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Abstract 

 

The proliferation of social networking sites (SNS) over the last 20 years is a techno-social 

phenomenon of our age. Since it emerged in 2004, Facebook, the most popular social network in the 

world, steadily outcompeted its rivals in the overwhelming majority of countries. However, there are 

a few exceptions, Russia being one of them: Vkontakte, country’s local SNS, has remained the most 

popular site of this kind in Russia.  

The aim of this master thesis is to discover what motivates Russian SNS users to prefer a domestic 

networking site over its global rival Facebook. Uses and gratification theory and social network 

theory form a theoretical framework of this study and guide the choice of methodology, as well as 

the process of analysis and discussion. Qualitative methodological approach, and in particular 

interviews and comparative case study, was applied in this research. Thus, 14 interviewees were 

recruited and asked about their experiences of Vkontakte and Facebook usage. In addition, the 

comparative analysis of both sites was conducted in order to establish the differences in tools, 

features and services which potentially could influence the usage patterns of Russian SNS users.  

It was discovered that the difference in a number and quality of tools on Facebook and Vkontakte, 

primarily video and audio, significantly influence the frequency of usage and time spent on these 

sites. Moreover, it was established that the networks of Russian users on Vkontakte contain both 

weak and strong ties, while Facebook networks contain mostly weak ties, which makes global 

network less interesting and attractive for country’s users. And finally, the study suggests that 

although both sites have noticeable disadvantages, users tend to think of Vkontakte as a more 

favorable SNS even in this respect and highlight that their dissatisfaction with some aspects of 

Facebook usage was greater than that of Vkontakte.  

The study provides novel information regarding under-researched topic of SNS usage in Russia, and 

thus contributes to the existing academic works in the field.  
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Glossary of terms 

 

1. SNS (social networking service or social networking site) is a platform to build social 

networks or social relations among people who, for example, share interests, activities, 

backgrounds, or real-life connections. A social network service consists of a representation 

of each user (often a profile), his/her social links, and a variety of additional services.  

2. Facebook is the biggest online SNS in the world with over 1 billion registered users. 

3. Vkontakte (or vk.com) is the biggest social networking site in Russia and the second largest 

SNS in Europe after Facebook. The site is popular particularly among Russian-speaking 

users around the world, especially in Russia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Moldova, Belarus, Israel 

and Kazakhstan. 

4. Instagram is an online photo-sharing, video-sharing and social networking service that 

enables its users to take pictures and videos, apply digital filters to them, and share them on a 

variety of social networking services, such as Facebook or Twitter. 

5. LinkedIn is a SNS for people in professional occupations. 

6. Moy Mir (alternatively Moi Mir, Russian Мой Мир) is the first social networking site 

launched in Russia and by Russian company.  

7. Runet is an informal name of Russian segment of the Internet, comprised of the words 

Russian and Internet.  

8. Vimeo is a US-based video-sharing website on which users can upload, share and view 

videos. 

9. YouTube is a video-sharing website on which users can upload, view and share videos. 
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I. Introduction 

 

1.1 Social networking sites 

The advent of the very first social networking sites (SNS) in the 1990’s had the consequence of 

enabling individuals to interact with one another remotely through the means of the Internet. These 

sites transformed from a niche activity at the margins of the world wide web into becoming one of 

the most prominent features of modern society. The history of social networking sites is intertwined 

with the development of the Internet, which popularity grew steadily since early 1990-s. Bill Gates, 

the founder of Microsoft, once noticed that “Internet is an electronic highway, giving us all access to 

seemingly unlimited information, anytime and anyplace we care to use it” (Gates 1995, 184). Thus, 

the day when social networks would emerge and conquer the world was just a matter of time.  

As of this writing there are thousands of SNS, many of which are adopted by its users as an integral 

part of their daily routine. Each social networking site has a specific audience, a set of tools and 

functions, and specific design and usability patterns. The totality of all these features forms the 

unique appearance and structure of a social network, representing a piece in the diverse universe of 

the world wide web. Despite their unique characteristics, Boyd and Ellison have emphasized one 

particular feature inherent in all SNS: they “support the maintenance of preexisting social 

networks…[or] help strangers connect based on shared interests, political views, or activities” (Boyd 

and Ellison 2008, 210). 

The first SNS had little in common with what modern users tend to think of these sites, as they 

represented computer-mediated chat rooms lacking in user-friendly design, and with a limited 

number of tools and features (Kirkpatrick 2010). Importantly, some of these shortcomings did not 

depend on the sites, as the Internet as well as technological development of mass-market equipment 

did not permit users to enjoy all the opportunities provided by modern SNS today. Nevertheless, the 

aforementioned drawbacks and limitations prevented the first social networks from expanding 

transnationally (Boyd and Ellison 2008).  

The first site regarded as a SNS was sixdegrees.com, a web page launched in 1997 and consequently 

closed in 2001 (Boyd and Ellison 2008; see figure 1). Thus, the history of SNS begins just 17 years 
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ago, dubbing it one of the most recently emerged topics in academia (Deacon et al. 2007). 

Consequently the understanding of SNS, their implications and after- and side-effects lack 

comprehension and a wide body of research. (Berger 2012) 

Facebook.com is currently the world’s most popular social networking site with over 1,2 billion 

users as of January 2014 (Facebook, 2014a). The company overwhelmingly outperformed its 

international rivals, developing into the most popular SNS in over 120 countries worldwide (Vincos 

Blog, 2013; see figure 2). Thus, one can talk about the established worldwide trend within social 

networking sites, where Facebook occupies the dominant positions not only internationally, but in 

the majority of local markets in the world. 

Yet, there are exceptions from the existing trends and in some countries Facebook.com is less 

popular than other social networking sites, and even unheard of. The Russian market is a prominent 

example in this case, with the local SNS (Vkontakte.com) taking the lead as the dominant 

networking site. It has 45-60 million average daily users (depending on the estimates) (VK-About, 

2014), compared to around 13-20 million registered users on Facebook in Russia (ComScore Data 

Mine, 2013). Consequently, Russians clearly contradict the established trend and prefer their 

domestic networking site over its international rival, despite the global pervasiveness of Facebook. 

The popularity of this local SNS in Russia therefore creates an unusual phenomenon and represents 

an interesting case for academic research.  

1.2 Background: Facebook and Vkontakte in Russia 

Facebook was launched in 2004 as a localized social network available for students of Harvard 

University in Boston, USA. With a sudden burst in popularity, it eventually opened up its 

registration for all international users older than 13 in 2006 (Abram, 2008). Thus, the company 

started its global expansion just 8 years ago. Interestingly, Vkontakte was also launched in 2006 

(Durov 2007), and thus the two networks became available for Russian users simultaneously. 

When comparing the two networks, the basic number of tools and interface solutions, such as the 

“wall” and messaging features, were originally almost identical on both networks. The redesign of 

Vkontakte occurred only in early 2013, and until then “amateur users had difficulty in telling the 

sites apart at a first glance” (Lurikova 2012).  Interestingly, they are so similar in many respects 

however each SNS obtained different levels of popularity in global and Russian domestic markets.  



3 

 

Vkontakte is now the second most popular SNS in Europe, with over 220 million active users 

(Vkontakte Users Catalogue, 2014). As stated earlier, the number of active Russian users is 

estimated at over 60 million people (by Vkontakte itself). However, independent companies 

estimate the number of unique visitors at approximately 50 million per day (see figure 3). These 

figures make Vkontakte not only the most popular SNS in Russia, but also the second most popular 

website in the country (Alexa, 2014). Importantly, the second most popular SNS in Russia, 

odnoklassniki.ru, has about 40 million active users (Liveinternet statistics – Odnoklassniki, 2014). 

Facebook is only the third most popular SNS in the country – with the platform’s audience more 

than twice smaller than that of Vkontakte (see figure 3). Thus, both the dominance of Vkontakte as 

well as the relatively weak position of Facebook in Russia are undeniable facts.  

The Runet audience is estimated to be the largest in Europe, with 53 per cent of Russians reportedly 

using the web at least once a week (Public Opinion Foundation, 2013). In addition, Russians are 

considered to be the third most active Internet users in the world, spending on average 10,4 hours 

per month browsing the world wide web (Statistic Brain, 2014). Russia is often described as one of 

the world’s most prospective SNS markets and thus the understanding of consumer preferences, user 

motivations and needs with regard to social networking sites is an important and interesting topic for 

academic research within the field of the social sciences.  

1.3 Purpose, aim and research questions 

Although social networking sites emerged less than 20 years ago, their influence and importance for 

particular groups of people is undisputed (Boyd and Ellison 2008). A significant number of research 

projects have examined various different aspects of SNS (see literature review below); however, the 

existing knowledge gaps are apparent. The intention of this study is to fulfill them with regard to 

examining two particular SNS and comparing their breadth and appeal within modern day Russian 

society. This study takes into account the limited amount of information concerning Facebook and 

Vkontakte usage in Russia and consequently addresses this lack of research. As the user behavior 

and experiences of students regarding social networking sites constitutes a weighty proportion of the 

research available in the field, this research incorporates the studies of other categories of users in 

order to achieve a better understanding of SNS use.  

The proposed methodology of this study implies the application of two approaches - interviews and 

comparative analysis (see methodology). By conducting the research and applying both research 
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strategies, the author hopes to gather novel information concerning SNS, as well as to develop a 

comprehensive understanding on the topic.  

Considering prior research, the existing knowledge gaps concerning SNS, as well as the unique 

methodological framework of this study, a number of questions were formulated: 

 RQ1: Why do Russians prefer Vkontakte over Facebook? 

This is the main research question sought to be answered in this master’s thesis. Importantly, further 

presented theoretical framework and literature review emphasize that the ability of a particular 

media to gratify the needs of its users results in audience’s motivation to use this media, and thus 

contributes to the formation of consumer media preferences. Consequently, this approach was 

decided to be applied in this study with regard to social networking sites. Thus the examination of 

Russian users’ preferences concerning particular networking sites takes into account their existing 

SNS needs.  

In order to comprehensively cover the examined issues, one needs to introduce two sub-questions: 

 RSQ1: What are the initial motivations behind Russian users’ choice of their domestic 

network? 

This question is aimed at establishing the initial factors motivating the choice of SNS. While the 

first research question is meant to examine the current usage of Vkontakte and Facebook, RSQ1 

addresses the preliminary motivations behind the choice of domestic social networking site.  

 RSQ2: Which aspects of social networking guide one’s choice of SNS in Russia? 

The final research (sub)question is aimed at establishing the aspects of SNS usage that motivate the 

choice of social networking sites among Russian users. This question particularly addresses the 

tools, design patterns, interface solutions, as well as any other factors influencing the motives of 

Russian users regarding the choice of SNS.   

 

These questions formed a guideline for the interview questions (see appendix), as well as 

determined the comparative analysis objectives. They are based on preliminary assumptions 

regarding the topic and are explored with the goal of developing a better understanding about the 

relevant issues.  
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This research projects focuses on Russian users of two particular social networking sites, Vkontakte 

and Facebook, and thus aims at examining certain aspects of Russian SNS market and its 

consumers. As stated earlier, it may seem unusual that the majority of Russian SNS users prefer 

Vkontakte to its international rival, contradicting the worldwide tendency of users to adopt 

Facebook as their preferred SNS. Thus, this thesis intends to explore the reasons Russians have for 

choosing to adopt a homegrown social network while disregarding what emerged as the dominant 

global leader in this industry. Moreover, this study aims at establishing the SNS needs of Russian 

users and to which extent these needs are satisfied by the examined social networking sites. In 

addition, a further objective of this study is to establish the perception of both social networking 

sites by Russian SNS users and examine the particular aspects and features of both networking sites 

that may have led to the skewed distribution of users amongst the examined SNS.  

The presented research questions and objectives of this study guided the choice of theoretical and 

methodological frameworks, thus determining the study design.  

1.4 Literature review 

Prior to conducting the research, it was first necessary to explore academic literature in order to 

establish what had previously been examined and understood about SNS generally, and Vkontakte 

and Facebook in particular. The goal of the literature review is to learn what academic research 

projects discovered regarding the way SNS are used and how users gratify their needs on SNS, 

which tools people use and why, as well as what is the most appropriate way to conduct research 

and pose questions concerning the topic of interest.  

1.4.1 Methodology 

In order to conduct a comprehensive literature review, popular social science databases, such as 

Sociological Abstracts, SSRN, Scirus, JSTOR and ERIC, were searched using a variety of carefully 

chosen keywords. Thus, in order to unearth relevant and useful literature, relevant search terms 

(social networks, SNS, social networking), as well as the names of specific SNS (Facebook, 

MySpace, Vkontakte) were employed on the aforementioned databases. As a result, over one 

hundred articles and scientific papers were retrieved and examined to determine their relevance and 

potential significance to the proposed study. In addition, the bibliographies of the retrieved articles 

were also analyzed, broadening the scope to gain additional information on the chosen topic.  
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1.4.2 Literature review results: SNS 

Considering that the Internet in its present form is less than 30 years old (Palfrey and Gasser 2010), 

the studies concerning the web, and web-related issues like SNS are still relatively new (Wimmer 

and Dominick 2006). Hoffman and Kornweitz (2011) emphasize that technologies, their use and 

application continuously evolve, and vary depending on age, sex, culture and a number of other 

factors. Thus, it is seemingly impossible to conduct universal research concerning social networking 

sites. However, a number of research projects focusing on different aspects of SNS and their usage 

have been conducted in the field over the period of the last 17 years. 

To begin with, it is necessary to distinguish SNS from other Internet pages. Boyd and Ellison (2008) 

emphasize the special position social networking sites occupy on the Internet, as they “allow 

individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a 

list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of 

connections and those made by others within the system” (Boyd and Ellison 2008, 211). Thus, the 

scholars emphasize the traversable nature of connections and necessary presence of a personal 

profile as inherent features of social networking sites. In addition, Fuchs (2009) considers SNS to be 

“integrated platforms”, combining a number of different media, tools and options aggregated onto 

one site. Thus, the aforementioned studies concerning SNS often focus just on particular features of 

these sites and their application by users, or influence on audiences.  

Studies have revealed that online interaction frequently supplements or serves as an alternative to 

face-to-face interaction, and thus positively influences the social capital and the richness of 

individual’s networks (Hampton, 2002). Moreover, research shows that online interactions and use 

of SNS are not motivated by the need to forge new connections, as people tend to sustain contact 

with existing groups of friends and acquaintances on SNS (boyd and Ellison, 2008). Interestingly, 

the motivations to use social networking sites were researched by Petter Brandtzæg (2009), where 

the scholar established that creating links with new people, keeping in touch with existing friends 

and generally socializing are the most important motivations to participate on SNS out of the 

discovered 11 categories of motivations (Brandtzæg, 2009). Hence, different studies regarding SNS 

draw different conclusions concerning the importance of new and existing connections.  

Furthermore, Lenhart and Madden (2007) researched the motivations of people to participate in 

online social networking, and discovered that staying in touch with friends, making plans, making 
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new friends and searching for relationship partners are the prevailing motives (Lenhart and Madden 

2007). Moreover, Ridings and Gefen (2004) established that the need for information, goal 

achievement, the feeling of affiliation or belonging and self-identity can be a determining factor in 

using SNS (Ridings and Gefen 2004). In addition to this, social scientists have discovered that such 

phenomenon as “the need to belong” significantly influences the choice of individuals to join SNS 

(Leary, Kelly and Schreindorfer, 2001). Baumeister and Leary claim that this need is among the 

fundamental human motivations, stimulating people to “form and maintain at least a minimum 

quantity of lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal relationships" (Baumeister and Leary 

1995, 497).  

In addition, Brandtzæg (2011) conducted research aimed at establishing the types of users of social 

networking sites. The scientist analyzed a variety of SNS and found out that there are five distinct 

types of SNS consumers: sporadics, lurkers, socialisers, debaters, and actives (Brandtzæg, 2011). 

However, the results of study can be controversial given that the scholar analyzed only Norwegian 

users.  

Students and adolescents are found to be the most active SNS users by a number of studies, and the 

way social networking sites are perceived by them, as well as their most commonly used tools 

within these sites result in generally different experiences than those of other age groups (Sponcil 

and Gitimu 2010). For example, Valkenburg, Peter, and Schouten (2006) established that the 

frequency with which adolescents and students use the sites influences their social self-esteem and 

well-being (Valkenburg et al., 2006). Thus, younger age groups, particularly teenagers, represent a 

separate direction of SNS studies and significantly differ from their usage patterns from older age 

groups.  

Several pieces of research are offered by academia with regard to the comparative analysis of 

different SNS, namely comparisons of Facebook with other social networks. Stutzman (2006) 

compared Friendster, MySpace and Facebook with regard to privacy issues, and discovered that 

each site had different lexical and architectural settings, resulting in significant differences of types 

of information to be disclosed on each site (Stutzman 2006). Zizi Papacharissi (2010) suggests that 

such differences can potentially influence the popularity of these sites and the will of users to share 

different content. Eszter Hargittai (2007) conducted a study regarding SNS usage of Facebook, 

MySpace, Xanga and Friendster and established that “use of such sites is not randomly distributed 

across a group of highly wired users” (Hargittai, 2007). Moreover, the researcher came to the 
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conclusion that gender, race and ethnicity, and educational background significantly influence 

practically all the aspects of networks usage (Ibid.). Furthermore, John Raacke and Jennifer Bonds-

Raacke (2008) compared user experiences of Facebook and MySpace and discovered significant 

differences in user perception of these two SNS, which potentially could influence the level of 

popularity of these sites. Lurikova (2012) investigated the commonalities and differences of 

Facebook and Vkontakte with regard to the sites’ news and communication tools, and found the two 

networks to be largely similar (Lurikova 2012). In addition, the scholar examined the history of the 

development of both SNS and established that Vkontakte to a significant extent replicated the 

interface and tools of Facebook and as such followed its example, explaining the vast number of 

similarities of the two networks.   

The research concerning Japanese audiences of such SNS as Mixi and MySpace discovered that 

people tend to employ different social networking sites to create and re-create their identities in the 

spectrum between two very different cultural values, that of Western and Japanese respectively 

(Takahashi 2010). Thus, the existence of similar SNS can be explained by the different purposes 

users employ these sites for.  

