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Abstract  

Social network platforms play a critical role in students’ social integration. The study 

sought to investigate the Effectiveness of Indigenous social networks in building social 

integration in five public universities in Uganda with a target population of 266 students’ 

groups. It employed multi-stage sampling technique, comprising of purposive and simple 

random sampling to select 57 students’ groups with a total of 456 respondents. Data 

collection tools comprised of questionnaires and interview schedules. The findings 

revealed that majority of students’ groups in Ugandan public universities have tribal, 

regional and ethnic affiliations. Provided social network platforms are abused, which 

make it difficult for proper and cohesive integration of students. The study recommended 

universities administration to formulate accommodative policies that properly regulate the 

use of social network platforms. The study also recommended public universities to 

strengthen organs and institutions that deal with proper management of social networks in 

their instructions. 
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By 

Peter Nareeba, Edmond Were and Anthony Ichuloi 

 

Introduction  

Social network platforms indicate that individuals are not living and acting in isolation rather 

are socially related. In today’s global and technological society, social network platforms 

whether conventional (church organizations, students associations, etc.) or technologically 

determined (social media platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp, Google Plus, Blogs, 

Twitter, Instagram, Myspace, YouTube, etc.) have a major influence on human relationships 

and integration, in such a way that they enable members of society to engage with each other 

in fundamentally new and different ways (Kuppuswamy and Narayan, 2010). 

Indigenous network platforms (such as students’ organizations, associations, church 

movements, etc., and technological ones (WhatsApp, Twitter among others.) create an 

environment with the potential to generate cohesiveness, co-operation, as well as trust among 

users, thereby profoundly advancing positive growth through social integration of students 

(Krafona, 2014). 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Uganda Government policy requires that public institutions should reflect the global nature of 

society. This necessitated Ugandan public universities’ administration to come up with a 

national plan of social network platforms that will cater for the multicultural and multiracial 

constitution of their institutions. The plan allowed universities to form students’ management 

bodies and Indigenous l platforms (organizations, associations, religious organizations and 

other informal groups) for a dynamic social integration of students. In their thinking, these 

social network platforms are perceived to facilitate social interactions and promote unity in 

diversity among university students, and effectively grow socially and intellectually. 

Despite the efforts to institute social networks in public universities, they have not 

been used to serve the purpose for which they were intended; social integration. In Ugandan 

universities, there are profound divisions, tribal and ethnical conflicts frequently experienced 

among students that undermine the intended goals of such social network platforms. Social 

platforms have been perceived to divide students more than envisaged. Students’ frequent 

strikes in Ugandan universities are a possible reflection of the failure of the universities’ 

intended national plan for social integration of students that have adversely affected both the 

social and academic progress of students. Most researches base themselves on relational ties 

like students’ acquaintances. Conversely, this only gives a superficial understanding of social 

relations as manifested in the social media. These gaps have necessitated this study to 

evaluate the effectiveness of traditional social networks in building social integration in public 

Universities in Uganda. 
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Objective of the study 

The main objective is to evaluate the effectiveness of traditional social networks in building 

social integration in public Universities in Uganda 

 

Literature Review 

The research was informed by four theories: social network theory, theory of social 

integration, social capital theory and functionalist and gratification theory. The social network 

theory points out three fundamental tenets of the social network theory. It helps to understand 

modern and traditionally established social network platforms and their actors, particularly in 

their attempts to build social relations and integration in public universities in Uganda. The 

social network theory essentially helped the study to understand modern and traditionally 

established social network platforms and their actors, particularly in their attempts to build 

social relations and integration in public universities in Uganda. It helped to point out some of 

the misgiving of such networks in relation to their users. However, this theory lacks the wider 

international aspect of human relations to the extent that involved actors are perceived to 

operate almost in an isolated and in anonymous manner. This mishap informed the choice of 

the social integration theory explained in the subsequent section. 

