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Abstract  

Developments in information and communication technologies have raised the issue of the transition 
between old, traditional media and new, digital ones. Despite emphatic claims concerning the end of mass 
media, empirical research on the way in which this transition is actually taking place is somehow lacking, 
especially for what concerns European countries. This paper presents the results of a research performed 
during the course of 2008 and 2009 on the media diet of university students in Italy. The research is based 
on a survey on two samples of undergraduate students at the University of Milan-Bicocca (N=1086 for 2008 
and N=1123 for 2009), complemented by focus groups and in-depth interviews. The results of our research 
show that university students seem indeed less inclined to use traditional media such as television and 
radio, while they are increasingly connecting to the web. However, our results suggest that, even if 
university students are overall quite familiar with digital technologies, the general achieving of high level 
skills in accessing and using the Internet should not be taken for granted. 
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Rezumat 

Progrese în tehnologiile de comunicaţie şi informaţie au atras discuţii referitoare la tranziţia între mediile 

vechi, tradiţionale şi cele noi, digitale. În ciuda apelurilor emfatice anunţând sfârşitul mass mediei, 

cercetările empirice asupra modului în care această tranziţie are loc în realitate sunt nesatisfăcătoare, în 

special în cazul ţărilor europene. Această lucrare prezintă rezultatele cercetării efectuate pe parcursul 

anilor 2008 şi 2009 pe consumul de media a studenţilor din Italia. Cercetarea se bazează pe un sondaj 

aplicat pe două eşantioane de studenţi în ciclul licenţă la Universitatea din Milano Bicocca (N=1086 pentru 

2008 şi N=1123 pentru 2009), suplimentate de focus grupuri şi interviuri. Rezultatele cercetării noastre 

arată că studenţii par a fi într-adevăr mai puţin înclinaţi să utilizeze mijloacele de comunicaţie tradiţionale 

precum televizorul şi radioul şi preferă să se conecteze la Internet. Însă, rezultatele noastre sugerează că, 

deşi tehnologiile digitale le sunt familiare studenţilor, aceasta nu implică automat şi un nivel ridicat al 

deprinderilor acestor studenţi în ceea ce priveşte accesarea şi utilizarea Internetului. 

Cuvinte cheie: media digitală, consum media, reţele sociale  



 

THE TRANSITION FROM OLD TO NEW MEDIA 

 

The development and increasing diffusion of the Internet have led to a profound transformation in 

the sphere of communication. The whole mass media industry is currently facing the transition from 

the traditional broadcasting model to a new “participatory culture” (Jenkins 2006a, 2006b) in which 

any user is potentially given the power to make her personal contribution to the creation, 

distribution and consumption of new and original media content. The scope of change has all the 

characteristics of a real revolution. 

Being able to anticipate what could be the consequences, in the medium and long-term, that such a 

process of change will entail for our society is not among the easiest task, as John Naughton (2010) 

reminds us: “I’m writing this in 2010, which is seventeen years since the web went mainstream. If 

I’m right about the net effecting a transformation in our communications environment comparable 

to that wrought by Gutenberg, then it’s patently absurd for me (or anyone else) to pretend to know 

what its long-term impact will be. The honest answer is that we simply don’t know. The trouble is, 

though, that everybody affected by the net is demanding an answer right now”. 

Major changes in the evolution of communication technologies and in the transmission of 

knowledge surely can have deep impact on a social, economic, cultural and cognitive level.  We all 

know that the introduction of the printing press was one of the major forces that determined a series 

of long-term changes in politics, science, religion and culture, that finally contributed to give birth 

to what is commonly referred to as the modern and capitalistic society (Weber 1905; Eisenstein, 

1979). The Internet will likely produce similar effects, even if we are not now in the position to 

anticipate the direction and magnitude of these changes, as soon as they are still unfolding (Carr, 

2008; Castells, 2001).  

