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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation presents the results of an exploratory study which examined the use of 

synchronous text-based communication technologies (SMS texting and instant messaging) by 

undergraduate university students generally 18 to 24 years old.  Preliminary focus groups were 

conducted in order to gain additional understanding of their usage of these communication 

technologies and to help refine the final questions used in the online survey.  About a third of the 

over 200 students contacted, participated in the online survey investigating their usage of these 

technologies. 

The study revealed that among this group, SMS texting is the most frequently used 

synchronous text-based technology but many are also using other types such as Facebook Chat 

and instant messaging.  This group used multiple devices to conduct their communications with 

text-enabled cell phones and laptop computers being the most widely used.  While mobility is 

claimed to be an important advantage of these devices and technologies, over 82% of their 

communications take place from their home, dorm room, or workplace.  The students also find 

these synchronous text-based technologies to be overwhelmingly effective for communicating 

with friends, siblings, and acquaintances but much less so for communicating with parents, 

teachers, and employers. 

One unanticipated finding from the study was that 37% of the undergraduate students 

were actually over 24 years old.  This finding opened up another avenue of investigation, a 

comparison of the responses of the students from the two age groups.  Numerous measurable 

differences were discovered between the two age groups when their responses were analyzed. 

Finally, the study explored some relevant theories which may explain in part or in whole 

the texting behaviors of undergraduate students as observed in the study.  Three theories that fall 

into this category were examined: Media Richness Theory, the Technology Acceptance Model, 

and the Uses and Gratifications Theory. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

1.1 Introduction 

 

Over the past decade there has been an explosion in the number and variety of 

technologically-mediated communication applications that have come into use.  Prominent 

among them are two synchronous primarily text-based formats: text messaging on cell or mobile 

phones and instant messaging (IM). 

According to a Pew Internet and American Life Project Report, as of mid-2011, 83% of 

all adults (ages 18 and older) now own a cell phone or similar (smartphone) device (e.g. IPhone, 

Blackberry, etc.) (Smith, 2011c, p. 2).  This overall ownership figure of 83% has remained 

unchanged since a late 2009 survey of all adults (ages 18 and older) as reported by Rainie 

(2010).  This figure, however, reflects an increase from the 75% in late 2007 (Rainie, 2010).  

Cell phone ownership has now become so widespread that Smith (2011a) states “Mobile phones 

have become a near-ubiquitous tool for information-seeking and communication” (p. 2). 

Among young adults (ages 18-29), in late 2009, an even larger 93% reported owning a 

cell phone (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010).  Smith (2011c) states that cell phone 

ownership among young adults (ages 18-29) had subsequently increased to 95% (p. 4).   

A May 2011 Pew survey found that 73% of adult cell phone owners sent or received text 

messages (Smith, 2011c. p. 3).   This is a slight increase over the 72% found in a May 2010 Pew 

survey, but a large increase from the 58% of adult cell phone owners who sent or received text 

messages in a December 2007 survey (Smith, 2010a).   Among young adults (ages 18-29) the 

same survey found that an even larger 95% sent or received text messages on their cell phones 

(Smith, 2010a).  In fact, in September 2008, a Nielson Mobile report indicated that by the end of 

the second quarter of 2008, a typical U.S. cell phone subscriber was sending or receiving on 

average more text messages than voice calls every month (Nielsen Company, 2008). 

 According to a Pew Internet and American Life Project Report, in late 2009, 74% of 

American adults (ages 18 and older) used the internet (Rainie, 2010).  Among young adults (ages 
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18-29) the same survey found that an even larger 93% used the internet (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, 

& Zickuhr, 2010).  Between 2000 and late 2009 internet use by American adults had increased 

from 47% to 74% (Rainie, 2010).  Rainie (2010) also reported that since 2006 internet usage has 

remained fairly stable, ranging between 70% and 79%. 

In their May 2011 survey, Pew found that 35% of all American adults (age 18+) owned 

smartphones (Smith, 2011b).  “Smartphone ownership is highest among Americans in their mid-

twenties through mid-thirties, as fully 58% of 25-34 year olds own a smartphone” (Smith, 2011b, 

p. 7).  Overall by age group, from this survey, Smith (2011b) reports that 49% of 18 to 24 year 

olds, 58% of 25 to 34 year olds, 44% of 35 to 44 year olds, 28% of 45 to 54 year olds, 22% of 55 

to 64 year olds, and 11% of adults 65 or older own smartphones. 

In terms of computer ownership, as of May 2010, 55% of all American adults owned a 

laptop and 62% owned a desktop (Smith, 2010a).  The laptop category also includes devices 

such as netbooks.  This was the first time Pew found that over half of American adults owned a 

laptop.  The same survey found that young adults (ages 18-29) continue to be the only age group 

with a higher percentage ownership of laptops to desktops (70% to 61%) (Smith, 2010a).  In a 

late 2009 survey, Pew found that 66% of young adults owned a laptop and 53% owned a desktop 

(Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010).   

The second synchronous text-based format examined in this study is instant messaging 

(IM) and related applications.  Instant messaging use by American adults increased from 41 

million users in April 2000 to 53 million (or 42% of internet users) in a February 2004 survey, a 

29 % increase (Shiu & Lenhart, 2004).  Later surveys by Pew, as shown in the U.S. Census 

Bureau’s 2006 – 2010 Statistical Abstracts of the United States reported adult IM users (as a 

percentage of adult internet users) at 47% (September 2005 survey), 39% (August 2006 survey), 

40%  (May 2008 survey), and  38%  (November 2008 survey) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).   