Social integration theory emphasises the interaction among members of society, either 

in a social organization or in a peer-interaction in a social set up (Tinto, 1993). In the context 

of this study, it is about all-inclusive participation that a student has with the social 

organization of university, which engages informal peer relations, semi-formal 

communication with staff and faculty and involvement in organisational and co-curricular 

activities (Tinto, 1975). The key issue of the social integration theory is the focus on various 

social dimensions that are crucial in the cohesion of social groups, which is necessary for the 

functioning of every social system. In the context of social networks for integration in public 

universities, the theory enhances the integration of various ethnic groups, relations among 

ethnic groups, conceptions of integration, positive attitudes towards pluralism can be 

discussed in a broad continuum (Blau, 2003). This assertion is supported by the most modern 

researchers, who argue that integration is not administrative, bureaucratic, or legal issue but 

rather social one (Kamali, 1999). In real life, it’s a human need for personal and collective 

social realization and development. It is all about creative actions of members of social groups 

in influencing the social environment that surrounds them or constructing social reality.  

Social capital theory looks at the available human potential resources employed for the 

good of society (Bueno, et al, 2007). The resources stem from the social connections which 

individuals create, maintain, and develop within the social setup. The resources could be real 

or virtual, that build up to an individual or group by virtue of mutual friendship and 

recognition in a social setup (Sherif, et al., 2012). Such resources enhance social interaction, 

trust, and communication among members, networks of associations, and partake values 

which cover a huge web of relationships (Pinho,and Carlos2013)As its base, the theory in 

enhancing social interaction employs human capital in the management of human relations 

(Ihlen, 2007). This enables the realization of social cohesion and integration through the 

provision of social avenues with all the entailed resources (solidarity, material resources, etc.) 

for involved parties (Parra-Requena, et al., 2012; Kozel and Parker, 2000).  

The functionalist and Gratification theory was propounded by Elihu Katz, Jay Blumler 

and Micahel Gurevitch in 1974. It attempts to explain social institutions and organizations as 

collective shared places that meet individual social needs. In view of this study, the theory 

helped in explaining why students and university administration choose particular social 
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network platforms in the attempt to meet specific functions that satisfy the needs and desires 

of the members of their institutions. Further, this theory gives reasons why students in public 

universities in Uganda prefer using (in terms of self-gratification) particular social network be 

it Indigenous or modern technological social network platforms in their social integrations. 

Further, this theory gives reasons why students in public universities in Uganda prefer using 

(in terms of self-gratification) particular social network be it traditional or modern 

technological social network platforms in their social integrations. However, it is fundamental 

to indicate that this theory had the limitation of undermining or taking for granted the negative 

effects of the various collective social network platforms, particularly in their attempt to meet 

individual social needs. This lacuna led the researcher to further opt for the social network 

theory. 

 

Methodology 

The research explored the extent to which social network platforms have re-defined social 

relationships and integration in five public universities in the Republic of Uganda that have 

been in existence for more than 10 years. These include: Makerere University (1922), 

Kyambogo (2003), Busitema (2007), Mbarara (1989) and Kabale University (2001). The 

study comprised of group members and student leaders. Data collected using questionnaire 

administered to group members and interview schedule administered to key informants (group 

leaders). The study was conducted using a mixed-method research design that combines both 

quantitative and qualitative research methods. In other words, the researcher carried out a 

methodological paradigm triangulation concurrently where both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches of data collection and analysis were applied (Fade, 2003). The mixed study design 

was appropriate in answering profound and pertinent questions regarding social networks and 

their influence on students’ social integration. To realize the goals of mixed study design, the 

research employed two relevant methods: descriptive and evaluative method. 

The study employed multi-stage sampling technique comprising of purposive and 

simple random sampling.  This was convenient for selecting the participants for this study and 

it ensured a fairly equal representation of the social network platform variables that 

determined social integration of students and staff; it also gave credibility and 

representativeness for accurate generalization of the results. This was done in five universities 

for equal representation of the five regions in the country: Makerere University (central), 

Busitema University (east), Mbarara University (West), Kabale University (South) and Gulu 

University (North).The study used 21.4% of the target population; which translates into the 

sample size of 57 student groups who were selected from the general total estimated 

population of 266 student groups. This was because social network platforms are increasingly 

influence the academic and social horizons of the students’ development in the institutions of 

higher learning. 