One of the things that we can do at present is trying to analyse more in depth the trends that seems 

to be consolidating, as far as the transition from old to new media is taking place. A specific focus 

of attention is related, in particular, to the attitudes of younger generation, as they will likely be the 

main protagonists not only of this phase of transition, but also of the future of the Internet. In the 

international literature, a series of survey-based research and case studies are currently available 

(Lenhart et al., 2010; Ito et al., 2009; Rideout et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2009), that seem to 

somehow provide supporting evidence to the thesis that teenagers and young adults today are more 

and more connected to the web, and that a growing part of their social life actually is mediated by a 

computer screen. In particular, youngsters are increasingly involved in social network sites like 

Facebook and MySpace (Boyd, 2008), in the creation of blogs, in producing and sharing new audio-

video material on sites such as YouTube and Vimeo, and in general in all that complex of activities 

of social networking, bookmarking and sharing that is part of the so-called Web 2.0 (O’Reilly, 

2005). At the same time, they tend to gradually move away from traditional media (such as books 

and newspapers) or are using “new” platforms to access to “old” content (as for example television 

programs accessed through Hulu, or radio station listened to directly on the web). 

Unfortunately, the available evidence we have briefly mentioned above is related almost 

exclusively to research carried out in the context of the United States, that is one of the very few 

countries that has managed to put in place a systematic effort of data collection and analysis 

concerning the development and the social diffusion of the Internet. Evidences related to other 

national contexts are somehow more limited in scope and more scattered, and they are available for 

what concern countries such as the UK (BECTA, 2008; CLEX, 2009; Jones and Cross, 2009; 

Margaryan and Littlejohn, 2009; Ipsos Mori, 2007) and Australia (Kennedy et al., 2008, 2009; 

Oliver and Goerke, 2007). As far as other European countries are concerned, it seems that there is 

somehow a shortage in available data. This is particularly relevant, as it’s likely that each national 

context is characterized by very specific cultural traits, that can influence the transition from old to 

new media. 



 

 

As far as the Italian context is concerned, one of the few sources of data is represented by the 

Permanent Observatory on Digital Content (http://www.osservatoriocontenutidigitali.it/), which 

each year performs, in collaboration with AC Nielsen, a survey on the attitude of the Italian 

population towards the access and consumption of media digital content. This kind of data surely 

represents an important basis for analysis, but they are not specifically targeted to the distinction 

between “traditional” and “new” media, nor do they address in depth the issue of the specific kind 

of use youngster do actually make of the more recent tools of the so-called “social web”. 

 

THE RESEARCH CARRIED OUT AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MILAN-BICOCCA 

Method 

In order to contribute somehow to start filling the gap in data availability, we decided to make an 

exploratory research on the media diet of university students at the University of Milano-Bicocca. 

The research was carried out in 2008 and 2009 by the research group of the Observatory on New 

Media NuMediaBiOs (www.numediabios.eu)
1
 and it was based on a integration of quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies. The quantitative survey was based on a questionnaire that was submitted 

to a random sample of undergraduate students at the University of Milano-Bicocca. Data were 

collected in different rounds, between the months of March and April 2008 and April and July 

2009. To avoid selection sample biases, we choose to administrate the questionnaire when students 

accessed the University laboratories in order to complete their test on informatics and on language 

skills, compulsory examinations that all students need to pass if they want to go on in the course of 

their study. The questionnaire was compiled anonymously, even if the students’ registration number 

was recorded, in order to avoid the possibility of double answers. We also dropped out of the 

analysis questionnaires with incomplete answers. Overall, we obtained a total of 1088 valid answers 

in 2008 and 1123 valid answers in 2009
2
. 

The questionnaire consisted of 30 questions, divided in four parts; in the first part, we asked a series 

of general questions concerning the relationship with technology and the rates of diffusion of some 

specific devices (not only personal computer and mobile phone, but also digital camera, mp3 

player, satellite navigator and so on). The second part focused on the attitude towards traditional, 

“analogical” media such as printed press, radio, and television. In the third part we analysed the 

propensity to use the personal computer and the level of involvement with the Internet, while the 

last part of the questionnaire was specifically addressed to the use of Web 2.0 platforms and 

services. 

