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Abstract 
This paper reports some of the results obtained in a case study done about the use of the Internet in a 
Portuguese Public Higher Education Institution, which involved 88 students of a Social Communication 
Degree course. Two issues considered, within this study, were gender related issues concerning the 
students’ access and use of the Internet. For the data collection, an online questionnaire was made 
available and a focus group was also held. Among others results obtained, we were able to identify 
the students' preferences regarding Internet use and to recognize gender differences in relation to 
online activities.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Nowadays, it seems to be increasingly evident that the Internet is a part of Higher Education students’ 
life and that its use is a constant variable in the most diverse contexts, not only in personal or leisure 
activities, but also as a support for learning. The relevance of studying students' use of Internet 
services has been evidenced by several studies in Portuguese contexts [1, 2, 3, 4, 5] and at an 
international level [6, 7, 8, 9, 10]. In general, these studies highlight that different Internet services are 
good solutions for promoting communication, participation, collaboration, interaction and “students are 
using Web 2.0 applications mainly for social networking and for relaxing, entertaining purposes” [11, p. 
34]. 

In fact, students have become accustomed to living within a technologically ubiquitous landscape, 
where accessing information and communicating activities take place in an ever evolving just in time, 
just enough, just for me manner. This paradigm has enabled the emergence of new patterns of 
behavior, which have gradually made their way into everyday activities and have, in the case of 
millennials, become the norm and not the exception. One might say that current day lifestyles are 
intrinsically screen based or screen driven and multitasking is done in a somewhat seamless manner 
as a result of an increase of the time spent online. 

Researching gender differences in technology use, an important issue in this field, is explored in a 
several investigations [12, 13, 14, 15], especially at an international level. Research concerning 
gender is covered in the literature reviewed, and explores subjects such as: gender differences in the 
use of technology; perception of the impact of the use of technology in students’ lives; attitudes 
towards technology; and students’ perceptions about their competences to use Internet services, 
among other issues. Some results [16] suggest that even in situations where differences in 
dimensions such as access, frequency and skills were not noticed, disparities were observed in the 
activities developed by men and women using technologies. 

The relevance of including the gender dimension in the analysis of the access to and use of the 
Internet is related, on one hand, to the fact that several government entities, such as the European 
Commission are concerned with gender issues, in terms of enrollment and training in areas such as 
technology; and, on the other hand, the existence of indicators that suggest there is an existence of 
gender differences in their attitudes, preferences and use of technology. 

This article presents some of the results obtained within a case study done about the use of the 
Internet in a Portuguese Public Higher Education Institution regarding gender related issues 
concerning the students’ access and use of the Internet. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 
The study was carried out within the Multimedia Workshop course (Degree in Social Communication 
1st Cycle, 2nd year) in the academic year 2017/2018. The aim of the study was to identify gender 
differences in the students’ frequency of use, activities, consumption and content sharing when using 
Internet services. 

In order to achieve the proposed objectives, a case study was developed during the 2nd semester 
(from February to June 2018). An online survey was developed to collect data, and a focus group took 
place for additional data collection. In this paper we present some of the information gathered through 
the online questionnaire. Some authors [17] also consider that the use of questionnaires is appropriate 
in case studies where the intention is to know the opinions, attitudes, perceptions and preferences of 
the respondents. 

The participants were 88 students (36 male and 52 female), with an average age of 19 years and the  
majority was attending the course unit for the first time. Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS 
software (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences), and involved descriptive statistics measures 
(absolute and relative frequencies, averages and respective standard deviations) and inferential 
statistics. The Mann-Whitney U statistical test was used to verify gender differences and a significance 
level of ≤ 0.05 was used as reference. 

3 RESULTS 
The results of the online survey reveal several interesting points related to gender differences in 
student´s activities, services, consumption and content sharing when using the Internet. 

Curiously, data analysis indicates that differences between female students and male students are not 
statistically significant regarding the places where the Internet is accessed (Table 1). In fact, the 
results show the pattern between men and women is relatively similar despite the access place 
(school, home, on the move and in public places of free internet) considered in this question. 

Table 1. Access places. 

 Female  Male  

 M SD  M SD Sig. 

At school 2,5 1,6  2,9 1,3 ,136 

At home 3,9 ,5  4,0 ,2 ,869 

On the move (train, bus, etc.) 2,5 1,2  2,7 1,3 ,433 

In public places with free internet 2,9 1,1  2,7 1,3 ,620 

In relation to the devices they use (Table 2), there are significant differences: female students use 
mobile phones more significantly (p = .032) and male students report a more intensive use of laptop 
computers (p = .005). Devices like desktop computers and tablets are used very similarly, the trend is 
a low use of these devices among the higher education students who answered the questionnaire. 

Table 2. Devices for Internet access. 

 Female  Male  

 M SD  M SD Sig. 

Desktop computer 1,1 1,2  1,5 1,4 ,246 

Laptop computer 3,0 1,0  3,5 ,8 ,005* 

Mobile phone 3,8 ,5  3,6 ,7 ,032* 

Tablet 1,2 1,2  1,1 1,3 ,583 

* p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001 
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Statistical tests also revealed that there are significant gender differences in relation to activities on the 
Internet (Table 3). In this case, male students seem to play more online (p = .000), make more 
downloads (p = .028), and participate significantly more in forums and/or mailing lists (p = .031) than 
female students. Despite not having any statistical expression, we noticed that girls seems to prefer 
communication activities, like sending and receiving emails, using social networks or sending instant 
messages. Boys are more predisposed to search content and surf the Internet with no concrete goals. 

Table 3. Activities on the Internet. 

