a more favourable attitude toward social media and advertising.

A social network represents a free virtual space where users can share opinion,
upload and download digital material such as photos, videos and so on discuss, chat,
retrieve information, ask suggestions through several user-friendly tools, which al-
low keeping in touch with friends in a fast and easy way (Di Pietro, Pantano, 2012).
Brands and companies use social media as a way to reach consumers and to offer
a new way to buy products or services. (Shankar et al. 2011). Media of communi-
cation changed together with the audience that uses them (van Dijk & Poell, 2013).
Social networks such as Facebook also became platforms to exchange different rele-
vant pieces of information since most of the daily newspapers and magazines share
current news on their social network accounts. From 1991 became the ,,explosion”
of platforms used for communication such as Blogger in 1999, Wikipedia in 2001,
Myspace in 2003, Facebook and Flickr in 2004, Youtube in 2005, Twitter in 2006,
some of them became so popular that using them invented new verbs for example
»~tweeting” is now a commonly used verb and describes writing on Twitter.

The social network that made the biggest impact by far is the introduction and
rise of Facebook that has been one of the most important social trends of the past
decade (Cears et al, 2012). Facebook is the most popular social media today and
is the largest repository of personal information about humankind to ever existed
(www.wired.com). This all happened in the last fifteen years. In this time Facebook
became the most important social media in the world. Most people use Facebook
to get instant communication and connection with their friends. Facebook changed
the way hundreds of millions of people relate to one another and share information.
(Cheung et al, 2011). It is an ongoing database of social activity with information
being added in real time. Facebook in addition to reflecting existing social processes,
is also spawning new ones by changing the way hundreds of millions of people relate
to one another and share information (Wilson et al, 2013).

Facebook acquired or crushed most of its competition and today is used by one-
third of the world’s population. Its world domination began at Harvard University
when today's CEO and founder in 2003 created an online programme called Face-
mash. It was founded by Mark Zuckerberg who was at the time 19 years old. To
this day there is controversy how Facebook was created and by who. In the fall of
2003, three Harvard seniors were looking for a web developer who would help them
make a site that was to be called Harvardconnections.com. These three students were
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called Cameron and Tyler Winklevoss and Divya Narendra. They decided to ask
Mark Zuckerberg, also a Harvard student who was already a ,,celebrity* on Harvard
for his Facemash program (www.bussinesinsider.com). He got into trouble for this
programme because it worked in a way that it pulled photos of Harvard students off
Harvard's web site and students would vote who was more attractive. Zuckerberg was
called before Harvard s disciplinary board for students. He was charged with breach-
ing security, violating copyrights, and violating individual privacy (www.thecrimson.
com ). All of these issues are still very much current 15 years later for Facebook. Har-
vard trio envisioned Harvardconnection.com to be a site for Harvard students only,
and new users to register with Harvard.edu mail addresses, the next step would be to
expand Harvard Connection to schools around the country. Mark Zuckerberg started
programming and the rest is history and the beginning of a lawsuit by the Winklevoss
twins and Divya Narendra claiming that Facebook site launched by Zuckerberg was
based partly on their idea. In the end, they settled for more than 65 million dollars.

Companies official web page provides an overview of how Facebook developed
from 2004 until 2018. Figure 1

Figure 1: Developmental timeline of Facebook important milestones

Source: authors, based on data retrieved April 11, 2019, from https://newsroom.tb.com/company-info/,
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Facebook is a social phenomenon that is and surely will be recorded as a mile-
stone in the world’s history. After the settlement with Winkelvoss twins and Dyvia
Narendra, Facebook continued its growth and in 2012 reached the number of one-bil-
lion users. Parallel with that new startups emerged that were competing for people’s
screen time. One of such startups was Instagram which in the period from 2010
when it was launched until 2012 had more than 50 million users. These numbers
were nothing compared to Facebook, but Mark Zuckerberg was talented not only
for programming and building business empires but also for recognizing potential
competitors who could become business acquisitions. Facebook bought Instagram
in 2012 for 1,2 bn dollars, which is a small amount of money for a platform that 7
years later has 1 billion users. Facebook continued its global expansion by acquiring
Whatsapp in 2014 for the amount of 19,3 bn dollars. Five years later Whatsapp went
from 500 million users to 1,5 billion. Combined there are now more than 2,5 billion
people using at least one messaging service or social network owned by Facebook
(www.independent.co.uk). Increase in Facebook users is constant as well as is an
increase in monthly active users worldwide, and it went from 1 million users in 2004
to 2,3 bn active monthly users in 2018 (www.ictbussines.com)

There are 7,6 billion people on Earth, and 4,2 billion uses the Internet, which
means that more than half of all Internet users are on Facebook, or to be more exact
1/3 of the world population is on Facebook (www.ictbussines.com) as seen in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Leading countries based on the number of Facebook users as of January
2019 (in million)

India 260
Usa 190
Brazil 120
ndonesia 120
Mesico 73
Phillipines 65
Wietnam 55
Thailand 45
Turkey a7
UK 7
80 o 0 200 230 300

Source:  https://www.statista.com/statistics/268136/top-15-countries-based-on-number-of-facebook-users/,  re-
trieved April 20, 2019
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The largest number of Facebook users is in India with 300 million users, the
United States with 210 million users. The UK, on the other hand, is at the last place
with 40 million users.