Results 

Almost the total of our sample reported to use a computer. Although we didn’t specifically asked 

which type of computer do students possess (desktop or laptop), we registered a sharp increase in 

the percentage of subjects who declared to use the computer outside their own house between 2008 

and 2009. The Internet was widely used, with a student out of four connecting to the web for more 

than 20 hours a week and more than the 10% of the sample connecting between 15 and 20 hours a 

week; only a negligible proportion reported to never use the Internet (Figure 1). Overall, the 70% of 

our sample connects to the web for more than 5 hours a week. The use of the mobile phone as a tool 

to surf the Internet, or to check the mail, does not appear to be widespread in our sample, with less 

than one student out of ten declaring to do so. Students were also asked to assess their level of 

expertise in the use of the computer and all the related technologies: the 63% of the sample defines 

himself as a “basic level user”, the 14% as a “beginner” and the 20% as an “expert user”. 

                                                           
1
 We thank here all the research team of the Observatory, and in particular Nicola Cavalli, Elisabetta Ida Costa, Andrea 

Mangiatordi, Stefano Mizzella and Francesca Scenini, for the invaluable contribution provided to the carrying out of the 

research. 
2 
The total number of students enrolled at the University of Milan-Bicocca is approximatively 21000.

 



 

 
 

Figure 1 – Hours per week connecting to the Internet (2009 Data, N=1123) 

 

Data related to the amount of time spent watching television seem to indicate a declining role for 

this kind of media in the everyday life of our population of students. As a matter of fact, in 2008 

more than a student out of two declared to watch no more than 5 hours of television per week, the 

21.2% of the sample declared to watch television more than 10 hours per week, and only the 5% 

spent between 15 and 20 hours per week watching television. The substantial alienation from the 

television that was manifested in the 2008 data seems to be fully confirmed by data collected in 

2009, as the percentage of students who watch television less than five hours per week rose to 

65.7%, an increase of more than 10 percentage points. We also detect a decrease in the percentage 

of what we can label as “moderate users” (between 5 and 10 hours of television per week), that goes 

down from 23.6% to 18.8%, and of “heavy users” (between 10 and 15 hours of television per 

week), that goes down from 12.3% to 8.8% (Figure 2). 

 

 
 

Figure 2 – Hours per week watching television (N=1086 for 2008, N=1123 for 2009) 
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It’s interesting to compare this with data related to the general population (Istat, 2008), which 

shows that on average the television is by far the most preferred media in Italy, but also that people 

tend to watch it massively; only the 2% of the overall national population declares to watch 

television less than one hour every day, the 11.8% watches it between one and two hour, the 26.1% 

between two and three hours every day, the 19.3% between three and four hours, the 10.4% 

between four and five hours and the 12.1% for more than five hours every day. Clearly, it seems 

that our target population is less inclined to watch television than the national average. We can 

somehow take this to mean that a sort of substitution effect is taking place here, with rates of usage 

of new media increasing and at the same time declining uses of traditional media among our 

population of university students. Data concerning the radio and the books seems to provide 

corroborating evidence in favour of this assumption. 

As far as the use of the radio is concerned, we can see that in 2008 the 74.8% of our sample listened 

to it less than 5 hours per week, and only the 11.6% of the sample spent between 5 and 10 hours per 

week listening to it (Figure 3). Once again, these data seem to be significantly lower than the 

national average, and a little below also the data related to the age cohort 20-24. As for the reading 

of books, data collected in 2008 show that the 13.5% of our students do not read any book at all, 

while the 48.6% read at least five books a year, the 20.9% read between 5 and 10 books a year and 

the 15.5% read more than 10 books a year
3
. The figure for 2009 shows a slight sign of improvement 

in reading: the percentage of non-readers decreases by nearly 2 percentage points, the percentage of 

moderate reader, that is, those who read fewer than five books a year, decreases by four points, 

while the number of students who read between 5 and 10 books a year grows by 6 percentage points 

(see Table 1). 