 

Data 

Data was collected from the five public universities in Uganda. They are funded by the 

government through the ministry of education The universities included Makerere University, 

Busitema University, Mbarara University of Science & Technology (MUST) Kabale 

University, Gulu University.Data was collected using semi-structured questionnaire 

administered to sampled group members and interview schedules from the group leaders. 
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Study findings   

The study assessed role of Indigenous social network leaders in social integration, intragroup 

cohesiveness, intergroup interaction, social capital within Indigenous social network, role of 

university policies on formation of social groups. 

From Table 1.1, 89.01 % (243) of the sampled group members indicated the groups 

discussed in the preceding chapter encourage segregation in the university. This was because 

those groups were founded on the basis of region, origin, and tribe and racial. This implies 

that students who are not of same following would not be members in this group. The results 

further revealed that 86.08 % (235) of the group members indicated these groups initiate 

chaos in case of disagreement with university management leading to student unrest in the 

university. They achieve this through spread of propaganda and false information as indicated 

by 85.71 % (234) of the sampled group members. 

 
Table 1. 1: Negative Effect of Indigenous Social Networks 

 Negative Participants Percentage 

They encourage segregation. 243 89.01 

They initiate chaos in case of disagreement with 

university management. 
235 86.08 

They spread propaganda and false information. 234 85.71 

They steer misunderstanding and hatred 123 45.05 

They are uncooperative 78 28.57 

The give bad influence to other students. 67 24.54 

 

Source: Field Data (2018) 

 

Other negative effects of these groups were that they propagate and perpetuate 

misunderstanding and hatred as shown by 45.05% (123), they are uncooperative with another 

student body as indicated by 28.57% (78). Lastly, they were found to have bad influence to 

new members or students as shown by 24.54 % (67) of the sample group members. The 

research also identified some positive general effects of the Indigenous social network 

platforms for social integration.  

 
Table 1. 2: Positive Effect of Indigenous Social Networks 

 Positive Effect Frequency Percentage 

Help Intra-group Social Cohesion 125 45. 8 

Improves Inter-group Social Cohesion 94 34.5 

Pin pointing error of university 67 24.54 

Improve students and University performance 81 29.6 

Friendship creation 45 16.48 

Create unity among Students 67 24.54 

Improve leadership skills for service 79 28.94 

Networking 67 24.54 

Bringing the entire university community 

together 
43 15.75 

Source: Field Data (2018) 
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To get a clear insight, the study further investigated deeper the background information of the 

respondents in response to social networks. These include: 

 

Religion of the Respondents 
Religion plays a fundamental role on the integration of members in society and religious 

groups are founded on the basis of spiritual, community, etc. growth of the members of the 

respective groups. It was found that Makerere University had many spiritual groups (seven) 

while Gulu University had the least. The groups included Muslim, Christian union (CU), 

Catholic community, Anglican Community, Jehovah witness, Pentecostal dominations and 

Seventh Day Adventist. Their membership was purely religious affiliation with few exception 

in Anglican and catholic groups. Religious interfaith groups are to encourage values of 

tolerance, openness, unity in diversity, pluralism, etc. This makes universities places where 

young people are starkly confronted with the fact of religious diversity and formation. Some 

university like Makerere were found to set aside place of worship for SDA, Catholic, CU, 

Anglicans and Muslims (Mosque). 

In regard to religion, the sampled respondents were asked to indicate their religious 

affiliation. This was basically because religious groups were found to be the most influential 

social media platforms that can be used either for positive or negative integration of students. 

It was revealed that most of members in the student groups are from same region as indicated 

by 66.9% (95) as compared to 33.1% (47) who indicated they are not from same region. The 

research revealed that these religious groups were found to be useful to students when 

electing their representatives in the universities. The prospective candidates use their region as 

bargaining power to recruit and influence their electorate. The purpose of this, as informed by 

objective one of this study was to establish Indigenous social network platforms and the 

ability of the students to integrate with other available groups in the universities. The results 

were as shown in Figure 1.1 

 
Figure 1. 1: Religious Affiliations 

Source: Field Data (2018) 

 

From Figure 1.1, the findings indicated that Christians dominated group members and group 

leadership. They were 76.6% Christians as compared to 23.4% Muslims. These findings tend 

to agree with Patel and Meyer (2009) who found out that most universities in Christian 

dominated countries have not given Muslim students opportunity to practice their faith and in 

some, non-Muslims student do not elect them to leadership position due to their hard stance. 