Facebook and its users have been a focus of a significant number of scientific inquiries in recent 

years.  The tools and features relied on by users on Facebook constitute a particularly important part 

of multiple studies, which draws further interest toward these topics. Research concerning Facebook 

established that the number and quality of tools available in SNS determines the way the site can be 

interacted with, as well as its level of popularity (Kitsis 2008). Facebook was discovered to be used 

by consumers for leisure and entertainment (Roojee and Cheeran 2009), education (Kitsis 2008) and 

communication (Hricik 2010). Based on the previous findings, one can conclude that the possibility 

of using Facebook for multiple purposes, combined with the timely availability of appropriate tools 

are crucial assets for users, as well as for the success of this web service.  

What is more, Park et al. (2009) discovered that users actively engage in networking and participate 

in Facebook groups in order to satisfy their socializing, entertainment, self-status seeking, and 

informational needs (Park et al., 2009). Moreover, these needs particularly depend on the individual 

users’ gender, hometown, and age group (Ibid.). Furthermore, Adam Joinson applied uses and 

gratification theory in his analysis of the network and established that social connection, shared 

identities, content, social investigation, social network surfing and status updating are the 

determining motives for Facebook use (Joinson 2008).  
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In addition, some studies concerning Facebook focused on the relation between online and offline 

realms of its users. Thus, Lampe et al. (2006) attempted to find out whether people are using 

Facebook to find new “friends”, or simply interact with and learn more about the people they are 

friends with offline. The study suggests that “users are largely employing Facebook to learn more 

about people they meet offline, and are less likely to use the site to initiate new connections” 

(Lampe et al., 2006).  

Finally, Hampton et al. (2012) intended to discover the correlation between the time of registration 

on the site and the amount of time users spend on Facebook. Consequently, the researchers found 

out that there is little evidence of Facebook fatigue, as there is no proof that “the length of time 

using Facebook is associated with a decline in Facebook activity” (Hampton et al., 2012) Moreover, 

the scientists discovered that the number of years spent on Facebook influences the number of 

friends, and the more Facebook friends one has, the more time he/she spends on the site (Ibid.).   

Provided the abundant literature and research projects concerning different aspects of Facebook 

usage, the number of studies aimed at examining Vkontakte-related issues is extremely small. In 

addition, most of the research on the Russian SNS is conducted in Russian, and thus to a significant 

extent unavailable for non-Russian speakers. Ivanova (2012) emphasized that “the research of the 

network [Vkontakte] is lacking attention, and the existing research projects emphasize the most 

general aspects of the network” (Ivanova 2012).  

Nevertheless, a number of studies focusing on Vkontakte were conducted and their conclusions can 

be successfully applied in this master thesis. Schebetenko (2013) compared the psychological 

profiles of Russian users and non-users of Vkontakte and discovered that extraversion is the only 

trait differentiating Vk-users from non-users, as those registered on the networking site are more 

extraverted. Consequently, it was found out that the level of extraversion in this case correlated with 

the general level of activity on the Internet, as well as the time spent on the web (Schebetenko 

2013). Sirota (2010) examined “personal peculiarities of regular visitors” of Vkontakte, and 

established that Russian Vk-users do not have a tendency to have an Internet addiction. Moreover, 

the researcher emphasized that the examined Russian users do not tend to be loyal to Vkontakte and 

easily agree to substitute its usage by other activities, despite the amount of time they regularly 

spend on the network (Sirota, 2010). Thus, it was discovered that despite the significant amount of 

time the average Vkontakte user spends on the Internet due to a number of factors, it does not 

generally result in dependency on the site. 
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In addition, Jakushev and Bukhanovski (2013) investigated the relations between online and offline 

friends on vk.com and discovered that 85 per cent of connections on Russian network originated in 

the offline realm, while the remaining 15 are represented by online, in-site connections (Jakushev 

and Bukhanovski, 2013).  Although the research did not intend to be representative for the entire 

population, its findings support the general statement that SNS primarily reflect offline interactions 

and serve as a means of sustaining the earlier established contacts (Papacharissi and Mendelson, 

2010).  

Given the information presented above, one can emphasize a number of trends concerning SNS-

related research projects. Firstly, the number of research is limited due to a relative novelty of the 

topic. Secondly, given a significant number of features and implications, studies focus on particular 

aspects of SNS, often extremely narrow. Thirdly, qualitative and quantitative research regarding 

Facebook can be considered to be abundant if compared to Vkontakte, as the studies on Russian 

network are not conducted as frequently and often presented in Russian language.  

User preferences of Vkontakte over Facebook have gone largely unexplored, with almost no 

available scientific research on the proposed topic. Therefore, this study intends to incorporate the 

presented literature concerning different aspects of SNS and to use this information to direct the 

research, as well as fill in the existing knowledge gaps. 

1.5 Significance of this research 

Given that the purpose of this thesis is to discover why Russians prefer a local social networking site 

over Facebook and thus contradict the worldwide trend, this research project can make a significant 

contribution in several ways. 

To begin with, the study examines under-researched aspects of SNS usage in Russia, and thus as it 

was mentioned earlier fills in the knowledge gaps in the field. Moreover, the research is aimed at 

examining the Russian social networking site Vkontakte and the experiences of its users, what can 

provide valuable insights in English language concerning this networking site. Therefore the 

findings of this thesis not only contribute to the general understanding of the discussed issues, but 

also emphasize a number of aspects of the Russian SNS, thus making it available for academia 

worldwide, rather than limited number of Russian-speaking social scientific researchers.  
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What is more, the research examines the basic behavior patterns and experiences of a limited 

number of informants, and thus this thesis’ findings can serve as a starting point for further 

academic studies in the field. The thesis has a narrow research focus and its results cannot be 

extrapolated on the entire population, however research objectives and methodological framework 

can be expanded and thus applied in future scientific inquiries.  

And finally, the study has a practical application, as it particularly focuses on user experiences 

regarding two social networking sites. Thus, the findings of this research, as well as the conclusions 

drawn by the author can be further used by companies dealing with issues directly related to the 

proposed topic. Hence, the proposed research can be potentially interesting for both, academic and 

non-academic realms.  
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II. Theoretical Framework 

 

Given that the aim of this research was to conduct a study in an under-researched area within the 

field of social sciences, selecting the most relevant theoretical frameworks was an arduous task. 

After careful and cautious consideration, two theories directly related to the research topic were 

considered. These concepts helped approach the research questions from different angles and 

provide viable theoretical perspectives for the analysis.  

The first concept, uses and gratification theory, deals with the behavioral and socio-psychological 

aspects of media usage and focuses its attention on the audience, rather than the media itself. 

(Branston and Stafford 2010, 388) This approach implies that each individual uses media for 

particular purposes and thus gratifies his/her needs. Hence, this theoretical framework allows the 

researcher to look at the proposed issues from user’s perspective. 

The second concept, social network theory, is a comprehensive approach dealing with various 

categories of social networks, and thus is applicable to “a variety of levels of analysis, from small 

groups to entire global systems” (Kadushin 2012, 13) Moreover, a number of features of this theory, 

including homophily and weak/strong ties, allow the researcher to cover all the relevant areas 

concerning social networks and networking. Hence, this theoretical approach allows considering the 

social aspect of Vkontakte and Facebook usage.  

Summarized the concepts presented in this chapter provide a deep theoretical insight to this study’s 

research questions. The constellation of these theories helped the researcher to examine the research 

topic from different angles, which was impossible if they were applied separately. Different aspects 

of each theory were incorporated in this research in order to establish a thorough and comprehensive 

theoretical framework for the proposed study.  

2.1 Uses and gratification theory 

Given the fact that the focus of this thesis is the choices users make regarding particular social 

networking sites, the cultural and behavioral aspects of the discussed problem can be crucial for the 

proposed topic. Uses and gratification theory (UGT) have always been referred to as the approach 

“highlighting the importance (and neglect) of factors such as social and cultural context in the way 
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media forms relate to the lives of individuals” (Long and Wall 2009, 244), and thus this theoretical 

concept was used as a comprehensive theoretical framework with regard to the aspects 

aforementioned.  

This approach, first introduced by Jay Blumler and Elihu Katz, emphasizes the role of users 

regarding media usage, rather than media itself. As Denis McQuail noticed, in research projects 

applying uses and gratification theory, “the audience is viewed as a more or less active and 

motivated set of media users/consumers, who were ‘in charge’ of their media experience, rather than 

passive ‘victims’” (McQuail 2010, 405). Hence, the approach implies that users play and active role, 

or even control the process of choosing and manipulating different kinds of media. As Elihu Katz 

notices, “there is a great need to know what people do with the media, what uses they make of what 

the media now give them, what satisfactions they enjoy, and, indeed, what part the media play in 

their personal lives.” (Katz and Foulkes 1962, 377) Thus, the theory proposes that the processes 

concerning relationships between media and audience are crucial for both “actors” and user-oriented 

perspective should not be neglected.   

The fact that media users actively participate in the process of communication and purpose their 

aims while utilizing media is a key feature of uses and gratification theory. (Blumler and Katz, 

1974) Consequently, the main focus of this theory is seeking for reasons why people use particular 

media, even provided a number of options. More than that, uses and gratifications approach 

concentrates on “how audience members positively influence their own media experiences” (Lull 

1995)  

Rubin (1994) suggests that users and gratification-oriented research projects are directed by 5 

assumptions: 

I. “Communication behavior, including media selection and use, is goal‐directed, 

purposive, and motivated; 

II. People take the initiative in selecting and using communication vehicles to satisfy felt 

needs or desires; 

III. A host of social and psychological factors mediate people's communication behavior; 

IV. Media compete with other forms of communication (i.e., functional alternatives) for 

selection, attention, and use to gratify our needs or wants; 
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V.  People are typically more influential than the media in the relationship, but not always.” 

(Rubin 1994, .418). 

 

The establishers of the theory stated that there is more than a single way media is used by 

consumers. Moreover, theorists proposed that there are as many reasons to use the media, as there 

are media users. Blumler and Katz claim that users, while consuming some media content, tend to 

seek for a source satisfying their needs. West and Turner (2010) suggest that these needs can be 

categorized in three groups: 

I. Affective (seeking for pleasure and entertainment); 

II. Cognitive (seeking for knowledge acquisition); 

III. Social integrative (seeking for social interaction, for example, with friends or relatives). 

(West and Turner 2010) 

 

In addition, Gill Branston and Roy Stafford (2010) suggest that there are 5 groups of needs, 

including “cognitive (learning); affective (emotional satisfaction); tension release (relaxation); 

personal integrative (help with issues of personal identity); social integrative (help with issues of 

social identity).” (Branston and Stafford 2010, 388)  

The aforementioned needs are intended to be gratified while using a particular kind of media. 

“Power is argued to lie with the individual consumer of media, who is argued to use TV, the 

Internet, etc. consciously to gratify certain needs and interests” (Branston and Stafford 2010, 388). 

Thus the individual “takes the initiative (consciously or subconsciously) to link gratification needs 

with his or her media choice and use, from among alternative media and other media sources” 

(Borzekowski, Fobil and Asante 2006, 451).  

Importantly, this approach “opens up questions of the plurality of audience interpretations, 

recognizing and affording them some space for power and self-determination” (Long and Wall 

2009, 246) and thus emphasizes the answers to the questions “why use media?”, “why choose a 

particular media?” and “for which purpose media should be chosen?” from the audience’s point of 

view.  

The previous research projects within the field of social sciences discovered a number of major uses 

and gratification factors of media users. LaRose and Eastin (2004) concluded that the need for new 
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information, social needs and entertainment are the prevalent factors determining the choice of 

media. (LaRose and Eastin 2004, 360-361) Additionally, self-status seeking was emphasized as an 

important factor as well. (Park et al. 2009, 731) Denis McQuail “summarized four categories for 

itemizing the uses and gratifications that audiences pursue.” (Denis McQuail discussed in Long and 

Wall 2009, 244) These are as follows:  

I. “‘Surveillance’ refers to the use of media in order to satisfy a need for knowledge – to 

comprehend what is going on in the world around audience members –‘us’” (Long and Wall 

2009, 244) (learning about relevant events and conditions in immediate surroundings, society 

and the world, seeking advice on practical matters through expressing opinions and making 

decisions choices, satisfying curiosity and general interest, gaining a sense of security 

through self-education and by accumulating knowledge); (McQuail 1987, 73) 

II. “‘Personal identity’ refers to the way in which media play a part in defining us. Thus issues 

of taste come into play here – how our choices reflect our preferences for information, 

pleasure, and so on but also, in turn, reinforce our sense of who we are.” (Long and Wall 

2009, 245) (finding reinforcement for personal values, searching for behavioral models, 

developing insight into one's self); (McQuail 1987, 73) 

III. “‘Personal relationships’ can be explored in terms of media uses and gratifications in a 

number of ways that build upon these two previous points. We may use media forms as a 

basis for the way to act in personal situations. To some extent, too, media forms may offer us 

surrogate sociability and relationships.” (Long and Wall 2009, 245) (paying attention to 

circumstances regarding others; expressing social empathy, identifying with others and 

gaining a sense of belonging, finding a way to start a conversation and strengthening social 

interaction, having a substitute for real-life companionship, carrying out social roles, 

enabling one to connect with family, friends and society); (McQuail 1987, 73) 

IV. “The idea of ‘diversion’ relates to very familiar notions of escapism, fantasy, relaxation and 

so on that can be located around media use.” (Long and Wall 2009, 245) (escaping and 

distancing from problems, relaxing, experiencing intrinsic cultural or aesthetic enjoyment, 

filling time, anticipating emotional release). (McQuail 1987, 73)  

 

2.1.1 UGT: Application 

Uses and gratification theory was originally intended to examine media uses by individuals and thus 

it was traditionally applied to a variety of studies within the field of social sciences (McQuail 2010). 
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Although the theory was established before the very emergence of the Internet and consequent rise 

of social networking sites, the concept can now be successfully applied to users of popular SNS.  

Paul Long and Tim Wall (2009) noticed, that “what is interesting about the work that developed in 

the uses and gratifications approach to audiences is the manner in which audience members emerge 

as individuals engaging with media, rather than distant and amorphous constructs of market 

research, theory or scientific ‘objectivity’.” (Long and Wall 2009, 245) Indeed, a particular 

emphasis this theory makes on each individual, rather than their totality, makes it stand out in 

academic research. And thus, applying UGT in this master thesis provides the researcher with an 

opportunity to examine a user-oriented perspective on relations of individuals and media. 

A number of features of this theoretical approach make it unique and relevant to the proposed 

research topic. As Gill Branston and Roy Stafford (2010) noticed, UGT sees audience as “made up 

of individuals free to reject, use or play” with media. (Branston and Stafford 2010, 388) Given the 

research questions of this study, as well as its objective to establish the motivations behind Russian 

SNS users’ choice of a domestic social networking site over the global leader of the industry, 

individuals’ preferences, needs, motives and experiences form the baseline of the analysis of this 

master’s thesis. Thus this research project represents a user-oriented study, and the application of 

uses and gratification theory, one of the most renowned user-centered approaches, suits this research 

project and its objectives the best. 

2.2 Social network theory  

Social network theory (SNT) is a theoretical approach applied in this master thesis in relation to the 

process of social interaction of individuals on SNS. As Charles Kadushin (2012) noticed, “social 

network theory is about describing, accounting for, or even predicting interactions between social 

units.”(Kadushin 2012, 202) Hence, this theoretical approach can be applied to any social level – 

from the analysis of small groups of individuals to the examination of massive networks, such as 

Facebook or Twitter.  

The “network” itself can be described as “simply a set of relations between objects which could be 

people, organizations, nations, items found in a Google search, brain cells, or electrical 

transformers.” (Kadushin 2012, 3-4). A more precise definition points out that network is “a 

connection between at least three elements, points or units” (Van Dijk 1999, 28), and thus any three 

individuals form some sort of network.  
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Given the social nature of human beings, researchers emphasize that “network activity is a natural, 

necessary, and original human condition”. (Kadushin 2012, 59) Hence, network analysis is an 

examination of one of the most basic patterns of human social behavior.  

Social network theory examines the social relations within networks, which have two basic 

properties – nodes, representing any social unit involved in the process of interaction, and ties, 

defined as relations between the actors of the network. The variations in nodes and types of ties 

create the uniqueness of one’s social network (Kadushin, 2012).  

There is extensive literature concerning social network theory, as well as the ways in which the 

theory was applied in scientific inquiries (Christakis and Fowler 2009). However, for the needs of 

this master thesis two particular concepts were considered. The first one, homophily, defined as the 

tendency of people with similar characteristics to be connected (Kadushin 2012, 9), explains the 

patterns of social connections. The second concept, Granovetter’s weak/strong ties, examines the 

issues of relations between different nodes, and the importance of particular types of contacts in 

certain situations. The following sub-chapters present the discussion concerning these two 

propositions of social network theory in-depth.  

2.2.1 Homophily 

Homophily, being among the major propositions of social network theory plays one of the central 

roles for this thesis project. Homophily is defined as “the conscious or unconscious tendency to 

associate with people who resemble us” (Christakis and Fowler 2009, 17). Thus, according to social 

network theory, the odds of becoming acquainted, forming friendship or simply connecting to 

someone are higher if two social units have common attributes, experiences and background. 

Importantly, McPherson and Smith-Lovin (1987) notice that homophily limits individuals’ social 

world, and thus has powerful implications for the information they receive, the stereotypes and 

attitudes they form, and the nature of social interactions they experience (McPherson and Smith-

Lovin, 1987).  

Lazarsfeld and Merton emphasized the existence of two kinds of homophily (Hall and Wellman 

1985): 

I. Status-homophily, which is either ascribed, like sex or race, or acquired, like marital 

status or occupation;   
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II. Value-homophily, for example attitudes and stereotypes, that is often termed in social 

sciences as homogeneity. 

 

Interestingly, Burt (1982) noticed that “common norms or values may bring nodes with common 

attributes together, or the reverse, common attributes and contacts may lead to common norms.” 

(Kadushin 2012, 19) Thus, the very existence of some commonalities between people significantly 

increases the chances of two human beings to be connected. 

A number of studies focused on the phenomenon of homophily have established that particular 

circumstances and attributes increase the probability of forging a contact between two social units. 

Feld and Carter (1998) discovered that two nodes are more likely to be connected, other conditions 

being equal, if they are geographically close. (Kadushin 2012, 18) Moreover, the statement holds 

true even with regard to social networking sites, given that online connections are normally first 

established offline (ibid.), and thus follow the “homophily” pattern.  