 

 
Figure 3 - Hours per week listening to the radio (2008 Data, N=1086) 

 

How many books do you read in a year? 2008 2009 

None 13,5 11,7 

Less than 5 48,6 44,6 

Less than 10 20,9 26,7 

More than 10 15,5 15,6 

n.a. 1,5 1,4 

Table 1 – Number of books read in a year 

                                                           
3
 These data are related to reading for entertainment purposes only and do not consider the number of books a student 

has to read for study. 
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Overall, we can therefore sum up one of the main evidence coming out from our research by saying 

that in the media diet of our university students, the Internet is by far the most preferred media, 

followed (at a certain distance) by the television, while the radio has a residual place. At a national 

level, considering the whole Italian population, the opposite seems to hold: the television is in fact 

the most preferred media, followed by the radio and by the Internet. Reading book is an activity that 

concerns only a minority of the overall population; even if the propensity to read book seems to be 

slightly above the national average in our sample, still it has to be considered that the majority of 

our sample of university students doesn’t read any book at all, or reads no more than five books in a 

year. 

 

As already said, a significant part of our questionnaire was also focused on the diffusion and use of 

tools of the so-called social web, or web 2.0: blog, social network sites, and communities. Data on 

the diffusion of blogs seem to provide a kind of mixed evidence, and overall the phenomenon surely 

deserves additional investigations. First of all, there is a slight decrease in the percentage of subjects 

who positively answer to the question “Do you have your own blog?”, that goes from 42.2% of the 

sample in 2008 to 35.7% in 2009. On the other side, it is interesting to look specifically at the 

intensity of substantial involvement in blogging, that could be assessed by considering the 

frequency with which the blog itself is updated; the percentage of respondents who say they never 

update their blog increases, from 28.2% in 2008 to 43.3% in 2009, while at the same time there is a 

slight increase in the percentage of regular bloggers, who update their blog every day (from 5.2% to 

8,2%). Obviously, we cannot extrapolate any long term trend as we got only two years of 

observations, but we can postulate that a number of subjects are shifting from the use of blogs to the 

use of some kind of social networks (in particular, in the case of our sample, to Facebook, as we 

will see); this might contribute to explain why the number of bloggers is diminishing, while at the 

same time the number of regular bloggers is raising. 

 

The activity of reading other people’s blogs seem to be declining as well: in 2008, students who 

reported reading others’ blogs were in fact almost 8 out of 10, while in 2009 this number drops 

down to less than two out of three. The percentage of those who read other people’s blogs every day 

remains substantially unchanged, while there is an increase in the number of those who read the 

blog “a few times a month” and a corresponding decrease in the number of those who read the blog 

“a few times a week”. The majority of our sample (55.1%) do not post comment on others’ blogs, 

and there is only a small percentage of subjects who declare to post comments on a regular basis. 

One of the most significant trends that clearly comes out of our data concerns, in any case, what we 

can label as a real “Facebook phenomenon”. It is worth remembering that the boom of popularity of 

Facebook in Italy substantially started in the summer of 2008. According to data provided by 

ComScore, in the month of August 2008 there were over one million and three hundred thousand 

visits to this site, with an annual increase of 961%, while the third quarter of 2008 saw Italy heading 

the list of countries with the largest increase in the number of users (+135%). 

 

The evolution of the phenomenon can be followed thanks also to the Facebook Observatory 

(http://www.vincos.it/osservatorio-facebook/), according to which the Italian members of Facebook 

were 216.000 in January 2008, 622.000 in August, 1 million and 294 thousand in September and up 

to 5.587.000 in December 2008. Also our data clearly confirm a radical increase in the number of 

subjects who have a Facebook account, that goes from 7.9% in 2008 to 59.4% in 2009; at the same 

time, the percentage of those who even don’t know about Facebook at all drops down from 50.4% 

to 2.2% (Figure 4). It seems that Facebook is mostly used in order to meet new friends, as the 

37.2% of our sample reports this as the main motivation for opening an account on this site. The 

15.8% of our sample uses this site for general entertainment purposes, while the 9.5% uses it mainly 

as an instant messaging tool. 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4 – The diffusion of Facebook (N=1086 for 2008, N=1123 for 2009) 