The study indicated that tertiary institutions have the potential to play a vanguard role in 
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creating these social regulations, nurturing a generation of interfaith leaders who will then 

take this framework into their careers and lives beyond college. As a campus shapes interfaith 

leaders, those leaders in turn will reinforce and transform their campuses for sustained 

interfaith cooperation. The above reality is argued by (Jones 2003), who explains that in the 

UK, research has shown that whilst Muslim students value their educational experience and 

the ways in which it broadens their horizons, they also often have to negotiate other complex 

experiences of social marginalisation and exclusion in student organization/unions. 

Sometimes the experiences of exclusion vary from a subtle sense as a result of stereotypical 

student behaviour, drinking culture on some university campuses, restriction on the 

availability of religious facilities or food.  

On social integration, Christian Union (CU) was a dominant group in all of the 

sampled public universities in Uganda. Makerere University still led with the highest 

members of CU while Gulu University had the lowest membership. Most of the CU had 

several numbers of devotion per day but the standard was thrice a day, morning glory, lunch 

time and evening. They also participate in fasting, fellowship, Sunday service, weekend 

challenge, bible studies among others. It was noted that the CU are further divided into bible 

study groups, prayer warriors, prayer partners, choir, worship and praising team. The main 

aim of these sub groups is to increase the rate of interaction between members for example, 

bible studies are mainly conducted in students rooms. However, majority of students who 

attend Christian union (CU) services are not registered with the Union group. 

Seventh Day Adventist group was also present in all universities. The Adventists are 

quite different from other Christian since they observe Saturday as their worshiping day. 

Therefore, they cannot join Christian Union services. They meet daily for prayers like the CU 

members and every Friday evening in preparation of Sabbath on Saturday. Majority of student 

who attend the Sabbath are registered and they consider themselves a small knit family. They 

participate in bible study, choir and other activities as required by the church 

Anglican Community is specifically for Anglican students, though they are Protestants 

as SDA, they do not form part of Christian Union group and catholic though their practices is 

similar to Roman Catholic Church. They are majority in Makerere University due to the 

population students and few of them are found in Gulu University. The leadership is male 

dominated although there is slight equal parity in membership. The study also noted they 

involve in mass every Sunday with Saturday or Friday choir practices. A part from that, they 

have daily devotion in the university but not as intense as that of CU group. They also 

participate in bible study and community work through volunteering. Almost of those students 

who attended their service every Sunday are registered with the group. 

Catholic Community was present in all sampled universities in this study. The 

researcher noted that, catholic and Muslims were distinct groups while the rest were 

considered protestants. Their membership rival that of CU in most universities and they had 

priest with a catholic church where Sunday prayers are held. The priest is the patron of the 

group and he is involved in the group management. The group just like other religious groups 

has subsets such as choir as well as lay who assist priest during the mass. They have small 

Christian community which meet once a week to partake on bible study and recitation of 

church prayers. The study also found out that catholic community has being involving itself to 

various charity inside and outside university such as helping needy students regardless of their 

religious affiliation.  

The research found out those religious affiliation settings are discriminatory; for 

example, Muslims students face ridicule from other students, teachers, and administrators, 
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thereby widening the gap for their integration with others. This according some scholars 

(Zaal, 2012) is attributed to misinformation and preconceived notions regarding Muslims 

fuelled by misrepresentations from various media channels. According to Wagner (2009) 

colleges and universities are not only called to produce socially responsible leaders, but also 

called to promote specific types of social change, such as the promotion of religious pluralism 

and interfaith dialogue. For example, according to the U.S. Department of Education, Centre 

for Faith-Based and Neighbourhood Partnerships (2013), the Obama Administration called on 

institutions of higher education to participate in interfaith dialogue and service programs.  