What is more, Verbrugge  (1977) discovered that “if two people have characteristics that match in a 

proportion greater than expected in the population from which they are drawn or the network of 

which they are a part, then they are more likely to be connected.” (Kadushin 2012, 18) Furthermore, 

Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954) found out that “persons are more likely to have a connection, 

friendship, or association, if they have common attributes.” (Kadushin 2012, 19) Thus, the 

similarities in education, mentality and upbringing increase the chances of two social units (or 

simply two people) to establish connection.  

In addition, the principle of high transitivity of social networks, meaning that “ if two people in a 

social network have a friend in common, then there is an increased likelihood that they will become 

friends themselves at some point in the future” (Easley and Kleinberg 2010, 44; Newman 2006), 

establishes correlation between nodes with common contacts.  

The concept of homophily deals with social networks, and originally was employed in the research 

projects focusing on offline, face-to-face social connections. However, a number of studies 

successfully applied the discussed proposition of social network theory in online realm, in particular 

with regard to dating sites (Fiore and Donath, 2005; Sautter et al, 2010), social networking sites 

(Brown et al, 2007; Bisgin et al, 2010; Mislove et al, 2010), and gaming-oriented studies (Ahmad et 

al, 2010; Clarke and Duimering, 2006). Moreover, a number of scholars emphasize that social 
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networking sites tend to maintain and sustain those connections which were forged offline first 

(Boneva et al, 2006; Valkenburg and Peter, 2007), and thus the concept itself, as well as the 

aforementioned findings concerning the notion of homophily can be indeed applied in the research 

project concerning such SNS as Facebook and Vkontakte.  

2.2.2 Weak and strong ties 

The discussion concerning weak and strong ties (particularly the strength of weak ties) was 

pioneered by Mark Granovetter (1973) as part of a research conducted during his PhD. The scientist 

discovered that “weaker connections frequently act as bridges from one group to another and 

therefore play a critical role in social networking. Strong ties may bind individuals together into 

groups, but weak ties bind groups together into the larger society and are crucial for the spread of 

information.” (Christakis and Fowler 2009, 157)  

Granovetter noticed that “it is remarkable that people receive crucial information from individuals 

whose very existence they have forgotten.” (Granovetter 1973) Hence, one should not underestimate 

the importance of acquaintances in social networks. Interpersonal environments, mentioned above, 

consist of both weak ties and strong ties, and Granovetter was the first to suggest taking into account 

not only our actual friends (or strong ties) but also the less important people in our lives, our 

acquaintances (or weak ties) in research projects within the field of social sciences.   

Although the first observations concerning the strength of weak ties were made with regard to the 

job-seeking process, later the theoretical approach was applied to a variety of social scientific 

inquiries. For example, it was discovered that people find their sexual partners much in the same 

way – “by searching their social network beyond their immediate close ties.” (Christakis and Fowler 

2009, 158) The current understanding of weak ties-strong ties relations proposes that weak ties can 

serve as a rich source of new information, which we use “intuitively, even though we don’t know 

the structure of our own network.” (ibid.) One of the explanations for the abundance of new 

information one can obtain through his/her weak ties is the fact that the overlap in information and 

experiences decreases as long as one moves further away socially (ibid.).  

Granovetter (1982) emphasized that weak ties have several advantageous consequences. The most 

important effect weak ties have on individual is “the flow of information from otherwise-distant 

parts of the network” (Granovetter 1982, 106). The absence of weak ties leads to a limited amount 
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of information one obtains. Kadushin states that this fact holds true for any social network in any 

social systems (Kadushin 2012, 31). 

However, incorporating weak ties is not a win-win situation, as it brings up not only benefits, but 

also a number of side effects. For example, we trust socially distant people less. As a direct 

consequence of this, the opinion of weak-ties-contacts is unconsciously perceived as less valuable 

for individuals. Thus, even though one might obtain valuable information through weak ties, the 

influence of our strong ties may prevent us from applying it properly.  

Granovetter himself emphasized the controversial nature of weak ties, stating that “the importance 

of weak ties is asserted to be that they are disproportionally likely to be bridges as compared to 

strong ties, which should be underrepresented in that role. This does not preclude the possibility that 

most weak ties have no such function.” (Granovetter 1982, 130) 

2.2.3 SNT: application 

Social network theory was successfully applied in a wide range of studies within the field of social 

sciences (Kadushin 2012). The importance of networks, as well as the significance of certain aspects 

of “networking”, such as the satisfaction of human needs through the means of social networking 

has been emphasized in a number of scientific inquiries (Ibid). 

Despite the fact that the overwhelming majority of scientific studies that apply social network theory 

is dealing with offline social networks, the highlighted propositions of this theory can be 

successfully employed in this master’s thesis. Christakis and Fowler (2009) emphasize that “social-

networking sites primarily reflect offline interactions”. Thus, despite the differences in online and 

offline social networks, the overwhelming majority of connections, and almost always the core 

contacts are initially forged in the offline realm (boyd and Ellison, 2008). Hence, while examining 

social networking sites and the networks of contacts of their users one can employ the concepts of 

homophily and weak/strong ties to address the relevant issues.  

The discussed propositions of social network theory are applied in this thesis with regard to the 

social aspects of SNS usage. Homophily addresses the issues concerning the establishment and 

maintenance of connections, and thus helps the researcher explain the differences in network 

structures of Russian users on Vkontakte and Facebook. Moreover, the principle of homophily takes 

into account the importance of mentality and background particulars of the users of the examined 
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social networks, and thus helps the researcher understand the features and implications of online 

social networking in Russia.  

The concept of weak/strong ties, where weak ties serve as informational bridges between the groups 

of people consisting of strong ties, is applied in this master’s thesis with regard to the relationships 

between social units (users of SNS) within the existing networks on Vkontakte and Facebook. This 

proposition of social network theory helps the researcher understand the nature of social interactions 

on the examined social networking sites, as well as the implications of these interactions for the 

choice and usage of SNS.  

To summarize, the examined aspects of social network theory can be successfully applied in this 

master’s thesis. Homophily and weak/strong ties concepts deal with social aspects of networking, 

and thus allow the researcher to take into consideration the peculiarities of social interactions of 

Russian users on Vkontakte and Facebook. In addition, the very nature of online social networks, 

consisting to a significant extent of the connections established in the offline realm, makes the 

discussed aspects of SNT applicable to the discussion concerning social networking sites.  

2.3 Theoretical perspective 

This study employs the combination of uses and gratification theory and certain aspects of social 

network theory as a comprehensive theoretical framework. The above-discussed concepts and 

theories form the guideline for the collection and analysis of data in this master’s thesis.  

Uses and gratification theory represents a user-oriented and user-centered theoretical approach, and 

helps the researcher understand the SNS needs of Russian users, as well as the fulfillment of these 

needs from a scientific point of view. Homophily and weak/strong ties concepts, the propositions of 

social network theory, address the social aspects of networking, and thus provide deep theoretical 

insights concerning the very essence of social networking sites.  

The constellation of these theoretical approaches provides this study with the opportunity to take 

into account various variables related to the examined issues. Furthermore, the combination of 

different theoretical approaches allows the researcher to address social networking and SNS from 

different angles that would be impossible had they been applied separately.  
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III. Methodology 

The research question of this study probes into the reality that Russians have contradicted the 

worldwide trend concerning SNS usage, preferring their domestic social networking site over the 

international leader in the industry. This question was first evaluated with the aid of a number of 

references from the relevant literature and then underwent thorough examination guided by the 

theoretical framework that was fully established and presented in the previous chapter. The 

methodology of this research project was based on those academic concepts and findings.  

This chapter is dedicated to the discussion concerning the methodological approaches employed in 

this study. The chapter is divided into 4 different parts, each of which also contains a number of 

subchapters. The qualitative nature of this study opens the discussion concerning the research 

strategy of this master thesis, and thus the first part of this chapter unpacks this account. The 

following part is dedicated to the research design and process, and discusses the employed research 

methods –interviews and comparative case study - and their application regarding data collection 

and data analysis. The third part concerns the study limitations of this research project and is 

followed by the final part, where the analytical framework is presented.   

3.1 Research strategy: qualitative study 

As was aforementioned, the focus of this research is the examination of two social networking sites 

and discovering the reasons and motivations why Russian users prefer their local social network 

over its international rival. For the purposes of the study qualitative approach was considered for a 

number of reasons.  

To begin with, given the research questions and objectives of this master thesis, the study is aimed at 

examining the experiences, opinions and needs (and their satisfaction) of Russian SNS users. 

Cornford and Smithson emphasize that “qualitative methods…eschew metrication and seek other 

means of capturing and analyzing (understanding) data.” (Cornford and Smithson 2006, 63) 

Moreover, Priest (1996) notices that qualitative approach is employed when the results of the study 

cannot be easily summarized numerically. Indeed, it is practically impossible to draw conclusions 

concerning the motivations and experiences of individuals using numerical and statistical data. 

Thus, given the logistical difficulties in capturing such data concerning the proposed research 

problem by applying a quantitative research strategy, a statistical approach was not considered.   
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Moreover, Bryman (1988) argues that qualitative methods provide richer and more explanatory 

descriptions of the examined phenomenon, and thus by employing qualitative approach one can 

conduct a more in-depth study concerning a specific topic. Importantly, Lawhorn (2007) also 

emphasizes that qualitative studies are aimed at exploring particular situation(s)/event(s)/group(s) of 

individuals in-depth. The objective of this study is to establish the needs and motivations of Russian 

SNS users resulting in their social networking preferences, and thus a thorough examination of the 

experiences of a number of users, as well as comprehensive comparative analysis were considered to 

be the most suitable research strategies for this master’s thesis.  

In addition, Abusabha and Woelfel (2003) notice that qualitative approach is aimed at describing an 

event in a natural setting without the intention to generalize the results. Given the number of Russian 

Vkontakte and Facebook users, as well as notable limitations in resources, it would be practically 

impossible to conduct a master’s thesis study and draw conclusions which could be extrapolated on 

the entire Russian population. Thus, it was decided to focus on interviews and comparative analysis, 

and thus conduct in-depth research concerning the discussed issues.  

To summarize, given the objectives of this research project, qualitative approach was considered to 

be a research strategy that fits the study the best. Qualitative methods allow the researcher to explore 

the motivations and experiences of Russian SNS users, and obtain in-depth data regarding the 

examined issues. Moreover, through the means of comparative case study, qualitative approach 

provides the opportunities to establish the context of the researched phenomenon. Thus, given the 

preliminary objective of this thesis project to examine and compare Russian users’ experiences 

concerning their SNS usage, qualitative research was concluded to be the optimum route, fulfilling 

the needs and aims of this study.  

3.2 Research design and process: comparative case study 

There is a number of research strategies that can be adopted to collect data. Scientists emphasize, 

that the decision depends on particular circumstances of the project, and if necessary more than one 

methodological approach should be employed (Saunders et al 2007). This thesis project uses the 

combination of different methods – namely comparative case study and interviews. The comparative 

analysis serves two main purposes.  
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Firstly, comparative case study provides the background information concerning the examined 

social networking sites and SNS usage in Russia. In particular, comparative approach helps 

understand the differences between the networks, and thus fill in some knowledge gaps remaining 

uncovered after examination of previously conducted research projects. Given that this thesis project 

deals with the motivations and needs of users, establishing which needs and in which way can be 

gratified on the examined SNS was considered to be a matter of great importance. Thus, 

comparative case study was employed with the objective to provide the context for the discussed 

issues.   

Secondly, comparative analysis helps the researcher determine the focus and nature of the questions 

asked on the interviews, another data collection method employed in this study. Given that the main 

focus of this research is to establish the reasons why Russian users prefer domestic network over 

Facebook, as well as the motivations behind this preference, determining what can be a trigger for 

such sequence of events and forming assumptions through comparative analysis help the researcher 

understand the examined phenomenon better, and thus ask the interviewees more specific and 

targeted questions. 

3.2.1 Comparative case study 

This master thesis adopts comparative case study technique in order to gather essential background 

information concerning functionality, design and tools of the examined social networking sites. 

Given the main objective of this study, the examination of the differences of the two networks 

allows the researcher to understand the background of the research questions better, as well as focus 

on specific aspects of SNS while conducting the interviews. Importantly, the comparative analysis 

was not intended to focus on the similarities of Vkontakte and Facebook. Prior research emphasized 

the existence of a significant number of similarities between the networks, occurring from the very 

launching of the Russian network (Lurikova, 2012), and thus the same patterns, tools and design 

solutions were considered to be unlikely reasons to serve as a motive for migrating from one 

network to the other.  

Comparative case study approach is regarded as one of the most important and widely-applied 

methodological techniques within the field of social sciences (Ragin 1987). Some scholars claim 

that researchers often make comparisons unconsciously, and thus practically no social scientific 

inquiry can avoid comparing to some extent (Saunders et al. 2007). Importantly, scholars emphasize 

that comparative research “is more of an orientation than a separate research technique” (Neuman 



25 

 

2011, 486), and thus employing comparative case study along with other research techniques, 

interviews in this case, is beneficial for the outcome of the research.  

A case study is defined as “an in-depth exploration of one situation” (Cornford and Smithson 2006, 

71), and consequently comparative case study is viewed as “an in-depth study of a number of 

instances within specific real-life context” (Lazar et al. 2010, 144). Neuman defines comparative 

analysis as a piece of research which “focuses on similarities and differences between units” 

(Neuman 2011, 486). Scientists emphasize that “in-depth investigation in a small number of cases” 

helps researchers “address a broad range of concerns” (Lazar et al. 2010, 147). In addition, 

comparative case studies are renowned for “the richness of data that can be obtained by multiple 

means” when researcher is restricted for a small number of particular cases which he/she compares. 

(Cornford and Smithson 2006, 72) 

Comparative case studies were conducted in a number of research projects within the field of media 

and communications (Neuman, 2011). Notably, SNS often play a role of cases for comparison, 

which can be seen in literature review presented earlier.  

3.2.2 Comparability 

Neuman (2011) claims that comparisons across different contexts can be achieved only provided the 

equivalence and comparability of the researched cases. (Neuman 2011, 487) Thus, the notion of 

comparability of Facebook and vk.com given the context can be important for this thesis project. 

Researcher emphasizes that case-study comparative research approach compares particular units of 

analysis, but does not make broad generalizations (Neuman 2011). Hence, the researcher intensively 

examines a little number of cases – two in this research project. The scholar claims that “by 

examining in-depth a small number of cases…there is relatively little need to be concerned about the 

equivalence of units” (Neuman 2011, 487).  

Nevertheless, Facebook and vk.com were established to be comparable for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, both companies represent social networking sites, where users can share content, 

communicate with one another, obtain news and information and connect to different people. 

Moreover, both sites have relatively similar tools and even similar design. Secondly, both networks 

entered the Russian market in 2006, and thus had the same amount of time to attract audiences. 

(Abram, 2008; Durov, 2007) Thirdly, both networks are available in Russian and English and thus 

linguistically are accessible for virtually the entire Russian population that is active online. Thus, it 
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can be seen that these two SNS are very similar in a wide range of respects and can be directly 

compared with regard to their tools, usability, design, and multiple other features.  

3.2.3 Comparative analysis: data collection procedure 

As a source of information for comparison the author of this research employed the technique of 

online observations, exercised on both SNS – vk.com and Facebook.com. Thus, the totality of 

design, interface, availability of languages and quality of translation, number and quality of tools 

and usability were observed and researched. As it was mentioned before the analysis concerned 

exclusively the differences between the two networks, as their similarities were unlikely to motivate 

the users to change their SNS preferences.   

Neuman emphasizes that “comparative researchers often apply, not test, theory” (Neuman 2011, 

487). Moreover, Yin claims that comparative case studies “generally use a theoretical framework to 

guide both the collection of data from multiple sources and the analysis of the data” (Yin, 2003 

quoted in Lazar et al. 2010, 144). Thus, earlier presented theoretical framework guided the 

comparative analysis data collection process.  

Uses and gratification theory suggests, that people use media for particular reasons, and thus the 

ability of media to provide the sources satisfying users plays a crucial role in choosing a particular 

media by user (Blumler and Katz, 1974). Moreover, given the variety of users’ needs, including 

affective, cognitive and social integrative (West and Turner 2010), such media as SNS should 

satisfy its audience on multiple levels. Thus, one of the objectives of comparative case study was to 

establish how the examined SNS gratify the needs of their users: which tools and features are 

provided by the networking sites, and what is their quality.  

Furthermore, the principle of homophily discussed earlier, is another important aspect taken into 

consideration while conducting comparative case study. According to this concept, people not only 

tend to connect to those who resemble them, but also want to do so (Christakis and Fowler 2009). 

Thus, the ability and ease for individuals to find people with common interests and habits can be a 

determining reason for users to choose particular SNS. The conducted comparative case study 

intended to find such correlation, as well as differences among SNS regarding the proposed issue.  

And lastly, the strength of weak ties was the final theoretical aspect on which comparative analysis 

was based. In particular, the two SNS were researched concerning the ability to sort out friends, 

receive targeted information and access distant parts of the network. As proposed by social network 
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theory, weak ties serve as important informational bridges (Granovetter 1973), and thus, the 

accessibility of weak ties can be important and even crucial for some individuals.  

To summarize, comparative case study is used as a method of obtaining important background 

information concerning the examined SNS, and thus provides the context for the discussed issues. 

Moreover, comparative analysis determines the emphasis of the questions posed during the 

interviews. The comparisons were based on theoretical assumptions mentioned above, and thus were 

guided by the proposed theoretical framework.   

3.3 Research design and process: interviews 

Interviews are another methodological approach employed in this body of research. The 

aforementioned comparative analysis helped in the design of the questions asked in the interviews 

and thus shaped the direction and focus of the interviewing process. Yet before discussing 

interviews conducted for this research, one needs to emphasize the theoretical aspects of the method 

as well as examine the motivation to choose this research strategy as a source of data.  

Deacon stipulates that interviews are regarded as one of the most important methodological 

approaches for gathering data in social scientific studies (Deacon et al. 2007). Scientists emphasize 

that the ability to “go deep” is among the strongest argument in favor of interviewing (Lazar et al. 