 

It’s interesting to compare Facebook with other sites that are usually considered among the most 

prominent features of the Web 2.0; this analysis shows that only a minority of our sample actually 

make use of this type of tools, in particular if we look to services that support activities such as 

social bookmarking, sharing and microblogging. YouTube remains by far one of the most popular 

site: only the 2,1% of the sample does not know about it, while the 54.9% of the sample “often uses 

it” (with a substantial increase from the data of the 2008 survey, which was at 40.2%) and the 

28.1% “seldom uses it”. Wikipedia too is quite a popular site, with the 51.6% of our sample who 

declares to often use this online encyclopaedia, and only 3.7% not knowing about it at all. 

Data concerning MySpace are interesting because this is the only site whose popularity actually is 

decreasing between 2008 and 2009: even if still well known (only a student out of ten does not 

know about it), the percentage of subjects who do not use it goes up from 44.2% in 2008 to 52.8% 

in 2009, while the percentage of subjects who “often uses it” goes down from 15% to 9.6% (Figure 

5). It is likely that this decrease has to be somehow connected with the explosive growth of 

Facebook, as we can postulate a sort of competition between these two sites, in analogy to what has 

already happened in other countries (see for example the analysis made by Boyd, 2008, for what 

concerns the US). 
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Figure 5 - Popularity of MySpace and YouTube in 2008 (N=1086) and in 2009 (N=1123) 

 

Other sites, that often are considered in recent literature as the most advanced innovation of the 

social web, still are not so popular among our sample, even if we can find modest increases from 

2008 to 2009. In particular, the great majority of our sample still doesn’t know, in 2009, about the 

existence of sites such as Twitter (72.8%), Friendfeed (81.5%), LinkedIn (77.3%), SlideShare 

(77.3%), Delicious (82.3%) and Flickr (70.2%). Data relating to the active creation of content do 

not show significant changes in the two surveys, too. The percentage of active and creative users 

always remains substantially low (Figure 6), ranging from the 27.2% for what concerns the creation 

of content on YouTube, to a negligible 1.7% if we look at the number of subjects who upload their 

presentations on SlideShare and a 3.6% of subjects sharing their photos on Flickr. It is interesting to 

consider, among other things, that while Wikipedia is “often used” by more than the half of our 

sample, with another 32.8% declaring to use it only rarely, only the 12.1% is actively involved in 

the contribution of new content to this site. All things considered, it doesn’t seem that our sample is 

particularly involved in the process of creating and sharing content in the Web 2.0; with the 

exception of Facebook, also the use of social network sites seems to be somehow lower than might 

be expected. 
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Figure 6 - Percentage of students who upload original content on specific sites  

(N=1086 for 2008, N=1123 for 2009) 

 

Discussion 

The results we have presented are obviously limited and they cannot pretend to sustain general 

reflections. However, if considered in comparison with other similar research reported in the 

international literature
4
, they seem to point in a common direction, as far as the relationships 

between university students and social media is concerned. The new generation of students shows 

very high rates of use of the computer and of connection to the Internet; on the other side, we 

cannot infer that this use is automatically related to high levels of technological expertise and digital 

literacy. In particular, what are usually considered as the more advanced features of Web 2.0, are 

known and commonly used only by a very limited minority of subjects. 

One of the most salient evidence coming out of our research was related to what we labelled as the 

“Facebook phenomenon”; there was an abrupt increase, between 2008 and 2009, in the number of 

subjects making use of Facebook, that corresponds also to a more general trend at the national level. 

The fact that, anyway, other applications still remain largely unknown to a great majority of our 

sample, and that among the least known we find sites for social bookmarking and sharing content 

such as Delicious and SlideShare, or for microblogging as Twitter, may lead us to reflect more 

accurately on the actual impact of the Web 2.0 in our sample. 

Like all general labels, talking of “social media” or of “Web 2.0” may be useful as it allows us to 

refer to a broad set of phenomena that present similar characteristics. On the other side, this 

generalization can also masks the presence of some specific differences between applications. 