 
Intra-group social Cohesion in the University 

The sampled group members were asked to state their level of agreement on whether social 

groups are effective in building intra-group (within) social cohesion in the university. The 

results are as shown in Figure 1.2. 

 
Figure 1. 2:Intra-Group Social Cohesion 

Source: Field Data (2018) 

 

From Figure 5.1, 45.79 % (125) agreed that social groups are effective in building intragroup 

(within) social cohesion in the university and 29.3 % ( 80) strongly agree on the same. 

However, 12.8% of the sampled respondents did not confirm that there is effective intragroup 

cohesion.  

Data revealed that these groups have aided the members to achieve social cohesion and 

strong network ties within the group. However, it has been said by various academicians that 

education makes us equal. Erikson (2014) by employing a social constructivist approach, the 

study discussed the social functions of education in a Malaysia. It is proposed that education 

need to fulfil a moral purpose to contribute positively towards intercultural understanding, 

nation-building, and advancing society. Therefore, to some extent academic groups have 

failed to cultivate social interaction between learners from various socio-economic 

backgrounds. The researcher also sought to find out whether students’ code of conduct can 

further enhance their intra-group integration. The results were as shown in Figure 5.3 below 
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Figure 1. 3: Student Code of Conduct 

Source: Field Data (2018) 

 

As shown in the Figure 1.3, half of the sampled group members, 50.18 % (137) agreed that 

there is code of conduct within social group and additional 28.94 % (79) strongly agreed on 

the same. Only 14.7% did not find intragroup code of conduct as effective for social 

integration in the university. However, Pearson Chi-Square value (  showed 

that there was a highly significant (P<0.01) variation on the sample group members 

agreement on intragroup code of conduct on social integration. 

 

The researcher sought to find out whether intra-group cohesiveness can be sustained 

by other factors than just academic professional pursuits. The researcher sampled group 

members gave the following results are as shown in Figure 1.4.The results in Figure 1.4 

shows that 37.36 % (102) of the sampled group members agreed that intragroup cohesiveness 

is sustained by other factors than academic professional pursuits and additional 21.61% (59) 

strongly agree. On the other hand, 25.7% of the respondents did not agree that intragroup 

cohesiveness is sustained by other factors than academic professional pursuits.  

To sum up, according to Hall (2012), student organizations offer diverse platforms that 

stimulate learning experience beyond the classroom curriculum. They create relevant social 

networking opportunities among students and provide possibilities of building social networks 

to bigger communities beyond an organization. Through participation in student 

organizations, students can maintain relationships with other individuals that have the same 

professional interests; develop stronger mentoring relationships with their teachers; gain 

ability to think critically, plan appropriately and make decisions that are appropriate to their 

dreams of life 
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Figure 1. 4: intra-group cohesiveness for Academic Pursuit 

Source: Field Data (2018) 

The results in Figure 1.4 shows that 37.36 % (102) of the sampled group members agreed that 

intragroup cohesiveness is sustained by other factors than academic professional pursuits and 

additional 21.61% (59) strongly agree. On the other hand, 25.7% of the respondents did not 

agree that intragroup cohesiveness is sustained by other factors than academic professional 

pursuits.  

To sum up, according to Hall (2012), student organizations offer diverse platforms 

that stimulate learning experience beyond the classroom curriculum. They create relevant 

social networking opportunities among students and provide possibilities of building social 

networks to bigger communities beyond an organization. Through participation in student 

organizations, students can maintain relationships with other individuals that have the same 

professional interests; develop stronger mentoring relationships with their teachers; gain 

ability to think critically, plan appropriately and make decisions that are appropriate to their 

dreams of life. 