2010, 178). Moreover, “by asking questions that explore a wide range of concerns about a problem 

and giving interviewees the freedom to provide detailed responses, researchers can use interviews to 

gather data that would otherwise be very hard to capture” (Ibid.). Indeed, the lack of personal 

interactions with survey respondents, as well as limitations with regard to a number of questions 

posed and comprehension of answers provided in questionnaires, leads one to conclude that 

interviews allow the author to examine the proposed problem more accurately and thoroughly. 

Moreover, interviews provide the researcher with the opportunity to conduct a much more in-depth 

study and thus examine the topic from a variety of different angles. 

With regard to the structure, scientists have distinguished three kinds of interview: structured, semi-

structured and unstructured (Lazar et al. 2010). While structured interviews resemble surveys and 

thus strictly guide the discussion, unstructured interviews always take a form of an open discussion, 

without any pre-determined set of questions or interview guide (Ibid.). In semi-structured interviews 

the discussion starts with a set of questions and is moderated throughout the interview process, 

simultaneously providing the interviewee with freedom and flexibility. Thus, semi-structured 
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interviews “open up the possibility of exploring topics in a depth and breadth that may be harder to 

achieve with fully structured interviews”, while at the same time applying a set of rules and a 

particular direction of the discussion, often absent in unstructured interviews (Lazar et al. 2010, 

190). Applying the semi-structured interviews technique, one should “dig through the interviewee’s 

comments, looking for opportunities to gain additional insight and understanding.” (Lazar et al. 

2010, 189) This strategy appeared to be the optimum fit for the proposed research objectives and 

hence semi-structured interviews were employed in this research project.  

3.3.1 Interviews protocol 

Social scientists emphasize that “the interviewer controls the discussion by referring to an interview 

guide, which sets out the issues to be covered during the exchange.” (Deacon et al. 2007, 67) 

Consequently, the author created an interview guide for this master thesis project (see appendix), 

which served as a determinant for all the interviews conducted.  

While creating interview guide, the researcher took into consideration several aspects of this 

research project. Firstly, the research questions and objectives of this study determined the design of 

interview guide, and thus all the proposed aims of this master’s thesis carefully taken into account. 

Secondly, the aforementioned comparative case study provided the contextual information 

concerning the examined SNS, and thus the questions more thoroughly addressed the established 

differences between Vkontakte and Facebook.  

And thirdly, the researcher considered the theoretical framework of this study, and thus the 

propositions of uses and gratification theory and social network theory were particularly addressed 

in the interview guide design. In particular, the notions of homophily and weak/strong ties were 

discussed with participants in a number of questions, helping to discover relationships/friendships 

patters of the interviewees. The levels of users’ satisfaction were also established with relation to the 

statements of UGT. In addition, people’s motivations to form networks and thus communicate with 

other people on social networking sites were also emphasized in interview guide and consequently 

examined during interviews.  

Based on the aforementioned theoretical findings, as well as information collected using 

comparative analysis, the following groups of questions were formulated: 



29 

 

1. Personal profile – information concerning the demographics of the respondents. These 

questions were asked to establish that the respondents fall in the targeted group (see 

interview recruitment).  

2. Social networking – general information concerning the usage of social networking sites by 

the interviewees. This section was intended to discover how active interviewees on SNS and 

uncovering their perceptions of different SNS.  

3. Vkontakte and Facebook – these two parts were almost identical and provided information 

concerning the usage of these two networks. Importantly, the interviewees were chosen 

specifically out of vk.com adepts, and thus vk.com/Facebook ratio in conversation was 

significantly skewed towards vk.com. It is interesting to note that some interviewees did not 

provide any information concerning Facebook, as they simply lacked any user experience of 

this SNS.  

4. Discussion concerning both sites – this section intended to ask interviewees to compare 

vk.com and Facebook themselves. The questions concerning this part were formulated 

exclusively based on theoretical framework and the comparative case study analysis 

conducted earlier.  

 

3.3.2 Recruitment process and data collection 

Given the study objectives, as well as the available recourses and time, the researcher formulated the 

criteria for the respondents to fall into targeted group. The criteria are as follows: 

I. Age – between 18 and 34 years old. Statistical data and previously conducted research 

projects regarding Internet usage in Russia established that individuals aged between 18 and 

34 years old constitute the most active group of Internet users, responsible alone for over 60 

per cent of all the users of the web in the country (Lebedev, 2010). Thus, examining this 

particular group of users is important and relevant in academic and non-academic terms. 

II. Origin – Russia. The study is aimed at examination of the experiences of Russian users 

regarding particular SNS, and thus the respondents have to be from Russia and live in 

Russia.  

III. SNS usage – Vkontakte. Importantly, the respondents were supposed to share their 

experiences concerning the usage of Vkontakte and Facebook, and explain why they prefer 

Russian network. Thus, the informants were recruited among those people who use only 

Vkontakte, or use both networks, but nevertheless prefer Russian SNS.  
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IV. Gender, sexual orientation, level of education, and the knowledge of foreign languages were 

not taken into account for the discussed criteria. Although respondents were asked some of 

these questions, this was done as a warming up for the discussion and in order to obtain 

general information concerning informants.  

 

For the sake of the proposed study 14 interviewees were recruited. The first 4 informants were 

recruited in January 2014. They represented the friends and acquaintances of the author of the study. 

Consequently, the following 6 people were recruited in February 2014. These informants were 

found through the initial 4 interviewees, and thus were represented by friends and acquaintances of 

the first discussants. In addition, the final 4 people were total strangers who responded to the 

author’s announcement in one of the groups (communities) on vk.com. These 4 people had no 

relation to other 11 informants – at least no connection between them was established. The last 4 

people were consequently interviewed in March 2014.  

Informants were recruited in 3 different ways for a number of reasons. The initial group of 

respondents was acquainted with the researcher, and thus it was known that these people fall in the 

targeted group and have relevant experience regarding the discussed matters. The following group 

of informants was recommended by the initial 4 interviewees as people possessing the necessary 

experience of Vkontakte usage. Importantly, out of recommended 13 people only 6 satisfied the 

initial criteria to be considered for the interview, and thus 7 candidates were not interviewed.  

As it is clear from the above-presented information, the first 10 respondents were recruited using a 

so-called snowball sampling technique, where each respondent recommended his/her acquaintances 

for interviewing (Goodman, 1961). Only the final 4 respondents were recruited through the means 

of Vkontakte and represented total strangers for the author of the study. It is worth mentioning that 

the announcement on the site was posted several times starting December 2013; however the 

reluctance of people to participate in interviews prevented the researcher from recruiting bigger 

number of people this way. Thus the snowball method was employed as a scientifically justifiable 

alternative to random sampling.  

All in all, the process of conducting interviews took approximately two and a half months and as a 

result 14 interviews were conducted. All the interviews were conducted via Skype, which was done 

due to the geographical distance between the interviewer and the informants.  
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Importantly, given that the objective of qualitative research is the in-depth study concerning certain 

phenomena, rather than the collection of a big amount of similar data (Bryman, 1988), scholars 

suggest that gathering of data for analysis should stop once the researcher reaches a so-called 

“saturation point” (Deacon et al, 2007). Deacon et al (2007) claim that saturation point is achieved 

when the informants do not reveal any novel information anymore, and thus start repeating the 

information which was obtained from previously conducted interviews. The saturation point was 

successfully achieved in this master’s thesis, and thus 14 respondents were considered to provide a 

sufficient amount of data for further analysis.  

It is also worth mentioning that this study did not intend to make judgments concerning the entire 

population, given the obvious study limitations discussed further.  

3.4 Study limitations  

Though this thesis project was conducted using the thorough combination of two methods, it has a 

number of noticeable limitations. That being said, the combination of different research strategies 

allowed the researcher to overcome many of the limitations from the individual methods, had they 

been applied separately. 

The most obvious and straight-forward limitation this study has is its credibility regarding the notion 

of truth, objectivity and unbiased information. Importantly, Max Weber noted that “undoubtedly, all 

evaluative ideas are "subjective." (Weber 1949, 83) Indeed, given the qualitative nature of this 

research project, evaluations – of the author and of the interviewees – make up the vast proportion 

of all the data obtained and processed. Although it is practically impossible to be unbiased when 

conducting a research, by thinking critically about the ever-present biases and confronting them, the 

researcher can reveal to others exactly how certain decisions were made throughout the research 

process and how various conclusions were reached. Thus, by placing the research in a theoretical 

framework, as well as combining two different techniques, the biases and subjective thinking can be 

minimized to a reasonable level.  

Moreover, as it has been already mentioned above, this study initially did not intend to draw 

conclusions regarding the entire population, and thus, the sampling of the interviews was made 

correspondingly. It can be seen as somewhat impossible to conduct a representative study within a 

master’s thesis, given the limitation in budget, time and resources. Furthermore, a representative 

study regarding the proposed topic would require a large scale, cross-country research of different 



32 

 

age and social groups. Thus, the decision to undertake a study that was not representative resulted in 

more relaxed and flexible sampling. 

Finally, given that the main research method applied in this study is the interview process, the main 

study limitation concerning this research strategy could not be avoided. Interviews are conducted 

with human subjects, and thus what they say and how they say it depends on their perception of the 

situation and their memory of the discussed events (Lazar et al. 2010). If the interviewee is asked 

which tools she/he uses on Facebook, there is always a probability, that interviewee’s response does 

not reflect actual truth, and he/she may use some unmentioned tools as well.  The aforementioned 

combination of two techniques was intended to solve, at least partly, this problem. More than that, 

the recruitment of 14 informants resulted in reaching a so-called “saturation point” discussed earlier, 

and thus increased the probability that all the important aspects of the researched topic were 

mentioned on the interviews. Hence, given the number of the interviewees and application of 

supplementary method, as well as other sources, including official statistics and previously 

conducted research projects, the discussed study limitation was mitigated.     

3.5 Analytical framework 

This study uses theoretical framework as a lens for gathering and analyzing data and thus employs a 

deductive approach (Saunders et al. 2007). In addition, the research applies qualitative and 

comparative research strategies for data collection. Thus two methodological approaches are 

employed: comparative case studies and interviews. 

Comparative case study is applied to the process of gathering background information concerning 

tools and features of the discussed SNS, as well as distinguishing the differences in tools, design and 

usability of both Vkontakte and Facebook. Moreover, comparative case study helped the researcher 

understand the nature of the proposed problem, and as such, to formulate relevant questions for the 

interviews. Interviews are employed as another source of data, and help address the proposed 

research questions and objectives of this master’s thesis in depth, allowing the one to draw viable 

conclusions concerning the examined issues.   
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IV. Results & Discussion 

This chapter is dedicated to the analysis of the data collected for this research project, application of 

theoretical findings and discussion concerning the objectives and research questions of this master 

thesis. Given the methodology of this study, the analysis is presented in two different parts, 

showcasing the findings of comparative analysis and interviews correspondingly.  

The first part of this chapter is dedicated to the comparative analysis of the tools, features and 

services provided by Facebook and Vkontakte. Thus, this part is intended to establish the differences 

between the two networking sites. 

The second part of this chapter represents the analysis of the interviewees’ responses. The 

participants addressed a number of issues concerning their motivations to use particular social 

networking sites, preferences of SNS, differences between Vkontakte and Facebook, as well as the 

applications and implications of these sites. Thus this part of the analysis chapter represents the 

discussion regarding the experiences of the informants concerning the examined social networking 

sites.   

4.1 Comparative analysis of Facebook and Vkontakte 

The comparative analysis of the two SNS is employed in this study with the objective to establish 

the differences between the sites, which could potentially be the reason for user’s preferences 

regarding Vkontakte and Facebook. Uses and gratification theory suggests, that individuals use 

media to satisfy a wide range of needs (Branston and Stafford, 2010). The comparison of the tools, 

features, options, interface solutions and other aspects of the two sites allows the researcher to see 

which needs and in which way users can gratify on Vkontakte and Facebook. Consequently, the lack 

of some tools or features can be indeed crucial for consumers, and thus decrease the level of 

popularity of a networking site.  

It was discovered that 5 aspects of the two sites can be considered different or significantly different 

and thus should be considered in this study. The aspects are as follows: 

I. Audio tool 
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II. Video tool 

III. Newsfeed settings 

IV. Integration with third party services 

V. Groups and communities 

In the following sub-chapters each of these aspects is presented and analyzed separately.  

4.1.1 Audio tool 

Vkontakte offers a special “audio” button which is placed among other important tools in the menu 

(see figure 4). By pushing this button the user can access the music and audio files he/she previously 

added to his/her page. Moreover, audio tool provides search function, which allows users to access 

all the audio files uploaded to the site free of charge. In addition, there is also a function to upload 

files by users themselves, and thus all the music library of a user can be transferred to the Internet 

and saved on Vkontakte server, and consequently be accessible anywhere in the world in case of 

sound Internet connection. The SNS has issues with the legality of the audio content (Lunden, 

2013), however it is not illegal to stream audio files in the overwhelming majority of the countries in 

the world, and thus users face practically no consequences of listening to, uploading and searching 

for audio files on the site (The Moscow Times, 2014).    

The networking site provides a wide range of options concerning audio files, which do not include 

only listening to music. Additional features of audio tool on the site include:  

1. Searching for music: by band, among friends’ music, for music with written lyrics, for 

similar songs, for popular songs on the network, for popular songs among friends; 

2. Sharing music: on the user’s page, on friends’ pages, as messages via chat tool; 

3. Editing some properties of files, such as name, lyrics text, singer/band.  

Facebook provides no such function, primarily due to the strong adherence of the network to the 

copyright laws, as it claims that the network “respects the intellectual property rights of others and is 

committed to helping third parties protect their rights” (Facebook, 2014b). The site does not have an 

in-built audio tool, but there is a number of third party companies providing music services on the 

site (Facebook, 2014c). Thus, in order to listen to music on Facebook one needs to install the 

application, and in some cases software on the computer (for example Spotify). The networking site 

emphasizes that “since external music service providers host music, you'll need to install a music 

app before you can listen to music using links on Facebook” (Ibid).  The social network is not 

responsible for the convenience of apps usage and quantity of music files available for the users, as 
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the terms and conditions regarding applications are set by the app developers, rather than the 

network itself (Ibid.).  

Arthur Berger (2012) emphasizes, that there is a number of needs users gratify by employing some 

media. With regard to the audio tools on social networking sites these needs can include the need “to 

be amused – the media are a source of positive pleasure”, “to experience the beautiful”, “to satisfy 

curiosity”, and “to find distraction” (Berger 2012, 127-131). Music is undeniably one of the most 

powerful sources of pleasure, enjoyment and distraction, and thus the aforementioned needs can be 

often gratified fully or partially by music tools.  Uses and gratification theory suggests that users 

tend to choose the media which gratifies their needs (McQuail, 2010). The abovementioned needs 

can be gratified on Vkontakte by simply employing “audio” tool, which is conveniently placed, has 

a number of additional functions, free of charge and does not require additional installations of any 

applications or software. Facebook, on the contrary, does not provide an in-built music tools and 

outsource this function to third-party companies, thus complicating the access and decreasing the 

convenience of usage. Moreover, Facebook does not provide a wide range of music units, due to the 

fact that the companies maintaining applications have to sign actual agreements with recording 

labels (Lunden, 2013), and thus the number of files on applications is limited by binding agreements 

of different enterprises. Vkontakte provides illegal music content, and thus allows users to access a 

wide range of audio files, including very rare ones (Ibid.). 

4.1.2 Video tool 

Vkontakte has a special “video” button which is placed next to “audio” button and thus represents 

one of the most important and easily accessible tools on the site (see figure 4). By pushing “video” 

button users of the networking site can access those videos they previously added to their pages. The 

same as music tool, video tool allows users to search for different video files uploaded on the 

network, as well as upload the files by users themselves. In addition, one can search among the 

videos provided by third party companies, such as YouTube and Vimeo, but only in case someone 

added these videos to their pages before. Users can share any video files on their pages and pages of 

their friends, add videos uploaded by other users to their pages, and send files as messages in chat. 

Importantly, there is a significant number of pirate-copied movies and series on the site, which 

includes not only the videos of Russian production, but also visually all the popular Hollywood 

movies and American series (RT, 2013).  
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It is worth mentioning that videos are often withheld due to complains of the copyright holders, and 

users cannot access these files anymore (see figure 5). Nevertheless, due to a big number of users, 

the videos are normally quickly restored and uploaded again, thus diminishing the efforts of 

copyright owners to curb the spread of illegal content on the site (Ibid.).  

Facebook does not have a special “video” button in the menu, and does not provide the option to 

upload any illegal content. Thus there are two ways of watching videos on the site: watch user-

uploaded videos and videos of third party companies. Videos uploaded by users cannot be searched 

and are located among user’s photos. Thus, without particular knowledge of some video (for 

example if nobody tagged a person on the video), it can be hard to even know that the video actually 

exists. The second option is represented by companies like Vimeo and YouTube, whose videos can 

be shared in status updates and private messages. Facebook allows users to watch videos on the site; 

however there is always an option to go through link directly to the site which hosts video file.  

Dennis McQuail (2010) noticed that uses and gratification theory sees users as individuals 

responsible for their media experiences, and thus choosing appropriate media depends on which 

tools the media provides, as well as what is the quality of these tools. Importantly, the two networks 

have different approach towards such tool as “video”. While Vkontakte emphasizes the importance 

of this tool, by placing it on the main menu (see figure 4), simplifying the search and accessibility of 

video files, allowing to share videos publically and privately, Facebook does not seem to draw much 

attention to such a function. International network allows users to download user-made videos, 

while other content is provided by third party companies, what results in limited ability of users to 

obtain necessary video files, for example popular movies and series. What is more, Russian 

networking site allows its users to watch a wide range of video content, however neglecting 

copyright laws and interests of right owners. Importantly, looking at the issue from the right 

ownership perspective Facebook is a more favorable networking site; however users are more likely 

to be interested in watching desirable content, rather than care about the losses of transnational 

corporations (Kozlovsky, 2013).  

4.1.3 Newsfeed settings 

Newsfeed is generally a very similar tool on both networking sites; however some particular aspects 

of this feature differ significantly on Vkontakte and Facebook. Russian SNS allows only hiding 

groups of news – for example all the videos or photos, but not news from any particular user. Thus, 

a user of Russian social networking site cannot keep someone as a friend without receiving news 
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from him/her. On the contrary, Facebook provides a wide range of options concerning targeted 

“newsfeeding”, such as the exclusion of particular individuals and groups of individuals from 

newsfeed. More than that, Facebook users can form groups of their friends, for example unifying in 

“Uppsala University” group all those with whom an individual studies, and thus checking news from 

these friends only. Vkontakte has no such function: although the SNS allows the one to form groups 

of friends, these groups do not anyhow affect the newsfeed structure.    