Talking about the educational relevance of social media, these differences can, however, assume a 

specific importance. Future research should perhaps further investigate these issues, looking more 

in depth at the different activities that each specific application can support, and how this can be 

linked to its diffusion. Interesting suggestions in these sense can be found in the already mentioned 

research by Kennedy et al. (2009), who have classified the type of activities subjects can perform on 

the Internet in five broad categories:  

                                                           
4
 Other evidence can be found for example in Bullen et al. (2009) for what concerns Canada, and in Nagler and Ebner 

(2009) for what concerns Austria. See also Hargittai (2010) 
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- Traditional web use: searching the web to find information or for other general purposes, 

sending and receiving email; 

- Creating and using media: managing and modifying digital images, creating presentations, 

creating and editing audio and video files; 

- Web 2.0 publishing: creating or commenting blogs, contributing to wikis, using social 

network sites; 

- Media sharing: downloading or sharing mp3 and podcasts, sharing content on the Internet, 

using social bookmarking; 

- Advanced mobile use: accessing the Internet with the mobile phones in order to access audio 

and video files, search for information, send and receive email. 

Activities falling in the first category (traditional web use) are by far the most common, while other 

kind of uses are still not so common; it would be an interesting topic for further research in this 

field to find ways to further refine the analysis, in particular by looking more in depth into the broad 

category of “web 2.0 publishing”, that can put together many different type of behaviours and 

attitudes (which is the relation, for example, between activities as different as updating a content on 

Wikipedia or contributing to a blog on one side, or pushing the “I like” button of Facebook on the 

other?). 

Finally, the enthusiasm towards the growing diffusion of new media and of the social web should 

not lead us to forget that the acquisition of media literacy is a process that cannot be taken for 

granted, or completely left to spontaneous initiatives. As Jenkins (2006a) clearly reminds us, there 

are at least three main problems that still need to be addressed, and whose relevance should not be 

underestimated: 

- the participation gap: this theme is not new, as issues linked in a way or another to the digital 

divide have been among the most debated problems since the early days of Internet. This 

problem should not be addressed by looking only at the mere availability of a certain 

technology (even if significant gaps still are present at this regard); possibility of access must 

also be accompanied by the development of appropriate skills in the use of new technologies. 

The inability to find information on the Internet could even become a factor of social exclusion 

in a near future (Castells, 2001). 

- the transparency problem: media content can influence the way in which we see reality, and 

can therefore be vulnerable to manipulation by those who have an interest in promoting certain 

messages or to impose certain attitudes and behaviours (Castells, 2009); even if media 

conditioning is something that the culture of modernity has long been accustomed to live with, 

it must be said that the network society, also because of its considerable complexity, presents 

characters of strong opacity. The ability to properly assess the information, discriminating 

between reliable and unreliable sources, will increasingly represent a fundamental skill for 

citizens all over the world; the present situation does not seem to encourage a particular 

optimism regarding the growth of a widespread social awareness of this issue (see also the 

interesting results reported in a recent research by Hargittai et al., 2010). 

- the ethics challenge: the open and participatory nature of the Internet tends to encourage 

individuals to share a variety of information, without discriminating between data that can be 

shared without major concern and those “sensible data” that should be carefully protected from 

intrusion by outsiders (Jenkins, 2006a). The development of social networks has helped to 

sharpen the relevance of this problem, as these sites present the hybrid characteristic of creating 

a sort of private spaces into a wider networked place (Boyd, 2008). The tendency to blur the 

traditional lines between public and private spaces, which already characterized electronic 

media (television in particular, cfr. Meyrowitz, 1985), is particularly relevant in the case of 

social networks. This means that people must learn new ways to renegotiate their practice of 

sharing personal information. 



 

 

The available evidence seems to cast some doubts concerning the possibility that young generations 

are naturally endowed with the skills to adequately cope with similar issues. For this reason, 

educators face a complex and important task, given also that the development of a critical 

awareness concerning how to correctly use the tools that technology make available will become a 

key dimension to live, work and participate in the society of the future. 
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