From an idea in a Harvard dorm room to probably the most influential company in
the world, Facebook today has 35,587 employees worldwide, and in December 2018
there were 1,52 billion active daily users on Facebook. The company has twenty of-
fices in America and 46 international offices(www.newsroom.fb.com). Mark Zucker-
berg remains Chairman and CEO, as well as a founder of Facebook. The companies
website states that Mark Zuckerberg is responsible for setting the overall direction
and product strategy for the company, as well as the development of its core technol-
ogy and infrastructure.

Besides using social networks for connecting with families friends and generally
socializing, users use social media to read relevant information such as daily news,
political topics, etc. Facebook s impact on political issues such as elections in Amer-
ica when Donald Trump was elected was again another scandal regarding Facebook.
This is known as the Cambridge Analytica scandal. Cambridge Analytica is a UK an
political consulting agency which in 2014 was hired to build a psychographic profile
of Americans to better target election messages for the Donald Trump presidential
campaign. Cambridge Analytica decided to do it in a way that it harvested and mis-
used data obtained from Facebook. Facebook has also been accused of blocking the
ability of independent researchers to effectively study how political disinformation
flows across its ad platform (ww.techchrunch.com). There is a constant talk that Face-
book is misusing data it has on its users. Although Mark Zuckerberg continuously
tries to ensure Facebook users that their data is safe, controversy is not quieting
down. Eight international parliaments with lawmakers are forming a grand com-
mittee that wants to question Mark Zuckerberg about Facebook's negative impact
on democratic processes globally and a string of data misuse and security scandals
linked to Facebook (ww.techchrunch.com). It will be very interesting to observe, and
perhaps research further Facebook future path, regarding its size, privacy issues and
undeniable influence it has on almost all aspects of its user’s life. While researching
the influence of social networks in general for this article, authors also wanted to re-
search what respondents in Croatia and Serbia think of social networks as a channel
of communication about political topics and happenings.

Results and Analysis

Methodology

A sample represented 213 respondents in Croatia and 232 respondents in Serbia.
In Croatia the sample was structured as follows: 33,8% were male and 66,2% were
women, 77,5% were employed, 3,3% were unemployed, 17,4% were students, 1,9%
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were retired. Also in Croatia the largest number of respondents (21,1%) live in house-
holds with inbetween 1.501 to 2.000 euros of monthly income. In Serbia 42,1% were
male and 56,9% were women, 55,2% were employed, 5,2% unemployed, 17,2% were
students and 6,9% retired, also the largest number of respondents (22,4%) live in
households with monthly income inbetween 501 to 1.000 euros of.

This study was of a quantitative type and was carried out through a questionnaire
that covered the socio-demographic data of the respondent in the first part of the
question, while in the second part the group of dependent variables was operational-
ized through questions with closed responses and statements.

Results

By the use of dependent variables, respondents were asked about social media as a
source of information about political topics. There is a difference in the frequency
of using social media as a source of political information in Croatia and Serbia. In
Croatia 72,8% of respondents use social media frequently, and in Serbia, 58,6% use
it frequently as seen in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Frequency of usage of social media — comparison Croatia and Serbia; an-
swers: “frequently”
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There is also a difference between the frequency of usage of social networks
between women and men in Croatia and Serbia. Women use it frequently in Croatia
(74,51%) and in Serbia (69,70%). The difference is visible between men also. In Cro-
atia, 69,4% of questioned men use social media frequently while 54,2% in Serbia use
it frequently.
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It was also important to determine why respondents use or do not use social media
for gathering relevant information. Is it because more and more people get informed
through social media, or is it that they do not use them because they think social
media is not meant to use for political marketing, or perhaps they are not sure about
social media and standard media. The highest percentage of respondents in Croatia
(60,1%) and Serbia (58,6%) use and consider social networks as a source of relevant
information as seen in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Do you use social networks as a source of relevant information?

I'm not sure because | do not see the connection 10,3
between social networks and standard media

No, because social networks are not primarily

14,6
intended for political marketing _ 25,4

31,0

Yes, because more and more people are informing 58,6

through soial networ I 0

00 100 200 30,0 40,0 50,0 60,0 70,0

SERBIA ECROATIA

Respondents were also asked 12 question about receiving relevant information
through social media. 12 claims were observed collectively and have average grades
ranging from 1,85 to 3,35 on the scale from 1-5 where 1 =I completely disagree, 2=
I disagree, 3= I am not sure, 4= I agree, 5= I completely agree. For being informed
I use Facebook the most 3,35 for Croatia and 2,81 for Serbia, For being informed 1
use Twitter social network the most 1,46 vs 1,75; For being informed I usually use
some other social network 2,50 vs 2,66; I follow blogs about political topics 2,38 vs
1,89; I believe that social networks contribute to the development of democracy and
improve the common life of different people 3,24 vs 2,97; It does not want to receive
news and press releases of political content through social networks because it is a
public display of my political commitment 2,93 vs 3,10; I regularly receive the news
and announcements of the political option I support through social networks 2,15
vs 1,88; I believe the information I receive through social networks because I think
they are less vulnerable to media censorship 2,84 vs 2,84; I use social networks to
express personal political attitudes and beliefs 1,85 vs 2,07; Social networks influ-
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ence the formation of my personal political attitudes and belief 2,04 vs 2,14; Social
networks affect my choice when voting 1,88vs 1,91. Results for the overall evaluation
of receiving relevant information through social media is Croatia — mean 2,42 vs
Serbia 2,37 as seen in Figure 5.