Individuals tend to divide their networks in close (strong ties) and less close (weak ties) circles, and 

consequently search for information and communicate differently depending on the strength of the 

ties (Kadushin, 2012). The concept of weak/strong ties suggests that weak ties are less important for 

people in daily life, but nevertheless may serve as important source of information and advice 

(Granovetter, 1973). Consequently, in offline realm individuals can access weak ties when they need 

it, but are rarely interested in these contacts otherwise. The newsfeed structure of the examined 

networks approaches weak/strong ties differently. 

Facebook provides an option to separate friends online just the same way as it happens naturally 

offline. Vkontakte allows users to separate their friends only with regard to the privacy settings, 

when excluded people cannot see user’s post or comment on it. Thus, following the logics of social 

network theory, given that individuals treat their networks much the same way online as they do 

offline (Christakis and Fowler, 2009), Facebook provides an option for its users to build networks in 

a natural way, accessing news of acquaintances when it is needed, rather than as a default option set 

by the network, as it is programmed on Vkontakte. Hence Facebook attempts to reflect offline social 

structures of its users, and facilitates it in a convenient and accessible way. Vkontakte does not 

provide such a service, and as a result all the “friends” – from mere acquaintances to best mates – 

are presented equally in newsfeed. Granovetter (1982) noticed that the natural structure of social 

networks implies the existence of both kinds of ties; however weak ties are represented by less 

important individuals, and thus their news, advice and information is not naturally accessible on a 

regular basis. Vkontakte newsfeed settings result in a constant flow of information form weak ties, 

and thus the networking site creates a situation which does not happen naturally in offline social 

networks. 

There can be two points of view concerning the newsfeed structures of Facebook and Vkontakte: 
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I. Vkontakte creates a flow of information in one’s network from both, weak and strong ties, 

and thus facilitates access to otherwise unavailable information. Facebook provides this 

option by default, and hence Facebook users can access news from their weak ties if they do 

not change settings themselves.  

II. Facebook provides an option to structure “friends” and news from them in a natural way, 

allowing the one to exclude unnecessary and uninteresting information, thus recreating 

offline social networks in online realm. Vkontakte meanwhile has no such option, and thus 

it can be unusual and inconvenient for users. 

To summarize, while Facebook has both options, and thus allows its user to choose, Vkontakte only 

provides a default option without letting users change these settings. Although the default settings of 

both networking sites facilitate the flow of information from distant parts of their networks and thus 

provide information which would be unlikely available otherwise, the settings policy of Facebook is 

more user-friendly, as it allows the one to choose the news and information he/she wants to receive. 

Importantly, to the best of the author’s knowledge there are no scientific research projects regarding 

the popularity of employing targeted newsfeeding on Facebook – neither in Russia, nor in other 

countries of the world. Thus, despite the obvious differences in the ways Vkontakte and Facebook 

approach newsfeed settings, it is impossible to claim that these differences affect the choice of the 

networking site in Russia.  Moreover, as it will be presented further in this chapter, the interviewees’ 

responses showed that Russians do not tend to draw any particular attention to the discussed features 

of SNS, and thus newsfeeding is unlikely to influence the decision concerning the choice of social 

networking sites.  

4.1.4 Integration with third party services 

As it was mentioned above, both sites allow users to use third party services, in particular for 

watching videos. Importantly, Vkontakte and Facebook have app sections, where the independent 

companies and developers provide a variety of applications for the users of the SNS. However, the 

way third party services are integrated differs significantly on the networks. 

Facebook is integrated with a wide range of services, including the most popular ones on the web, 

such as YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, SoundCloud, Spotify and Vimeo. Many of the companies 

provide so-called “Facebook buttons” or “like buttons” on their pages, allowing users to share 

content directly to the linked Facebook account (Siegler, 2010). For example, Instagram photos can 

be shared simultaneously on Instagram and Facebook, and Spotify can be set to inform Facebook 
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friends about the music one listens to, or playlists one composes. The interconnectedness of 

different web services with Facebook is undeniable, particularly due to the popularity of the 

network. (Kirkpatrick, 2007)  

Vkontakte is lacking such an attention of the major international Internet companies. While 

YouTube videos and links to SoundCloud can be shared on the site, Instagram requires additional 

application and settings for linking to Vkontakte. Moreover, while Facebook possesses a power of 

“like buttons”, which significantly simplify the process of sharing content, Vkontakte is often 

lacking such option, especially on the aforementioned popular web sites.  

The access to the popular web services through the discussed social networking sites is an important 

tool, especially given that Facebook and Vkontakte are unable to provide some services themselves 

and have to outsource them to third party companies. Despite the clear achievements of Facebook in 

this field, there is a number of aspects which should be emphasized. As it was mentioned earlier 

Facebook provides access to non-user made videos through other sites, primarily YouTube and 

Vimeo, while Vkontakte has its own video service. Moreover, Instagram was purchased by the 

network and its integration in Facebook looks logical. In addition, such services as Spotify or 

Netflix are unavailable for Russian users (Zykov, 2014), and thus their integration with Facebook 

cannot affect the choices and decisions made by those living in Russia. Hence, although Facebook 

undeniably cooperates with third party companies more efficiently and thus creates services 

convenient for its users, the comparison of the two networks shows that other factors significantly 

decrease the effect of such cooperation, especially when user’s perception is considered.  

Importantly, as it will be presented further, the respondents of the interviews did not anyhow 

emphasize the importance and convenience of the services provided by third party companies, thus 

excluding this issue from the discussion concerning the motivation to choose and use particular 

social networking sites. The aforementioned aspects of the discussed integration of web services on 

Vkontakte and Facebook, as well as the inability to establish the correlation between the integration 

and the choice of networking sites allow the one to conclude that the level of integration with third 

party services on the examined SNS is an unlikely reason to motivate the choice of a particular 

social networking site.  

4.1.5 Communities and groups 
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Vkontakte features two very similar kinds of communities, different only in default settings. The 

first is represented by the groups created by users for a variety of reasons – from renting apartments 

to worshiping celebrities. The second kind is public pages of businesses, enterprises and celebrities, 

normally arranged by professionals and mostly serving for informative and promotional purposes. 

Both kinds of pages can be open and closed communities, and thus be available for everyone or for 

appointed people respectively. Communities of Vkontakte have the same options as users, and thus 

can share and upload videos, music, photos and news. There is a great number of communities 

focusing primarily on humor, style/beauty/lifestyle advice, tourism, language courses, celebrities, 

and art (Yanet, 2013).  

Facebook also has two different kinds of communities – fan pages and like buttons. Fan pages are 

exactly the same as Vkontakte public pages, and like buttons are very similar to Vkontakte user-

created communities. However, there are essential differences between Facebook and Vkontakte 

groups, and one can distinguish at least two peculiar aspects: 

I. There is a significant number of videos and music on Vkontakte groups due to 

aforementioned developments of audio and video tools on the site. Not only do Facebook 

communities lack such options, but also the videos shared through third party companies 

are not organized in any special folder, and thus as time passes by videos become less 

accessible for users.  

II. Vkontakte groups are formed depending on specific requirements and needs of Russian 

users, and thus their content visually significantly differs from Facebook communities. 

Uses and gratification theory suggests that users employ the media which best satisfies 

their needs (Long and Wall, 2009), and thus particular needs of Russians would be 

logically better satisfied by Russian-created and Russian-moderated communities, rather 

than international, or even Anglo-Saxon oriented groups on Facebook. Importantly, there 

is only one group in English out of top 20 on Vkontakte, while the overwhelming 

majority of the most popular Facebook pages are in English (Lafferty, 2013).  

To summarize, seemingly similar communities on both sites are arranged, moderated and updated 

differently, and thus are essentially different in their nature and content. Communities on Vkontakte 

seem to be better suited for Russians, as they are designed and moderated by Russians and in 

Russian language. Moreover, the abovementioned video and audio tools contribute to a greater 
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diversity of the content on the pages, and potentially can serve as a factor contributing to the 

popularity of Russian network. 

The existing differences of communities/groups/pages on Vkontakte and Facebook were considered 

to be of certain importance regarding the examined research problem, and thus were particularly 

addressed on the interviews. Thus the findings concerning communities/groups on both social 

networking sites are presented further in this (analytical) part of the thesis.  

4.2 Interviews: SNS background of the informants 

After conducting the comparative case study, and thus collecting background information 

concerning both social networking sites, it became possible to formulate various interview 

questions, particularly focusing on those aspects of Vkontakte and Facebook usage, which were 

highlighted in the previous analytical subchapter.  

Yet before proceeding to Vkontakte and Facebook-specific questions, it was necessary to establish 

the background of the respondents with regard to their usage of social networking sites. Thus a 

number of questions addressed this issue and 4 particular details of informants’ SNS-background 

can be emphasized: 

I. Usage of different SNS 

II. Frequency of usage 

III. When the informants started using SNS 

IV. Whether the interviewees consider themselves to be active users or not 

 

The first set of questions was posed with regard to the social networking sites used by the 

informants. The overwhelming majority of the interviewees mentioned more than one SNS. 

However 5 interviewees said they use only one social networking site - Vkontakte. Other mentioned 

SNS include Facebook, Instagram, Odnoklassniki, Moy Mir, Pinterest, LinkedIn, and Tumblr. 

Interestingly, 2 respondents mentioned Skype, thus considering it to be social networking site.  

Many respondents emphasized that they use small (usually 1-2) number of SNS due to the fact that 

these sites fully satisfy their needs, and thus there is no particular need in other SNS: 

Mikhail25: Facebook and Vkontakte, they are enough for me, so I did not even 

attempt to register anywhere else. 
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In addition, many respondents noticed that despite the fact they can be registered on a multiple 

number of sites, the fact of registration does not imply that they use it. Hence one can see the 

tendency to create profiles on multiple platforms and SNS, while using only some of them: 

Elena29: Well, I am registered everywhere, it does not actually mean that I use all of 

them [SNS].  

Alexander21: I am registered on a couple more [SNS], though I wouldn’t say I use 

them. 

With regard to the frequency of usage, the responses of the interviewees were homogeneous, 

emphasizing different frequency of usage depending on the site. Nevertheless, Vkontakte was 

mentioned as the most frequently used SNS by 12 out of 14 informants, which is not surprising 

given the criteria of the recruitment for interviewing (see methodology): 

How often do you use social networking sites? 

Serafima23: Practically every day, sometimes 4-5 times per week, sometimes a 

couple of times per day. But never less than every other day. 

Mikhail25: Every day, but it depends on the site of course. Vkontakte is 5 times per 

day, maybe even more, Facebook once per 3-4 months, maybe even more rarely. 

Overall, all the respondents said they use at least one social networking site every day, and thus all 

the informants can be considered to be frequent SNS users. Moreover, a number of informants 

emphasized that they can log in multiple number of times per day, and spend 2-3 hours daily 

browsing SNS: 

Alexander21: Oh, every day, and like 10 times per day. Let’s say whenever I have 

spare time I just check stuff on different SNS, so I use them very, I would even say 

extremely frequently. 

Eliza21: Every day, I think I spend on different SNS around 3 hours daily. 

The following set of questions was aimed at determining when the informants started using social 

networking sites and which SNS was the first site of such kind the interviewees registered on. All 

the informants started using SNS between 2006 and 2009, and thus represent rather “old” users of 
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SNS. The overwhelming majority of the interviewees emphasized that the first SNS they started 

using was Vkontakte, with 10 out of 14 respondents claiming that. The next most popular answer 

was Moy Mir (2 responses), another Russian social networking site. Hence, it can be concluded that 

the majority of the respondents was initially introduced to SNS by Russian companies, probably due 

to the fact that such enterprises particularly focused on Russian market. Facebook, for example, 

launched Russian language support only in June 2008, thus disabling the usage of this site for many 

Russians who do not speak foreign languages until that moment (Cnews, 2008).  

And finally, the interviewees were asked whether they consider themselves to be active users or not. 

The respondents had a freedom to interpret active/passive users the way they see it, and thus even if 

someone claimed that he/she is active/not active, it only reflected the vision of the interviewees 

themselves. Nevertheless, 9 out of 14 respondents claimed to be active users, 2 interviewees were 

not sure and the remaining 3 claimed to be not active users. Interestingly, the motivation to be called 

active user was the same among all the respondents and included frequency of usage, time spent on 

SNS daily/weekly, and the amount of content shared/liked/sent/received by informants on a regular 

basis: 

Would you call yourself an active SNS user? 

Vera23: I think I am. I spend quite some time on this site [Vkontakte] every day: read 

news from my friends’ and acquaintances’ lives, search for and listen to music, talk 

to friends and relatives, check photos, news in communities, like content, comment. 

Alexander21: No, not really. I mean I check stuff there all the time, but I never do 

anything, not even liking photos. So I am like an observer, but not actively engaged in 

different activities. 

Eduard23: Yes, I am. I spend a lot of time on SNS actually, and have a variety of 

activities there, from chatting to listening to music. 

Interestingly, 5 respondents employed the elements of comparative analysis answering this question, 

as they compared themselves to their friends/acquaintances/relatives and thus judged about active 

users from these points of view.  

Importantly, the objective of this study was to examine the experiences of Russian SNS users with 

regard to such social networking sites as Vkontakte and Facebook, and consequently discover the 
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motivations of Russians to remain on domestic SNS. Thus, the informants were considered eligible 

if they regularly used Vkontakte, thus favoring Russian site over its competitors. Moreover, the 

respondents were supposed to either use Facebook currently/in the past, or have the opinion about 

this networking site, thus being able to motivate their unwillingness to employ global SNS the way 

they employ Vkontakte. The analysis of the background of the respondents established that all the 

informants satisfy these criteria, and are represented by the individuals with particular experiences 

and opinions regarding the discussed sites.  

4.3 Mobile and desktop usage 

The interviewees addressed a number of questions concerning the ways they use Facebook and 

Vkontakte – through mobile application, desktop version or mobile site. These questions were aimed 

at clarifying whether the ways informants use SNS influence the choice of the site, frequency of 

usage and time spent on these networking sites, or not. The initial assumption was formed by uses 

and gratification theory, which suggests that users employ the kind of media which satisfies their 

needs (Rubin, 1994). Thus, it was assumed that the convenience of application or mobile version, as 

well as some significant differences between desktop site and mobile application can influence the 

popularity of the site. However, the interviews did not prove this statements right. 

Firstly, practically no respondents claimed that they see significant differences between mobile and 

desktop versions of Facebook and Vkontakte, apart from obvious differences like screen size. 

Importantly, Vkontakte users emphasized that only the video tool is inconvenient for usage on 

mobile, which can be explained by apparent inconveniences of mobile devices, rather than by 

Vkontakte application itself.   

Do you see the difference between Facebook and Vkontakte mobile applications 

and their desktop sites? 

Vera23: Not really, they are basically identical. Chatting is always easier on mobile, 

I think our generation just got used to it.  

Tatiana25: Not at all, it’s just more convenient in public transport or in bed to use 

phone. I like desktop version more, because the screen is bigger, but the fact that 

mobile version is always with me on my phone is a huge advantage. But I think 

functionally they are pretty much the same. 



45 

 

Secondly, the interviewees tend to employ applications of both SNS for exactly the same reasons as 

desktop sites. Facebook users tend to particularly gratify such needs as chatting and news reading 

(see Facebook usage below), and thus the interviewees who use mobile application of this SNS 

emphasized the convenience of mobile app for these purposes. Vkontakte users also tend to employ 

application for chatting and news reading, as well as for almost all the other purposes (see 

Vkontakte usage below), except for video. Thus no significant differences between the usage of 

mobile applications and desktop sites were established either for Vkontakte or for Facebook.  

Interestingly, depending on the objectives, users tend to employ different versions of the SNS. 

Hence, 4 informants said they only use Facebook mobile application because of its convenience for 

chatting and checking news. Similarly, Vkontakte users mentioned the convenience of mobile 

application for the same purposes. However, when it comes to other functions, interviewees tend to 

prefer desktop versions of both sites.  

Do you use more often mobile applications of Vkontakte and Facebook or their 

desktop versions? 

Alexander21: I always use PC for other stuff at home; I sometimes don’t switch it off 

for days, so it is natural that I use Vkontakte there. And when I am not home, I 

normally use my phone, because it is convenient. [For Facebook] I actually almost 

exclusively use mobile application, because it is way more convenient to just check 

messages there. 

Eliza21: Application actually, it is just way more convenient for chatting and stuff, I 

mean I am too lazy to switch on computer just to read someone’s message or like a 

photo. 

Margarita22: I normally use mobile applications, but only because it is more 

convenient when you are not home – on the street, in public transport, in the car. I 

would say that mobile version is worse only when it comes to screen size, but as long 

as it doesn’t matter, for example when I am chatting, I am fine with mobile 

application.  

To conclude, informants did not seem to observe any distinct difference between the mobile 

applications and desktop sites of Facebook and Vkontakte. Moreover, both applications were 
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employed by users for similar purposes, with minor exceptions. Hence, the convenience and 

functionality of desktop sites and mobile applications are perceived by informants as nearly 

identical, and thus were considered to be an unlikely motivation for the preference of any of the two 

social networking sites.  

4.4 Vkontakte usage 

Vkontakte experiences of the interviewees is the focus of this study, and thus a significant number 

of questions was aimed at addressing different aspects of this social networking site, its usage and 

benefits/drawbacks. Thus, this chapter unpacks these accounts. 

Yet before proceeding to user experiences, it was necessary to establish when interviewees started 

using this SNS, and how often they do it. This information was aimed at helping to determine the 

familiarity of interviewees with different aspects of Vkontakte usage. 

7 interviewees claimed to use Vkontakte practically since the emergence of this networking site, 

stating a starting year to be 2006 or 2007. 6 respondents stated that they started using this SNS in 

2008-2009. Thus, the overwhelming majority of the informants uses Vkontakte for at least 6 years. 

Only one respondent registered on the site relatively recently, however she still uses the SNS for 

over 3 years. Importantly, many interviewees could not remember the exact year they started using 

Vkontakte, and thus provided the approximate period of time.  

With regard to the frequency of usage, all the respondents claimed to be frequent Vkontakte users, 

logging in practically every day. Many interviewees stated they use networking sites multiple times 

per day, claiming it to be a perfect time-killer: 

Do you use Vkontakte frequently? 