 
Intergroup Social Cohesion in Universities 

The sampled group members were also asked to state their level of agreement on whether 

social groups are effective in building intergroup (Outside) social cohesion in their various 

universities. The findings are as shown in Figure 1.5 below 

 
Figure 5. 5: Intergroup Social Cohesion 
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Source: Field Data (2018) 

From Figure 1.5, the findings seem to indicate a negative direction such that only 1.1 % (3) of 

the sampled group members strongly agreed that social groups are effective in building 

intergroup (Outside) social cohesion in the university and additional 15.38 % (42) agreed on 

the same. On contrary, 57.1% of the respondents did not confirm that social groups are 

effective in building intergroup (Outside) social cohesion in the university. From these 

findings, it’s evident that Indigenous social groups have do have an inward looking approach 

and tendency, transforming themselves into closed groups that undermine the outward 

inclusive approach to human relationships. The findings contradict the widely acceptable 

position that the above Indigenous social networks are to enhance intergroup cohesion – the 

relations of cooperation and respect between different groups in society.  

The researcher further noted that academic groups in enhance ethnic tolerance, 

understanding, respect as students are able to accommodate views of others in the group. The 

discussion groups in a unique way promote contact among diverse groups to the height that 

they are shown to reduce intergroup hostility, stereotyping and distrust (Feghali, 2018). 

Furthermore, they promote equal status their interactive discourses thereby encouraging 

common educational goals, and provide academic support to those that are not intellectually 

gifted. Milem  et al. (2005) argues that discussion groups expose students to a wider range of 

opinions that improves the quality of their academic development. 

According to Moolenaar, Daly and Sleegers (2010) the first principles of social 

network theory is to underline the social ties or relations among actors in the social network. 

The second perspective is that behaviour of an individual depends on behaviour of others 

actor in a social network. Thirdly and lastly, network environment has pronounced influence 

on the behaviour of an individual. These principles and assumption indicate the vital role of 

ties or relations within a particular social network and suggest that the individual behaviour 

dynamism nature is influenced by network environment and social ties. 

 
Leadership Social Platforms and Promotion of Intergroup Cohesion 

Above, in the preceding chapter, it was said that leadership platforms like participation in 

students’ management unions offer social spaces for them to exploit and integrate their 

leadership qualities for service of other students and later to the entire larger community. 

Influenced by this claim, the study sought to find out whether such leadership unions are 

effective in promoting intergroup social cohesion. The results are as shown in Figure 5.6 

below 

 
 

Figure 1. 6: Leadership Promote Social Cohesion 
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Source: Field Data (2018) 

The results in Figure 1.6 above it is interesting that slight majority of the sampled group 

members did not agreed that such leadership unions are effective in promoting intergroup 

social cohesion 47.62% (130). It was further noted that 8.42 % (23) agreed and 4.03 % (11) 

strongly agreed. On the other hand, 27.1% of the respondents were neutral. This could also be 

associated to inter-group code of conduct. Inter-Group Code of Conduct, which the research 

sought to find that would guide those in leadership positions in order enable proper 

integration of students. The results are as shown in Figure 1.7 below 

 
Figure 1. 7: Code of Conduct for Intergroup Interaction 

Source: Field Data (2018) 

From Figure 1.7, slight majority of the respondents, 43.96 % (120) were neutral on whether 

there is a code of conduct for intergroup interaction. The results further revealed that 10.62 % 

(29) of the sampled group members agreed and 4.76 % (13) strongly agree. However, 40.6% 

of the respondents did not agree that there is a code of conduct for intergroup interaction. 

 

Conclusion  

The study concluded that Indigenous social networks were not effective in building social 

integration in public universities. The Indigenous social networks were found to be suited in 

enhancing intragroup cohesion as indicated, while undermining intergroup relationships. 

These groups are a menace to social integration of students in the various dimensions of their 

being: racial, ethnic, class affiliation, national, etc. Furthermore, the actions of group leaders 

and students’ management bodies were found not to be in line with the strategy of enhancing 

social integration. 

 

Recommendation  

The study recommended that Indigenous student groups which are affiliated to ethnicity or 

region should not focus more on intragroup cohesion but should create a university 

environment which would ensure all students acquire sense of belonging regardless of their 

socio-economic background. This can be achieved through establishing direct policies as 

indicated by 81% (221) against 19% (52) who asserted that their groups have no policies to 

ensure that the social media serves students in their social integration and purposes. They also 

serve to ensure a proper code of conduct for social integration is adhered to. 
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