Figure 5: Mean (average value) of dimensions and overall evaluation of receiving
relevant information through social media

CROATIA | SERBIA | DIFFERENCE
For being informed I use Facebook the most. 3,35 2,81 0,54
For being informed I use Twitter social network the most. 1,46 1,75 -0,29
For being informed i usually use some other social network 2,50 2,66 -0,16
I follow blogs about political topics 2,38 1,89 0,49
I believe that social networks contribute to the development of
. . . 3,24 2,97 0,27

democracy and improve the common life of different people
It do not want to receive news and press releases of political content
through social networks because it is a public display of my political 2,93 3,10 -0,17
commitment
I regularly receive the news and announcements of the political

: . 2,15 1,88 0,27
option I support through social networks
I believe the infa tion I ive th h social networks becaus

elieve the information I receive through social networks because 2.84 284 0.00
I think they are less vulnerable to media censorship
T use social networks to express personal political attitudes and beliefs 1,85 2,07 -0,22
So.01al networks 'mﬂuence the formation of my personal political 2.04 2.14 20.10
attitudes and belief
Social networks affect my choice when voting 1,88 1,91 -0,03
Overall evaluation 2,42 2,37 0,05

In the claims value system, Croatia has somewhat better results in using social
media for receiving relevant information. The biggest difference in Croatia's favor is
in using Facebook the most for receiving relevant information, as well as following
blogs about political topics, and the smallest difference is in believing that social net-
works contribute to the development of democracy and improve the common life of
different people and regularly receiving the news and announcements of the political
option I support through social network.

Research limitations

The limitations of the research could be primarily related to the size of the sample
n=213 for Croatia and 232 for Serbia. When analysing data it should be taken into ac-
count that the respondents in Croatia are mainly students (that are employed) where in
Serbia there is a more diverse socially demographic sample. Although there are limita-
tions to the research, we believe they are not significant to undermine obtained results.
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Conclusion

More than 70% of respondents in Croatia use social media regularly, as well as 59%
respondents in Serbia. There is also a difference in the usage of social media by gen-
der. In Croatia 74,51% of women who participated in the survey use social media,
while in Serbia it is 69,70% of women. In Croatia 69,4% of male reposndents use
social media frequently, while in Serbia 54,2% use it ocasionally.

The aim of the survey also was to determine why respondents use or do not
use social networks for gathering relevant information. Three answers were possi-
ble; Yes, because more and more people are informing themselves through social
networks; No, because social networks are not primarily intended for political
marketing; I am not sure because I do not see the connection between social net-
works and stnadard media 60,1% of respondents in Croatia and 58,6% in Serbia
answered that they use social networks as a source of relevant information. 25,4%
of respondents in Croatia and 31,% answered that they do not use social networks
as a source of relevant information because they do not think that social networks
are intended for political marketing. 14,6% of respondents in Croatia and 10,3% in
Serbia are not sure because they do not see the connection between social networks
and standard media.

It can be concluded that a high percentage of survey respondents in Croatia and
Serbia use and consider social media as a source of relevant information.

Respondents were also asked 12 questions about receiving relevant information
through social media. Results for the overall evaluation of receiving relevant in-
formation through social media is Croatia — mean 2,42 vs Serbia 2,37. Croatia has
somewhat better results in using social media for receiving relevant information. The
question that had the highest average grades and the biggest difference in values was
For being informed I use Facebook the most 3,35 for Croatia and 2,81 for Serbia
compared to For being informed 1 use Twitter the most 1,45 for Croatia vs 1,75 for
Serbia where can be concluded that Facebook is prefered social network for respon-
dents in Croatia and Serbia. Overall the biggest difference in Croatia's favour is in
using Facebook the most for receiving relevant information, as well as following
blogs about political topics, and the smallest difference is in believing that social net-
works contribute to the development of democracy and improve the common life of
different people and regularly receiving the news and announcements of the political
option I support through social network.

A larger sample might get different results and thus this remains recommendation
for further research. It would also be recommended to research privacy perception
that respondents have of social networks. Do they think or notice that social networks
present information that are visible to users based on their previous clicks and search-
es. Especially in corellation to relevant information they see on social media as well
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as advertising on those same platforms.. Does it have a positive or negative impact on
their perception about social media and social networks.

We hope that results presented in this paper will encourage further research in
the field of social media and social networks and their undeniable impact on user
communication between themsleves and between brands, newspapers, political par-
ties, etc, while continous disscusions about users data missuse and manipulation of
information on social media continue to grow.
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