Margarita22: Every day for sure, I have hard times telling you how much time I 

spend daily though. It depends on the circumstances, but normally 30 min-1 hour per 

day. 

Alexey27: Every day actually. Sometimes I check news and stuff several times per 

day. You know I live in Moscow now and the way to work may take more than an 

hour, so I need to kill time somehow. 
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Many respondents claimed that there is no particular pattern of usage of Vkontakte, as they can skip 

it in case of busy work schedule or simply lack of time: 

Mikhail25: I check it when I have free time or have nothing to do, so it depends on 

my schedule. I sometimes do not check it at all, and sometimes spend literally the 

entire day doing some stuff on Vkontakte. 

Kirill24: If I have spare time I normally check things there, so it depends on the 

circumstances. 

To summarize, the number of years the informants were registered and used Vkontakte, as well as 

the frequency of usage allows the one to conclude that the interviewees are experienced Vkontakte 

users, and thus familiar with different aspects of this SNS. 

4.4.1 Vkontakte: registration and usage motivations 

A number of questions addressed the issue of motivation to register on Russian social networking 

site, as well as the purpose of having the account on this SNS. The informants provided a wide 

range of answers, however one can notice a number of similarities in motivations to register and use 

Vkontakte. 

10out of 14 respondents claimed that they registered on this site because their friends used it. 

Christakis and Fowler (2009) emphasize that the influence of contacts within social networks results 

in the spread of ideas within the networks, and can lead to the growth or decrease in popularity of 

particular SNS sites. Thus, it is not surprising that the usage of Vkontakte became popular, or as 

some respondents put it “fashionable” due to the usage of the networking site by their friends, and 

many interviewees registered being influenced by them.  

Why did you register on Vkontakte? 

Serafima23: I don’t know, everyone used Vkontakte, so it was logical I guess. 

Vera23: It was very fashionable at that time. Everyone was registering, so I joined 

Other responses included “explore something new”, and “listen to music”. However, everyone 

mentioned the social aspect of Vkontakte, and it is apparent from the responses that socializing and 

keeping in touch with friends is a prevailing reason to register among the interviewees. Additionally, 

many responses emphasized the need to follow the crowd – since everyone registered, I would 
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register as well. Previously conducted studies discovered this behavior pattern to be an integral part 

of human social behavior (boyd and Ellison, 2008). Moreover, LaRose and Eastin (2004) 

established that social needs and knowledge acquisition are the prevailing factors determining the 

choice of media. Hence, potential satisfaction of these needs may serve as a motive for registration 

on such SNS as Vkontakte.  

The motivations to register on the site and keep on using it can differ significantly among 

respondents, as the tastes over time change, the SNS itself transforms, and the way people employ 

this site can alter as well. Thus, additional questions were aimed at discovering the motivations to 

keep on using the site after the initial registration. Importantly, the interviewees were not asked their 

preliminary motivations and their transformation, and thus the presented findings concern 

exclusively current usage of Vkontakte. 

All the responses can be divided in 3 groups, consisting of a number of subgroups: 

1. Networking - keeping in touch with people, socializing 

 

2. Entertainment 

a. Consuming audio and video content 

b. Checking news (“newsfeed”) 

c. Communities (groups, pages) 

 

3. Work - refers to using various resources of Vkontakte for work. These resources can include 

practically all the aforementioned subgroups and categories. 

 

Interestingly, the motivations of the interviewees completely overlap with West and Turner’s 

categorization of individual’s needs satisfied through media: affective (search for pleasure), 

cognitive (search for information), and social integrative (search for social interaction) (West and 

Turner, 2010). Thus, the findings of previously conducted studies emphasize the repeating pattern of 

human media needs and motivations. In order to present the findings consistently, each group is 

discussed separately. 
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4.4.2 Networking 

Borzekowski et al. (2006) noticed that the individuals take the initiative of choosing particular 

media, out of number of alternatives, and thus attempt to satisfy the existing needs (Borzekowski, 

Fobil and Asante 2006, 451). McQuail emphasized that social interaction, a substitute for real-life 

companionship and the ability to connect with family, friends and society can be regarded to be 

among the most important and even basic social needs of human beings (McQuail 1987). Thus, the 

satisfaction of these social needs can be crucial for individuals when they choose particular SNS 

(Lenhart and Madden 2007, Ridings and Gefen 2004, Leary, Kelly and Schreindorfer, 2001). 

Consequently it was decided that the social aspect of Vkontakte, and particularly so-called 

“networking” to be crucial feature of this SNS for its users. 

All the interviewees referred to the social aspect of Vkontakte, however to a different extent. Thus, a 

number of questions was posed regarding the general topic of networking on this SNS.  To begin 

with, respondents were asked to explain why they use social networking sites. Keeping in touch with 

friends, socializing and chatting expectedly formed the group of the most popular answers. 

Why do you use Vkontakte? 

Alyona23: Chatting chatting chatting. Well that is why it is called social networking 

site, because there is a very strong social component. So I would call socializing with 

people as the most important feature of Vkontakte for me. 

Maria21: Socializing and chatting are very important; I sometimes don’t have any 

other means of keeping in touch with people. 

Eduard23: Well, chat is the most important undeniably. Maybe I do not use it the 

most, but it is definitely the most important in terms of my presence on this site. 

Interestingly, as it is stated in previous subchapter, interviewees had the same motivations 

registering on Vkontakte. Thus “social networking” aspect not only motivates people to join the 

networking site, but also serves as a motive to remain active on the SNS.  

Following the notion of “networking” by the respondents, a number of questions addressed the issue 

of friendships on Vkontakte.  It was discovered that the network structure of interviewees is very 

similar to those people have in offline realm. Boyd and Ellison (2008) established that people have a 

tendency to sustain existing contacts on SNS and thus maintain online their offline networks. 

However, in the case of this study it refers only to the core friends, discussed further, as many 
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respondents mentioned a significant number of connections, who are represented by close friends, 

acquaintances, relatives, and particularly random people, who are regarded as exclusively online 

contacts.  

How many friends do you have? 

Serafima23: Let me check…Oh, 528! Well, I never remove anyone from friends, but I 

probably need to do it. I don’t think I even remember some of this people. 

So you have total strangers as friends there? 

Serafima23: No, there are just some people I met 5 years ago once and we added 

each other and then never even talked since.  

It was established that the online networks of the interviewees generally reflect their offline 

networks. Moreover, those “random friends” were mostly acquired through offline connections or 

groups of interest on the site, thus representing the principle of homophily. Feld and Carter (1998) 

suggest that two individuals are more likely to connect if they are geographically close. 

Interestingly, the respondents often referred to their friends as those living in geographic proximity. 

Importantly, the notion of geographic proximity makes little sense when it comes to the online 

realm, particularly because nothing prevents two individuals from being connected on the web in a 

matter of seconds. However, as it was emphasized earlier, the online networks tend to reflect offline 

connections, and thus the formation of the network, even on SNS, is tightly connected to the 

geographic distances between individuals.  

Weak/strong ties concept suggests that individuals’ networks consist of weak and strong ties, 

serving different purposes and accessible to a different extent for individuals (Granovetter, 1973). 

While weak and strong ties have different level of importance for individuals, the advantages of 

both types of ties should not be neglected (Ibid.).  

Vkontakte network structure of the informants contains both ties, and thus the informants have 

access to weak ties in unnatural way – the way it never happens offline. It results in a constant flow 

of information from less important parts of one’s network. Thus, 3 respondents emphasized that they 

already removed a number of weak ties contacts or intend to do so.  
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How many friends do you have on Vkontakte? 

Ksenija22: I have around 100 friends, I can’t say how many exactly, because I am 

currently in the process of cleaning the list, so last week I had 150, but I think I will 

end up having like 80-90.  I decided recently to remove all the random people I have 

no clue who they are… so cleaning is in progress.  

Interestingly, the comparative analysis conducted earlier established that newsfeed settings of 

Vkontakte may result in a flow of a significant amount of information from less important people in 

one’s network. Thus, the dissatisfaction with the abundance of information from weak ties was 

expectable. Nevertheless, none of the users emphasized this drawback as a significant issue 

interfering in the process of Vkontakte usage.   

Having discovered the presence of different ties, it was decided to ask the interviewees about their 

strong ties. Christakis and Fowler (2009) suggest that despite the often neglected importance of 

weak ties, only strong ties can be regarded as a motivational reason to maintain the network.  

The informants gave various numbers regarding those whom they consider to be close 

friends/people in close circle. Thus, the number varies between 2-3 and 80 people. Importantly, the 

respondents were given freedom to decide whom they can consider to be a part of a close circle, and 

only twice informants asked about the definition. 

It was discovered that close circle plays for the interviewees important, and sometimes even crucial 

role on Vkontakte. Thus, a number of respondents claimed socializing with close friends to be the 

most important feature provided by the SNS: 

How important close friends for you on Vkontakte? 

Vera23: Very important, socializing constitutes maybe 80 per cent of the time I spend 

on the site. 

Margarita22: Socializing with people constitutes 90 per cent of time I spend there, so 

if there are no people to socialize with, what would I do there? 

Importantly, not all the respondents saw socializing as the most important feature, however all of 

them mentioned networking among the most frequently employed aspects of Vkontakte.  
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Rubin (1994) suggested that “people take the initiative in selecting and using communication 

vehicles to satisfy felt needs or desires” (Rubin 1994, 418). With regard to the social networking 

sites, and particularly Vkontakte, it implies that individuals use the tool (in a broad sense) of 

communication which best serves their interests. Logically, one may assume that if many people 

chose particular site for communication and socialization purposes, the site fulfills the needs of its 

users. However, the very fact that the informants considered socialization on the site the most 

important feature of Vkontakte and were generally satisfied with it, does not imply that 

communication is the most important motivation for individuals to employ Vkontakte. 

Thusly, the interviewees were asked about the usage of the networking site given (theoretical 

probability) that all their close friends leave the site. The answers can be divided in three groups: 

those who would leave the site as well; those who would remain on the site but would use it more 

rarely; those who would not even notice it. The first group is represented by two respondents 

employing Vkontakte exclusively as a means of communication. The third group is represented by 

two respondents, who mentioned other tools and features of Vkontakte as the most important once. 

The majority of the respondents (10 out of 14), however belongs to the second group, and thus 

emphasized the importance of close friends on Vkontakte, simultaneously claiming that other 

features of this SNS can be equally as important: 

Would you abandon Vkontakte if all your close friends remove their profiles? 

Vera23: Well, there is still music and communities, but yes, I wouldn’t log in and 

spend so much time here. I mean Vkontakte would be just boring and very impersonal 

for me then. 

Mikhail25: I think so. I mean I wouldn’t delete the profile, but I would log in way 

more rarely, maybe once a week or so. Friends and socialization are important for 

me. 

Maria21: Well, the nice thing about SNS is that it is very much about people, but not 

only about people. At least in its current form Vkontakte is interesting for me for a 

number of other tools and options. But if all the close friends left the site, it would 

definitely become more boring and I would spend less time on the site. But I don’t 

think I would completely abandon it. 
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Thus, it was established that socialization on the site is only one of the motivations to use this SNS. 

Despite the number of responses claiming that socializing is the key feature of Vkontakte, the 

respondents clearly consider it to be only among the important features, rather than the most 

important one.  

After conducting the interviews and analyzing the responses, a number of trends of Vkontakte 

networking became apparent. Firstly, the social aspect of Vkontakte not only serves as a motivation 

for registering on the site, but also plays an important role in current usage of this SNS by the 

informants. This conclusion proves the propositions of  uses and gratification theory (McQuail 1987, 

Rubin 1994, Long and Wall 2009), suggesting that the satisfaction of social needs of human beings, 

particularly the process of socialization and the ability to keep in touch with 

friends/relatives/significant ones may serve as a motivating factor for choosing media – Vkontakte 

in this case.  

Secondly, the networks of the interviewees consist of a large number of people, where informants 

clearly distinguish strong and weak ties. As a result of Vkontakte architecture and the sizes of 

informants’ networks, the interviewees are exposed to intensive and constant flow of information 

from less important/unimportant parts of networks, resulting in desire of many respondents to 

minimize their contact lists to only strong ties contacts. This emphasizes two conclusions: weak ties 

are not very important for Vkontakte users, and the number of strong ties contacts of the informants 

on Vkontakte allow them to maintain the networks entirely consisting of strong ties.      

And thirdly, strong ties play a significant, but not crucial role for the informants, as they may think 

of reducing the amount of time they would spend on the site if all their close friends would remove 

profiles, but only a minority is ready to stop using Vkontakte completely because of this. Thus 

despite the claims that Vkontakte friends are the most important feature of the networking site, 

social aspect of this SNS constitutes only one of the possible motivations to use the site, and the 

satisfaction of other needs plays (equally as) important role.  

4.4.3  Entertainment 

West and Turner (2010) suggest that the satisfaction of affective needs – seeking for pleasure and 

entertainment - is one of the most important motivations to use media. Indeed, people often go 

online and use particular sites to have joyful and pleasant time. Previously conducted studies 

emphasize that employing SNS for entertainment purposes is a common practice for individuals of 
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all ages and nationalities, and thus the satisfaction of “entertainment needs” is regarded as one of the 

key motivations to use particular SNS (Roojee and Cheeran 2009, Park et al., 2009, Long and Wall 

2009, LaRose and Eastin 2004).  

The informants drew attention to such needs, and moreover claimed them to be among the most 

crucial aspects of Vkontakte usage in particular. Thus, a number of interview questions addressed 

this issue. 

The respondents were asked which tools, features and options they employ on Vkontakte. As it was 

mentioned above “networking” occupied one of the central places for the users of this SNS. 

Likewise, entertainment in a broad sense was discovered to be equally as crucial, and even the most 

important aspect of Vkontakte usage for 7 informants.  

Which tools and features of Vkontakte you would call the most important? 

Mikhail25: Well, music is important for me, as well as movies. I think chatting, 

movies and music are the most important features of this network for me. And as 

additional tool I use photos, both sharing and checking.  

Alexey27: The most important is of course music, that’s why I spend there [on 

Vkontakte] 90 per cent of time. 

Eduard23: Audio is very important, I always find cool music there and then add to 

my page and listen whenever I want and have Internet connection. The same goes for 

videos, though this tool I use more rarely, but still use quite a bit. Then communities 

are important, I check news, photos, videos and music there.  

The “entertainment tools” on the site can be separated in four distinct directions: audio, video, 

communities and other (photos, news, applications). The detailed analysis of each tool is presented 

in the aforementioned comparative analysis chapter.  

Audio was mentioned by all the respondents, however with different degree of importance. 

Nevertheless, audio was stated by 4 interviewees as a primary reason to keep on using Vkontakte 

frequently.  
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Would you use Vkontakte if music was banned? 

Kirill24: Oh, very very very rarely. I would just chat with people then, but it doesn’t 

happen every day and takes only minutes sometimes. Plus when I chat I send and 

receive music and movies from people, so if these tools are banned, I wouldn’t even 

talk about anything with some Vkontakte friends. 

Videos were claimed to be an important feature of Vkontakte by 7 respondents, however the 

importance of this tool was clearly smaller than that of audios. As a result, it was discovered that a 

half of the respondents uses videos rarely or does not use them at all. Thus, while the presence of 

videos on the site is an undeniably important factor for many respondents, it is unimportant for the 

equal number of the informants.  

Do you use videos on Vkontakte? 

Margarita22: Not really, I rarely watch movies, and I normally buy them in the shop. 

It is not that I am against pirate copying and stuff, I just really don’t like the quality 

on Vkontakte, it is very often super low.  

Interestingly, many interviewees emphasize audio and video tools, as well as the ability to socialize 

with friends to be the most important features of Vkontakte, and thus if one removes all these 

variables from the equation, the usage of Vkontakte for many becomes more than questionable.  

Are video and audio important for you on Vkontakte? 

Alyona24: These tools are actually very important…I often watch movies at home or 

listen to music after work. 

Would you abandon the networking site if they banned these features? 

Alyona24: Not really, socializing is still more important. But if they banned it, I 

would be very sad. 

What if socializing, audio and video were banned? 

Alyona24: [These features] constitute 99 per cent of my Vkontakte usage, so I just 

wouldn’t have reasons to log in on the site. 
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Communities were mentioned by 9 interviewees; however none of them claimed communities to be 

the most important feature of Vkontakte. Moreover, even though the informants described the 

advantages of Vkontakte communities, none of them claimed that he/she considers communities to 

be a crucial factor of being present on the site. 

Are communities important for you on Vkontakte? 

Vera23: Communities are very important – they are a great source of news, photos, 

music and just interesting stuff. 

Eduard23: Some communities are actually a very useful source of entertainment, new 

information and joy. 

Alexander21: Groups and communities are important of course, I use a number of 

thematic communities, for works, studying, sport, entertainment. 

Other sources of entertainment include news, applications and photos. All these tools were 

mentioned by 1-2 informants and no particular attention was paid to these tools by any of the 

interviewees. Thus, one may conclude, that although these features of Vkontakte may be sometimes 

important in terms of frequency of usage, they are not determining when it comes to the general 

usage of the site or decision to abandon the SNS.  

To summarize, it was established that seeking for entertainment and pleasure are crucial needs for 

Russian Vkontakte users and the site successfully satisfies these needs. Audios occupy the most 

important position for most of users, while videos are crucial for a half of the informants. The 

decision to leave the SNS seems to be improbable to be motivated by the ban of music and videos, 

however interviewees claimed that the frequency of usage and time spent on the site would decrease 

in such a sequence of events. Importantly, Long and Wall (2009) emphasized that the idea of 

diversion – notion of escapism, relaxation, and joy – often serve as important, but not crucial aspect 

of SNS usage. Thus, the responses of the informants prove this point as the aforementioned 

“networking” was discovered to be equally as important as entertainment for Vkontakte users. 

4.4.4  Work 

Although a relatively small number of interviewees mentioned work-related usage of Vkontakte, 

this application of SNS was established to be crucial by previously conducted studies (Brandtzæg 

2009, Brandtzæg 2011, Ridings and Gefen 2004). Moreover, West and Turner (2010) emphasize 
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cognitive needs of media users as another important aspect influencing the choice of media. Thus 

Vkontakte usage for work was considered to be important for further examination.  