 Female  Male  
 M SD  M SD Sig. 
Receive and send emails 2,5 ,8  2,2 ,9 0,133 
Use social networks 3,6 ,6  3,4 ,7 0,085 
Play online games 1,2 1,1  2,2 1,4 0,000*** 
Send instant messages (MSN, Skype, etc.) 3,1 1,0  2,9 1,0 0,137 
Search content 3,0 ,7  3,3 ,6 0,096 
Download content 2,3 ,9  2,7 1,0 0,028* 
Participate in forums ,9 ,9  1,5 1,3 0,031* 
Use learning platforms  2,4 ,9  2,2 1,0 0,472 
Surf the internet with no concrete goals 2,3 1,3  2,7 1,1 0,253 
* p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001 

The results related to content consumption (Table 4) have also shown that male students consume 
significantly more information content (p = .003), and short animations than female students (p = 
.015). The table below shows that reading books on the Internet is not a very frequent activity among 
students. In terms of content consumption, female students prefer to look at photos (3,8), memes (3,4) 
and social networks posts (3,3). On the other hand, male students seem to prefer listening to music on 
the Internet (3,4), read a wide range of information sources (3,2) and watch videoclips (3,0).  

Table 4. Content consumption. 

 Female  Male  

 M SD  M SD Sig. 

Information (News / Opinion articles / etc.) 2,7 1,0  3,2 ,7 0,003** 
Books 1,6 1,1  1,2 1,0 0,093 
Social networks posts 3,3 1,0  3,0 1,1 0,252 
Photos 3,8 ,5  2,0 2,0 0,172 
Memes 3,4 ,7  3,2 1,0 0,445 
Entertainment contents 2,6 1,1  2,5 1,0 0,673 
Music 3,1 1,0  3,4 ,7 0,120 
Films/Series/Documentaries 1,5 2,1  2,0 . 1,000 
Videoclips 2,8 ,9  3,0 ,8 0,274 
Comedy Sketches  2,2 1,3  2,1 1,3 0,654 
Short animations 2,5 1,1  3,0 ,8 0,015* 
Sports 2,4 1,1  2,7 1,1 0,220 
* p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001 

In regards to content sharing (Table 5), female and male students seem to have similar patterns.  

The only situation that it is statistically significant is the case of memes sharing where girls share more 
frequently than boys (p = .008). The results of this question pointed towards a low frequency with 
which students share content with others. 
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Table 5. Content share. 

 Female  Male  

 M SD  M SD Sig. 

Information (News / Opinion articles / etc.) 1,5 1,1  1,7 1,1 0,330 
Books ,9 ,9  ,7 ,9 0,244 
Social networks posts 2,3 1,1  2,1 1,2 0,505 
Photos 1,3 1,2  1,3 1,3 0,936 
Memes 2,6 ,8  2,1 1,1 0,008** 
Entertainment contents 1,5 1,1  1,5 1,1 0,744 
Music 1,9 1,2  2,0 1,2 0,671 
Films/Series/Documentaries 1,7 1,4  ,0 ,0 0,070 
Videoclips 1,6 1,2  1,5 1,1 0,588 
Comedy Sketches 1,0 1,0  1,0 1,1 0,880 
Short animations 1,4 1,2  1,5 1,1 0,362 
Sports 1,4 1,1  1,4 1,2 0,990 
* p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001 

In relation to tools for content sharing (Table 6), female students use significantly more Instagram (p = 
.004), Pinterest (p = .004) and Synchronous tools, like Skype and Messenger (p = .002) to share 
content with others. Facebook is also a tool often used by both genders, although without significant 
differences. Blogs seem to be a service little used by students, since the obtained results point to quite 
low values.  

Table 6. Tools for content sharing. 

 Female  Male  

 M SD  M Sd Sig. 

Facebook 2,9 1,1  3,0 1,0 0,787 

Twitter 1,5 1,7  1,4 1,8 0,629 

Snaptchat 1,8 1,6  1,7 1,6 0,867 

Instagram 3,5 ,8  3,1 ,9 0,020* 

Pinterest 1,1 1,3  ,5 1,1 0,004* 

Asynchronous tools (e-mail, fórum, etc.) 2,5 1,1  2,1 1,3 0,059 

Synchronous tools (Skype, Messenger, etc.) 3,0 1,2  2,3 1,3 0,002* 

Blogs ,8 1,1  ,7 1,0 0,834 

Youtube 2,0 1,6  2,1 1,7 0,748 

* p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The aim of this case study was to explore gender differences in Internet access and use, specifically 
regarding activities, tools, content consumption and content share on the Internet. In general, the 
collected data allow us to conclude that students prefer to consume than to share content as 
evidenced by the results of the two questions related with this matter. The results of the online survey 
seem to confirm the trend that higher education students are constantly online and that the 
communication tools they use the most to share contents are tools such as Instagram, Skype or 
Messenger and Facebook. The conclusions of this case study are in concurrent with more recent 
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studies on social networks as it shows the increasing importance played by Instagram, which has 
become a very popular social media among Internet users.  
The gender dimension seems to have an influence on students' preferences regarding Internet access 
and use, insofar as the study results reveal significant differences between genders. Female students 
prefer to use Instagram, Pinterest and Synchronous tools, like Skype and Messenger to share content. 
In return, male students show their preference in consuming information, like news and opinion 
articles. The consumption of short animations is also a more frequent activity among male students. 
The results of this study are similar to those obtained by other investigations carried out in higher 
education in Portugal [18, 19] and have the potential to contribute for a better understanding of gender 
related issues in a context where, according to literature review and in the case of Portuguese Higher 
Education, this matter is rarely looked into. 
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