Importantly, some of the informants were students, and thus work-related usage for them was 

represented by the acquisition of study materials and ability to learn. Similarly, those using 

Vkontakte for work claimed it to be a rich source of information, connections and advice. 

Why Vkontakte is important for you? 

Tatiana25: This network is actually important for my work. You know I am a dancer, 

so Vkontakte is a great source of music and inspiration for me. 

Inspiration? 

Tatiana25: Yes, there are so many communities of dancers, dancing schools, 

traveling blogs and such, so I sometimes check all these videos and photos and get 

very inspired. 

I see. So it’s not only a source of joy for you, but sort of a mood-maker, which is 

important for your job as well? 

Tatiana25: Yes, exactly. 

Interestingly, the informants seem to employ the site for work simultaneously satisfying other needs, 

and thus sometimes have hard times distinguishing what kind of activities or tools was used for 

work, for socializing, and for entertainment. For example, usage of music on Vkontakte was often 

mentioned as a background sound while dealing with other tasks, for example studying and 

working.  

What do you use Vkontakte for? 

Alexander21: Socialize, listen to music. I use it for studying as well, like learning 

languages and stuff. 

Alexey27: Well, I often use Vkontakte for work, because I work with targeted and 

context advertising on SNS, so Vkontakte perfectly serves its purposes. 
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Despite the fact that the usage of SNS for work was established in previously conducted research 

projects, and was mentioned by the informants of this study, it is impossible to conclude that the 

usage of this SNS for work is crucial and determining for its users. None of the respondents claimed 

that he/she would leave the site in case of inability to use it for work. Moreover, the tools used for 

work are not anyhow different from those used for socialization with friends and entertainment. 

Hence, if some of these tools are banned, the decrease in popularity of the site would more likely be 

explained by the inability of users to gratify their affective and social integrative needs, rather than 

being unable to work. Undeniably, there is some share of people who use Vkontakte only for work, 

but the information provided by the interviewees does not allow the one to draw conclusions 

regarding the size of this share, as well as their influence.  

4.4.5  Drawbacks of Vkontakte 

While the aforementioned entertainment and socialization motivations contribute to the popularity 

of Vkontakte, the notable drawbacks of the networking site can potentially result in decrease of its 

popularity. Although the informants were generally very positive about their Vkontakte experiences, 

some respondents mentioned the shortcomings of both the SNS itself, and its usage. Importantly, not 

all the respondents had anything negative to say about Vkontakte: 

Would you say that you are satisfied with your experiences on Vkontakte? 

Ksenija22: Yes, I surely do. I mean I can’t even think of any disadvantages of this 

network. I can put it this way – I have particular needs regarding social networks, 

and Vkontakte completely satisfies all of them, without creating any troubles or 

irritating me.  

Nevertheless, 9 interviewees mentioned the disadvantages of the SNS. These drawbacks include 

advertising, repeating posts, notifications and imperfect filters. While repeating posts, notifications 

and filters imperfections were mentioned by one-two respondents, advertising was claimed to be 

annoying by practically all those who had some negative opinions about Vkontakte. Importantly, 

many informants stated that advertising is an integral part of Vkontakte, as it is a free of charge site. 

Thus, the respondents find it to be fair that they do not have to pay money for the services on 

Vkontakte in exchange for certain amount of advertising.  
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Would you say that something annoys you on Vkontakte? 

Tatiana25: Oh yes, advertising is super annoying and very often so irrelevant to my 

life. I always wonder why they promote these goods, nothing in my profile says I 

would like them. But I understand that’s the way things work, I get a lot of stuff for 

free and advertising is a reasonable price for this. 

Despite the general dissatisfaction with the presence of advertising, none of the respondents claimed 

he/she would leave the site or at least start using site less because of this feature. Boyd and Ellison 

(2008) suggest that as long as the advantages of using SNS are bigger than the disadvantages, users 

are generally unlikely to stop employing “mostly beneficial” for them site.  Moreover, despite the 

fact that the interviewees generally perceive advertising as the most annoying aspect of Vkontakte 

usage, the informants see advertising as a way of obtaining services free of charge, and thus see no 

reasons to somehow limit their presence on the site because of it.  

4.4.6  Loyalty 

Given the fact that all the informants were frequent Vkontakte users and exercised a number of 

activities on the site, the notion of loyalty was decided to be an important aspect of Vkontakte usage. 

Indeed, the objectives of this study are to establish the reasons motivating people to remain on 

domestic social networking site, and thus loyalty to this SNS could be crucial for the understanding 

of the processes regarding the researched topic. 

Despite all the assumptions, the informants showed practically no loyalty to Vkontakte. Moreover, 5 

interviewees claimed they would leave the site as soon as some other SNS would provide new 

functions or improve the ones Vkontakte already has.  

If some other site had all the tools Vkontakte has and plus all your friends got 

accounts there and started using this SNS, would you move there? 

Maria21: Oh, totally. It is not about loyalty, I do not think there is such thing on the 

Internet. The more tools site provides to satisfy the needs of its users, the more it is 

interesting for the users.   

Kirill24: I have my reasons to be on this site, so I am on this site. If there is better site 

or I don’t have reasons to use Vkontakte anymore, like if they ban videos and music, I 

will just switch to some other resource - the one which would provide me with 
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whatever I need. It is simple, and I think guys in Vkontakte [the company] understand 

it.  

The interviewees also mentioned a so-called concept of single window – when all the services can 

be obtained and needs satisfied in one place. Thus, some informants claimed that the site which 

provides more services would be more interesting for them, and Vkontakte currently copes with this 

role. 

If Facebook, for example, got all the tools you need, would you abandon 

Vkontakte? 

Elena29: Yes, absolutely. I mean it would be cool if one site unified all the important 

stuff for me, but this is impossible unfortunately. So I use several sites, but I am not 

really loyal to any of them.   

To summarize, it was discovered that the informants had no particular loyalty towards Vkontakte, 

and thus the changes in the number and quality of tools and features provided by the networking site 

not only determine the popularity of Vkontakte among users, but would remain doing so. Uses and 

gratification theory suggests that media is employed by users for particular purposes and to satisfy 

particular needs, and thus as long as these needs are gratified users are unlikely to change media 

(Branston and Stafford, 2010). Researchers suggest that users are represented by the individuals free 

to reject, use or play with media (Ibid.). Thus the lack of loyalty does not imply catastrophic 

consequences for Vkontakte as long as there remains to be the ability of users to employ different 

features and gratify their needs on the site.  However, the informants seem to use the networking site 

exclusively because of the tools and services it provides, and thus the emergence of a better version 

of Vkontakte-alike site could potentially result in massive exodus of users to this new SNS.   

4.5 Facebook usage 

As it was stated earlier, only 9 out of 14 respondents claimed that they use or at least registered on 

Facebook. Moreover, one informant registered on the site and deliberately deleted her profile 2 

years later. One respondent registered on Facebook in 2009, while the remaining 8 registered on this 

SNS between 2010 and 2012. Thus, comparing to Vkontakte usage, the interviewees employed 

Facebook relatively recently. Moreover, only 4 respondents stated that they use the SNS at least 
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once a week, while one interviewee said that she was disappointed with Facebook and almost never 

loges in, and the other one completely abandoned the site.   

How often do you use Facebook? 

Serafima23:  I just got registered and then basically dropped it, I logged in like half 

a year ago I think. I mean I don’t even remember a password actually. 

Eliza21:  Like an hour per week. I think I log in like twice per week and spend around 

30 minutes there, maybe even less actually. I mean this site is not my priority, it’s not 

even the second, it’s the third most frequently used SNS for me. 

Ksenija22: I don’t use the site anymore - I didn’t have any friends there, they didn’t 

have any music or videos and all the cool communities were in English, and you 

know I do not speak English. So the site was sort of useless for me. 

Despite the fact that the usage among the interviewees is not as frequent and active on Facebook as 

on Vkontakte, the respondents provided important information regarding the topic. The very fact 

that the informants attempted to use Facebook, but found it less attractive already makes the 

interviewees interesting for this study, as they can directly answer the questions this research is 

aimed at examining.  

4.5.1 Facebook: registration and usage motivations 

A number of questions was posed with regard to the purposes to register on Facebook and use the 

site. Thus, it was attempted to discover the motivations to register on Facebook and keep on using it, 

despite the existing alternatives. 

The informants registered on Facebook almost exclusively to keep in touch with those who do not 

have Vkontakte account – primarily foreigners. Other reasons include knowledge acquisition, 

curiosity, work matters and deliberate comparison with Vkontakte. Interestingly, while the initial 

registration on Vkontakte was motivated by the suggestion of friends, and thus was influenced by 

the established networks of the interviewees, the registration on Facebook for a significant number 

of the informants was motivated by the desire to expand their networks and sustain these new 

connections.  
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Why did you register on Facebook? 

Elena29: To chat with foreign friends 

Mikhail25: I actually registered because I was in Spain and I really liked music in one 

bar, so I registered and found the page on Facebook. And they upload music from 

YouTube on their page all the time.  

Alexey27: You know Facebook is only interesting for me from the point of view of 

work; I never use it for personal purposes. So I registered there because of work.  

Kadushin (2012) emphasize such phenomenon of social networking as “the need to reach out” 

(Kadushin 2012, 56). The registration on Facebook was claimed by most of the informants to be 

motivated by the need to keep in touch with weak-tied foreign friends and those Russians who do 

not have Vkontakte account. Thus, the respondents originally employed Facebook in order to leave 

their immediate close circles and get connected to more distant (psychologically, mentally and 

geographically) people.  

With regard to the current usage of the social networking site the responses of the interviewees were 

extremely homogeneous. Practically all those who currently use Facebook claimed they do so 

mainly to keep in touch with foreign friends:  

Why do you use Facebook? 

Tatiana25: I exclusively talk to my foreign friends there and check their news. I mean 

I have Russian friends there, but they all on Vkontakte anyway, so I don’t log in 

because of them, I log in because of foreign friends.  

Maria21: Well, I talk to people who don’t have Vkontakte account and check their 

news. It is almost exclusively foreigners; at least all my Russian friends do have 

Vkontakte account.  

Other reasons included usage for work and checking news by employing Facebook as RSS reader. 

However, these responses were provided by one-two interviewees only. Thus, it was established that 

the primary reason to use Facebook is social integrative function of this SNS, and particularly 

socializing and keeping in touch with those friends and acquaintances that do not have Vkontakte 

account. Previously conducted research projects regarding SNS discovered that socializing and 
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keeping in touch with friends are the primary reasons for people to employ networking sites 

(Brandtzæg, 2009). Moreover a number of studies emphasized communication as a primary reason 

to register and use Facebook (Joinson 2008, Park et al., 2009, Hricik 2010). Thus, the responses 

provided by the informants confirm the previous findings in the field.  

Importantly, the analysis of the interviews established only one dominant motivation to use 

Facebook - satisfaction of social integrative needs, while the responses regarding Vkontakte allowed 

the author to conclude that there are three distinct needs Russian users satisfy on this networking site 

– cognitive, affective and social integrative. Thus the informants tend to employ Facebook for a 

smaller range of needs than Vkontakte. Consequently, with regard to Facebook analysis it was 

decided to focus on informant’s gratification of social integrative needs. 

Two important aspects of socialization and keeping in touch with friends were established: 

1. Tools, as they allow the one to employ the SNS for the aforementioned purposes; 

2. Friends, as they represent the subjects of social interaction, and thus such interaction is 

impossible without other users. 

 

Hence, the following two chapters are dedicated to the discussion concerning these aspects. 

Importantly, it is difficult sometimes to distinguish social integrative, affective and cognitive needs 

(West and Turner, 2010), as they can be gratified simultaneously by the same set of tools and 

actions. Hence, despite the main focus of the analysis on communication on Facebook, it was 

sometimes impossible to avoid the notion of entertainment, work, knowledge acquisition and other 

aspects previously discussed with regard to Vkontakte usage.  

4.5.2 Tools 

As mentioned earlier, given the limited reasons to use Facebook provided by the interviewees, it was 

decided to particularly ask them about the tools they use on the site, to gratify their (mostly) 

communication needs. Thus, it was established that the informants employ 3 kinds of tools: 

1. Chat 

2. Newsfeed 

3. Pages (communities) 
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The chat tool was regarded as the most important, and sometimes the only employed tool by 

practically all the informants. Checking news was another important feature. News and/or chat were 

mentioned by all the respondents. 

So socializing and news are the most important features of the Facebook for you? 

Maria21: I think it is the only features I use actually. I can’t really remember any 

other tools of the network I use at least sometimes.  

Facebook pages were mentioned by 3 informants, and only for one it was a very important tool. 

Thus it can be concluded that informants gratify primarily two kinds of needs with the 

aforementioned tools – social interactive (seeking for socialization) and cognitive (seeking for 

knowledge acquisition).   

Which tools do you use on Facebook? 

Alyona24: I am chatting, checking news. Pretty much the same as Vkontakte, just 

without video and audio, and those with whom I chat are different people. 

Why different? 

Alyona24: They are mostly foreigners who don’t have Vkontakte account.  

Ok, do you use Facebook as RSS reader as well? 

Alyona24: Yeah, actually until lately it was the main reason I logged in. Now it is 

socializing as well. 

Interestingly, “social networking” on Facebook is much more important aspect of the SNS for the 

informants than on Vkontakte, where the interviewees emphasized wider range of tools they employ 

and a bigger number of applications of the site in their daily lives, including for example 

entertainment. 3 respondents claimed that they started using Vkontakte earlier, and thus Facebook 

only serves as a supplementary SNS, and is employed for those needs which cannot be satisfied on 

Russian networking site. Boyd and Ellison (2008) emphasize that practically no SNS can gratify all 

the needs of users, and thus individuals often have to employ multiple number of sites for different 

purposes. Thus, the services provided by Facebook only satisfy those needs which cannot be 
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gratified on Vkontakte. As a result Facebook has a more narrow application in the lives of the 

respondents, resulting in a small number of tools they employ on the site.  

4.5.3  Friends 

As mentioned earlier, a number of prior studies suggested that a number of needs which can be 

satisfied on SNS are of particular importance for its users, especially emphasizing a set of needs 

unified by the term “networking” (Lampe et al., 2006, Park et al., 2009, Hricik 2010). Thus, a 

number of questions addressed the notion of friendship on Facebook and the process of socialization 

on the site.  

The overwhelming majority of the respondents (8 out of 9) have some of their core friends on 

Facebook, however their presence is often merely symbolic, given that Vkontakte remains the main 

source of communication for most of them. As stated earlier, the informants tend to use chatting tool 

with foreign, and thus unavailable on Vkontakte, friends.  

Do your friends use Facebook? 

Elena29: Well, some, but my close friends are all there, though I wouldn’t say they 

use it, more like they are registered there.  

What are your objectives on Facebook? 

Elena29: Well, I actually only chat there, I do not even attempt to use any other 

options. 

But you know that Facebook can be more than that? 

Elena29: Of course, but I only chat there with foreign friends, for the rest of things I 

have Vkontakte.  

It was established that the networks of users are to a significant extent comprised of weak ties-

contacts, and are thus represented by the acquaintances with whom many respondents communicate 

and meet rarely. Moreover, the geographic distance may prevent users from expanding their contacts 

the way it happens naturally on Vkontakte. Kadushin (2012) noticed that geographic proximity, 

common cultural and ethical values, as well as the existence of common friends contribute to 

establishing contacts between individuals and thus results in the expansion of one’s network. Given 

the earlier established connection between offline and online networks of individuals, the inability to 



66 

 

expand the network offline inevitably leads to the limitations of network expansions online (Ibid.). 

Thus, provided that 8 out of 9 respondents socialize on Facebook with geographically distant foreign 

acquaintances, the chances of network expansion, as well as the increase in the interest in existing 

connections seems to be rather limited.  

Given the importance of socialization with friends for the informants on Facebook, the fact that 7 of 

them claimed that they would leave this SNS if their friends removed their profiles does not look 

surprising. Indeed, given that the main reason for most of respondents to remain on the site and log 

in at least from time to time is chatting with friends or checking their news, the absence of these 

features would with no doubt make the presence on Facebook questionable.  

Would you stop using Facebook if all your friends leave it? 

Alyona23: Yes, absolutely. I mean I use it for chatting and reading news. So logically 

if I cannot chat with people there, there is only news left. And it is not people’s news, 

it is regular news. I would just fix some RSS reader and stop using Facebook then. 

Elena29: Yes, totally. I mean they are the only reason I am there, so what would I do 

there without them? 

In many cases keeping in touch with foreign friends seems to be the only reason why people 

currently maintain their accounts. Interestingly, some respondents referred to Facebook as 

“Vkontakte without some tools”. 

Do your friends use Facebook? 

Eduard23: Not all of course, but some do. 

Why did you say of course? Is it self-evident? 

Eduard23: Well, Facebook is basically the same as Vkontakte, but lacking many 

options, like video, so it is not as popular among my friends. 

To summarize, socialization on Facebook, and consequently related tools, such as chat, appeared to 

be the most important aspects of Facebook usage among the informants. The interviewees 

particularly emphasized international nature of communication on the social networking site, as the 
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primary objective for most of the respondents was keeping in touch with foreign friends and 

checking news from them.  

What is more, the networks of the interviewees were discovered to be comprised of two kinds of 

contacts: strong ties, represented by Russian friends and weak ties, often represented by foreigners. 

However, Russian friends on the site also played a role of weak ties, as their presence on the site 

was described by many as just the fact of registration, rather than the actual usage of Facebook. 

Furthermore 7 out of 9 respondents emphasized that they never socialize with their Russian friends 

on Facebook, even if they friended them on the site. Thus, the network structure of the informants 

on Facebook seems to be represented almost exclusively by weak and relatively weak ties. While 

weak/strong ties concepts suggests that weak ties can serve as a source of novel information 

(Granovetter, 1973), researchers emphasize that users are unlikely to employ the networks 

comprised of only weak ties on a regular basis (boyd and Ellison, 2008). Hence, the findings of this 

study confirm that the existing structure of informant’s networks on Facebook does not represent a 

sufficient motivation to employ the site the same way, as the respondents employ Vkontakte.  

4.5.4  Drawbacks of Facebook 

The informants emphasized a number of negative aspects of their Facebook experiences. It was 

originally assumed, that any shortcomings of Facebook emphasized by the interviewees are 

important, as they help the researcher understand the unwillingness of Russians to use this SNS. 

The disadvantages can be categorized in 3 distinct groups: 

1. Advertising 

2. Imperfections of the interface  

3. Lack of popular Vkontakte tools 

 

Importantly, all the respondents who use Facebook emphasized the inappropriate amount of 

advertising on the site.  

Can you say that you are satisfied with your experiences on Facebook? 

Eduard23: Well, generally it plays its role in my life well, but I have some points to 

criticize of course. 
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Which ones? 

Eduard23: Well, mostly advertising. It is just too much, and it is everywhere. Also it 

is obvious for me that this network is intended to earn money from its users, it’s never 

so obvious on Vkontakte. 

Interestingly, even the respondent working with advertising noticed the abundance of advertising on 

the social networking site:  

What do you think of advertising on Facebook? 

Alexey27: I would say that from the point of view of consumer, Facebook has insane 

amount of advertising, it is everywhere and it is very annoying. And from professional 

point of view, I would say if consumers are not satisfied with the way advertising 

works on the site it is always bad, because people start perceiving advertising on this 

site as something bad and lame. I think Facebook is just really greedy and thus they 

put as many ads as possible. That’s really not cool.  

The interviewees emphasized that their complaints regarding the imperfections and inconveniences 

of Facebook interface and the lack of some tools were based on their habits of using Vkontakte. 

Thus, users consciously or unconsciously compared networking sites, and found those aspects in 

which Facebook is different from its rival. Importantly, the respondents highlighted that these 

differences often have little to do with the superiority of one site over the other, and refer mostly to 

the habits and daily routine.  

Does anything annoy you on Facebook? 

Eduard23: The interface is unusual and thus uncomfortable. Though this critique has 

to do with my habits I guess. 

Alyona24: Not really, I was a bit annoyed at the beginning that I had to use two sites 

for the same purposes, just because people do not register on the same site. But it has 

nothing to do with Facebook in particular. So no, I wouldn’t mention anything 

particular.  

To summarize, Facebook is perceived by many respondents as a supplementary SNS, and thus 

constant comparisons for users are inevitable. Most of the critique obtained through conversations 
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with the informants was the result of comparison of Facebook with Vkontakte, and thus the 

interviewees emphasized the advantages of one networking site over the other. Even in case of 

advertising, which was claimed to be the most irritating feature of Vkontakte, the respondents stated 

that Facebook is worse than the Russian site in this respect. Thus, in addition to the fact that the 

informants emphasized the lack of some crucial features on the site, like video and audio, and often 

maintain the networks comprised almost exclusively of weak ties, the disadvantages of Facebook 

were described by many respondents as more disappointing than the ones they encountered on 

Vkontakte.  

4.6 Vkontakte versus Facebook: user perspective 

The final stage of all the discussions with the informants was dedicated to respondents’ comparison 

of the two networking sites and motivation to decide that one is better/worse than the other one. 

Thus, a number of questions addressed these issues. 

The respondents were asked which networking site and why they like more. Expectedly most of the 

respondents stated that Vkontakte is their preferable SNS. The fact that Vkontakte fully satisfies 

SNS needs of the informants often served as a motivation for such preferences. UGT suggests that 

users take an initiative employing particular media, and thus choose the option which best suits their 

interests and needs (Borzekowski, Fobil and Asante, 2006) Thus it was expectable that the 

informants would emphasize the number and quality of tools and services on SNS as a crucial factor 

determining the usage of a particular site.  

Interestingly, some respondents took a more pragmatic stance and refused to say which networking 

site they like more, claiming that it is not a matter of liking or disliking some site, but rather a matter 

of the quality and quantity of services a particular site can provide.  

Which SNS do you like more, Vkontakte or Facebook? 

Serafima23: Well, it is not about which site is better or worse. Maybe Facebook is 

really great, I don’t argue it. Vkontakte for me is a sufficient source of news and 

socializing, plus it provides movies. So, since vk.com satisfies my needs, why would I 

bother and move to another site? 
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Mikhail25: Vkontakte I think. I registered on Vkontakte earlier, so I got used to it and 

all my friends registered here as well. I am pretty sure Facebook is a great site, I 

mean a billion people use it and there should be a reason. 

In addition, 3 respondents claimed that they perceive the sites differently and thus cannot say 

whether they like one of them more or not. 

Which SNS do you like more, Vkontakte or Facebook? 

Tatiana25: It may seem that I like Vkontakte more, but I actually perceive these 

networks differently. I mean, I just have different functions for each of them. 

Facebook allows me to talk to foreign friends, while Vkontakte doesn’t. But 

simultaneously, Vkontakte allows me to listen to music and watch movies, and 

Facebook doesn’t. I would say it’s just two very different networks with two different 

crowds of people and thus news and content.  

So you just use different tools in different way on both networking sites? 

Tatiana25: Yes, otherwise Facebook and Vkontakte is pretty much the same thing.   

Thus one can notice two distinctively different tendencies regarding the perception of Facebook and 

Vkontakte:  

I. Vkontakte is better than Facebook, and thus Facebook is used as a supplementary SNS to 

access those tools/features/options which cannot be provided by Russian SNS, for example 

foreign friends and their news.  

II. Vkontakte and Facebook are two different networking sites employed for different reasons 

and with different objectives. For example, Vkontakte and Facebook provide the means of 

socialization with different crowds of people, and thus users can maintain two different 

networks on two different sites. 

 

The trends are contradictory in some ways. For example those perceiving Vkontakte as a main 

networking site and Facebook as a supplementary one clearly see Vkontakte on a central place. 

Meanwhile, those following the second trend perceive both sites as equal SNS, which are just 

employed for different purposes, and thus Vkontakte and Facebook both occupy central positions. 

Importantly, the frequency of usage and time spent on the site, as well as the number of tools used 
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by the respondents are clearly skewed towards Vkontakte for all the informants. Hence, despite the 

perception of the interviewees, they unconsciously prefer Vkontakte, as can be judged by the 

aforementioned indirect signs.  

Which networking site do you prefer? 

Elena29: Well, I use both networks for different purposes. If all my foreign friends 

registered on Vkontakte and started using it, I would abandon Facebook. Similarly, if 

Facebook had audio and video tools, I would abandon Vkontakte.  

So you use the networking sites equally, just differently? 

Elena29: Well, Vkontakte is more important of course and I use it more often. They 

are pretty much different for me, so I perceive them as two different sites. 

The informants emphasized that Facebook and Vkontakte has a lot of common features and tools, 

and the difference between the sites is seen in two aspects: access to certain people (foreign friends 

– Russian friends), and number and quality of tools (audio, video).  

So Facebook for you is something you would use with foreigners? 

Kirill24: Exactly. I mean it is basically Vkontakte with foreigners, without videos and 

audio. Why would I use it if I like videos and audio and I do not have any foreign 

friends? Clearly Vkontakte satisfies me, at least for now, and thus I see no point in 

even thinking of trying something new.  

With regard to the access to certain people, the informants often claimed that “Vkontakte is for 

Russian friends, Facebook is for foreign friends”. Importantly, given that the informants come from 

Russia and live in Russia, they were originally assumed to have more Russian friends and thus favor 

Vkontakte more. As it was stated earlier, online networks reflect offline interactions, and thus 

despite the lack of obstacles to forge contacts with those geographically distant, Russians still 

establish and maintain strong ties-contacts with those who live in Russia. Thus, the findings of the 

study confirm the conclusions of Feld and Carter (1998), who suggested that geographic proximity 

is one of the most crucial factors in establishing connections and forming networks.  

 



72 

 

Do you see many advantages of Facebook for you? 

Mikhail25: I see the only advantage of Facebook as this network connects people 

internationally, and not only in Russia. I mean if I had many foreign friends I would 

probably appreciate this network more, but if you live in Russia and socialize with 

Russians, Vkontakte makes more sense.  

Moreover, the principle of homophily suggests that not only geographically close people, but also 

those sharing common contacts and attributes tend to connect more frequently, thus expanding their 

networks (Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954, Verbrugge 1977, Newman 2006). Researchers claim that 

one’s interest in certain SNS often lies within the interests of his/her network/contacts and thus 

apparent obstacles for Russians to expand their international networks on Facebook serve as 

additional factor preventing the site from gaining bigger popularity in the country.   

With regard to the quality and quantity of tools on both sites, the interviewees repeatedly 

emphasized the importance of certain tools, which Facebook is lacking, for example videos and 

audios. As it was noticed in comparative analysis of the two networking sites, there are distinct 

differences between some of Facebook and Vkontakte tools. The very fact that the informants draw 

the researcher’s attention towards the same tools and features as those covered in comparative case 

study only emphasizes the crucial importance of these tools for the choice of social networking site 

and the frequency of usage of a particular SNS. 
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V. Conclusions 

This study has examined the motivations of Russian users to choose a domestic social networking 

site over its international rival thus contradicting the established worldwide tendencies.  To the best 

of the author’s knowledge this is one of the first scientific research regarding the proposed topic to 

date.  Other studies emphasized different aspects of SNS usage and user’s applications of these sites 

(Lenhart and Madden 2007, Caverlee and Webb 2008, Skeels and Grudin 2009, Cheung, Chiu and 

Lee 2011, Lurikova 2012,), but these has not focused on the particular experiences of users of 

Vkontakte and Facebook in Russia.  

The study provides novel information concerning the usage of Vkontakte and Facebook in the 

country, the experiences of users and reasons motivating them to prefer one networking site over the 

other. In addition, this master thesis has examined different aspects of the aforementioned SNS and 

established which services, tools and features play important roles for Vkontakte and Facebook 

users resulting in the existing consumer preferences in Russian market.  

Prior to gathering data and conducting the analysis the author posed three research questions, and 

each of them was provided with an answer in the study. This master’s thesis was aimed at 

establishing the reasons motivating Russian SNS users to prefer Vkontakte over Facebook. 

Moreover, the other objective of this study was to find out the particular aspects of SNS usage 

which guide Russian individuals’ preferences concerning social networking sites. This research 

project highlights three factors that help Vkontakte remain the most popular SNS in Russia.  

To begin with, the comparative analysis of the two SNS established that audio and video tools on 

Vkontakte and Facebook differ significantly in the number and quality of services, options and 

potential applications in users’ lives. Moreover, the analysis of the interviewees’ responses showed 

that these tools on Vkontakte successfully gratify Russian users’ needs, while similar Facebook 

tools failed to draw the attention and appreciation of its users. Uses and gratification theory suggests 

that there is a variety of needs individuals can satisfy by employing media, and people prioritize 

those media, which manage to gratify their needs (McQuail, 2010). The informants of this study 

emphasized that while Vkontakte successfully gratifies their social integrative, affective and 

cognitive needs, Facebook does not seem to provide sufficient means of entertainment and 

knowledge acquisition which could compete with those of the Russian networking site.  
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What is more, it was discovered that the network structures of Facebook and Vkontakte users are 

strikingly different, what influences the frequency of usage of each site, and time spent on the SNS. 

While Vkontakte networks are often comprised exclusively of Russians and include strong ties - the 

core friends of users, Facebook networks are to a significant extent comprised of only weak ties, 

represented by foreigners and passive Russian users. Granovetter (1973) emphasized the importance 

of weak ties in one’s network of contacts; however scholars claim that a network consisting of only 

weak ties is less appealing and interesting for an individual than the network containing both types 

of ties (boyd and Ellison, 2008). Facebook networks were discovered to lack strong ties contacts, 

and therefore the processes of communication and exchange of news on global SNS and on Russian 

site have different patterns. This results in more active usage of Vkontakte by Russian users, and 

their simultaneous lack of interest towards Facebook.  

Furthermore, the study emphasizes that despite the existence of a number of drawbacks of both 

SNS, Russian users highlight that the disadvantages of Vkontakte usage are smaller than those of 

Facebook. Advertising, often regarded as the most irritating feature of both networks, was claimed 

by many as a lesser problem on Vkontakte than on Facebook. Thus, according to Russian SNS users 

even the shortcomings of both networking sites favor Vkontakte. 

Importantly, this master’s thesis was also aimed at establishing the initial motivations of Russian 

users to register on Vkontakte and Facebook. It was discovered that Russian users tend to register on 

Vkontakte under the influence of their friends, while keeping in touch with foreign friends usually 

serves as a motive for registration on Facebook. Thus, having an account on Russian SNS is seen by 

the informants as a must-have, since many people register on the networking sites due to the fact 

that it is “trendy” or “fashionable”, while Facebook is initially employed by Russian users with the 

purpose of maintaining relations with geographically distant people.  

It is worth mentioning, that the results of this study should not be perceived as one-sided, since the 

respondents expressed different points of view concerning the discussed matters. Thus, the 

examined SNS were often employed for different purposes, and for 3 out of 14 respondents the 

objectives of using Vkontakte and Facebook did not overlap. Hence, some part of Russian SNS 

users perceives Facebook and Vkontakte as completely different social networking sites, and thus 

employs them for different purposes and for gratification of different needs, enjoying the advantages 

provided by both SNS.  
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Importantly, the respondents provided the author of the study with the information which allowed to 

draw a number of conclusions which are not directly related to the research questions and objectives 

of this study. Nevertheless, these findings provide important insights concerning the examined 

phenomenon, and thus should be emphasized in this chapter.  

Firstly, the study discovered that despite the popularity of Russian SNS, its users do not tend to be 

loyal to it and thus can potentially abandon the network in case of some changes in Russian SNS 

market. Hence, the perception of this social networking site to a significant extent depends on the 

tools and features it provides, rather than some possible cultural or psychological factors. Secondly, 

it was also found out that Russian users do not seem to see a significant difference between the 

mobile applications and desktop versions of both sites, and thus the existing mobile applications of 

Facebook and Vkontakte are unlikely to change the level of popularity of any of the networking 

sites.  

To conclude, social networking sites is a rapidly growing phenomenon which has important 

implications for the Internet, particular individuals, and society in general (boyd and Ellison, 2008). 

This master’s thesis examined two social networking sites and its users in Russia, and draw viable 

conclusions concerning the discussed issues. The study aimed at establishing the motivations of 

Russians to employ particular SNS, and thus better understand Russian SNS market, as well as the 

users of social networking sites in the country. The findings of this research project fill in some of 

the existing knowledge gaps regarding SNS usage in Russia, and provide novel information 

concerning the matter, thus expanding scientific understanding of this interesting and important 

issue.  

5.1 Future directions 

This study supports some findings of previously conducted research projects regarding the topic 

while simultaneously introducing novel information concerning the motivation of Russian users to 

choose Vkontakte over Facebook. However, the study is only a first step to a more complete 

understanding of Russian SNS market and the preferences of Russian social networking sites’ users. 

More than that, more research is likely to be needed in the future, as the SNS themselves, their users 

and the Internet environment in Russia change constantly. For example, the passage of anti-pirate 

laws in the country (Trusova 2014) and the copyright holders lawsuits against Vkontakte (Dredge, 
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2014) are all likely to influence the quality and quantity of tools on Russian SNS, thus jeopardizing 

the future of Vkontakte as the most popular SNS in the country.  

This study employed uses and gratification theory, as well as some propositions of social network 

theory as a theoretical framework, and thus emphasized the user-oriented and social aspects of SNS 

usage in Russia. Importantly, a number of scholars highlight different perspectives concerning the 

examined issues. For example the proponents of agenda-setting theory claim that media has a 

profound influence in setting topics on the public agenda, thus manipulating people’s tastes, beliefs 

and stereotypes (McCombs and Reynolds, 2002). Hence, media-oriented approaches could look at 

the examined issues from different angles, and thus significantly add to the understanding of the 

topic, as well as Russian SNS market generally. 

Importantly, the conclusions of this study suggest that Russian users prefer Vkontakte over 

Facebook due to the number and quality of tools provided by the SNS, social aspects of 

communication on social networking sites and existing disadvantages of both platforms. However, a 

number of respondents emphasized that they perceive Vkontakte and Facebook as completely 

different sites, and thus employ them to gratify a wider range of needs. Hence, further research is 

needed to establish to which extent these SNS supplement each other and whether this finding can 

be extrapolated on the entire Russian population or not.   

To conclude, the motivations of SNS users, as well as their preferences and the ways they apply 

social networking sites in their daily lives should be researched more, as it helps academic and non-

academic worlds understand the phenomenon of social networking sites and their implications 

better. As the Internet and SNS constantly change, it is a matter of great importance for academic 

research to reflect these changes and developments, as well as the social impact of these 

technologies.  
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VII. Appendix 

7.1 Figures  

 

Figure 1. The timeline of SNS, 1997-2006. Source: boyd and Ellison, 2008. 
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Figure 2. The map of the most popular SNS by country, December 2013. Source: 

Alexa.  

 

Figure 3. The number of Facebook and Vkontakte visitors in Russia, February 2014. 

Source: gemiusAudience.  
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Figure 4. Menu and interface of Vkontakte on the example of fake account of Vladimir Putin. 

Screenshot of Vkontakte, March 2014.  

 

 

Figure 5. Unavailable video banned due to copyright complain. Screenshot of Vkontakte, March 

2014.  
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7.2 Interview Guide 
 

I. Personal profile 

 

1. What is your name? 

2. What is your gender? 

3. How old are you? 

4. What is your education?  

5. Where are you from?  

 

II. Social networking 

 

1. Do you use social networking sites?  

2. How often do you use social networking sites? 

3. When did u start using SNS? What was the first one? 

4. Do you actively use SNS?  

5. If you open your browser and check most visited pages, how many out of top ten will be 

SNS? 

 

III. Vkontakte 

 

1. Do you use vk.com? 

2. How often do you use it?  

3. What do you use it for?  

4. How many friends do you have on this social networking site?  

5. Does anything annoy you with vk.com?  

6. Would you abandon this network if there was an alternative without annoying features? 

7. Do you use mobile application of vk.com? 

 

IV. Facebook 

 

1. Are you registered on Facebook?  

2. If you are registered, do you use Facebook?  

3. How often do you use Facebook?  

4. What do you use it for?  

5. How many friends do you have on this social networking site?  

6. Does anything annoy you with Facebook  

7. Would you abandon this network if there was an alternative without annoying features? 

8. Do you use mobile application of Facebook?   

 

V. Vk.com vs. Facebook  

 

1. Why do you prefer one social network over the other?  

2. Do you see significant difference between the two social networks?  

3. If Facebook satisfied all your needs like vk.com, for example all your friends started using it, 

would you abandon vk.com?  

 