Before 2006, most IM usage was conducted using a computer of some type be it a PC or 

Mac, a desktop or laptop, hardwired to the internet or wireless.  Beginning in the middle of the 

decade, with the widespread introduction of more capable cell and smartphones, instant 

messaging usage shifted to some degree from computers to cell phones.  In December 2007, a 

Pew survey found that 17% of all adults (ages 18+) with cell phones were using them to send or 

receive instant messages (Rainie, 2010).  Two and a half years later, a May 2010 Pew survey 
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found that 30% of all adults with cell phones were now using them to send or receive instant 

messages, an increase of 82% (Smith, 2010a). 

It is not totally clear from the Pew data used by the U.S. Census Bureau if the reported 

percentage of adult IM usage was conducted exclusively on computer-oriented platforms (i.e. 

PCs and Macs of various persuasions).  The IM usage figures reported in the last four statistical 

abstracts address a question about what activities adults perform on the internet.  The figures for 

cell phone IM usage is, however, unambiguous as the survey questions specifically address the 

activities adults performed on their cell phones.  To extend this analysis, since only 17% of 

adults used their cell phones to send or receive IM messages in the December 2007 survey, it 

would appear that IM usage reported in the September 2005 and August 2006 Pew surveys was 

predominately conducted using computers.  The May and November 2008 surveys may, 

however, include adult IM usage conducted on both computers and cell phones. 

As the above discussion illustrates, the lines between computer-mediated and non-

computer-mediated communication has become blurred.  Before about 2005, the term computer-

mediated communication (CMC) was often used to describe the panoply of then-emergent 

communication technologies.  Information and communication technologies (ICTs) was another 

term that came into use during that decade to describe both computer-mediated and non-

computer-mediated communication technologies.  Early in that decade, two text-based 

applications were the dominant types of computer-mediated communication.  One was an 

asynchronous format (email) and the other a synchronous format (instant messaging) (see 

Lenhart, Rainie, & Lewis, 2001; Madden & Rainie, 2003; Pew Research Center, 2005; Shiu & 

Lenhart, 2004). 

CMC technologies have been in widespread use for more than twenty years. Murray 

(1988) identified five main types of computerized communication: email, e-messages, bulletin 

boards, lists, and forums.  Almost 15 years later, Herring (2002) listed many more, including 

email, listserv discussion lists, Usenet newsgroups, split-screen protocols (talk, phone, ICQ), 

chat (Internet Relay Chat or IRC), private chat (instant messaging), Multi-User Dimensions 

(MUDs), the World Wide Web, audio and video (CUseeMe, video cams, NetMeeting), and 

graphic virtual reality environments.  Over that 15 year span, the variety and number of CMC 

formats proliferated as computing technology matured and came into widespread use.  In fact, 
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email, an early form of CMC, has been extensively studied at some point in each of the last three 

decades (see Crystal, 2001; Lee, 1994; Ngwenyama & Lee, 1997; Sproull & Kiesler, 1986). 

Today, however, the term CMC is no longer sufficient to describe the communication 

technologies now in use and the way people use them.  As the above discussion illustrates, the 

distinctions between computers and non-computer devices have become confused.  Many of the 

most widely used communication technologies no longer need to be run on computers.  Larger 

still has been the desire of people to be able to use these technologies from wherever they happen 

to be located or the desire to have increased mobility.  Because of the blurring between the use of 

computers and other technologies to support communication activities, today the term 

technologically-mediated communication most accurately describes the number and variety of 

communication technologies and practices that have come into use.  As a result, this dissertation 

will describe messaging platforms, which may use either cell phones or computers, as 

technologically-mediated communication, rather than either CMC or ICT.  To illustrate the 

increasing diversity of electronic devices (or generically “gadgets”) that could in some way be 

used to run these communication technologies, a September 2010 Pew survey assessed the 

ownership by all adults of seven categories of gadgets (Smith, 2010b).  Five of the seven 

categories (cell phones, desktop computers, laptop computers, tablets, and some versions of e-

book readers) can be used for communication purposes.  Only two of the seven (MP3 players 

and game consoles) cannot be used for that purpose. 

Prominent among the technology-mediated communication applications now in 

widespread use are two synchronous text-based formats: text messaging on cell or mobile phones 

and instant messaging (IM).  Over the past five years, the widespread emergence of one of these 

technologies (SMS text messaging) combined with the continued use of the slightly older instant 

messaging technology, is worthy of increased attention and study.  This study will focus on how 

these two technologies are being used by undergraduate college students. 

The growing importance of information in today’s world is undeniable.  Saracevic (1999) 

notes that “Knowledge and information are assuming an increasing central role in every aspect of 

life” (p. 1053).  Marchionini (1995) stated that “Information is a valuable resource in an 

information society; thus acquiring and using information are critical activities” (p. 4).   

Technology-mediated communications today clearly play an increasingly important and integral 

role in daily life and the information transfer process. 
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Over the past thirty years, Information Studies (IS) has developed into a multi-

disciplinary social science and has been very strongly influenced by the technologically-

mediated communication tools that have evolved over that period.  Also, during that time, the 

earliest of these communication technologies have evolved from a very specialized and 

technologically challenging form of communication with a limited user base to an extremely 

important and widely used form of communication.  Although some of the technologies and 

protocols that form the backbone of today’s communication technologies were first developed in 

the 1960s and 1970s, it was not until the 1980s that they first came into widespread commercial 

and private use.  This period also covers the introduction of the earliest widely used form of 

CMC, email, from the time before it was in widespread use even in business environments, to the 

world today where a variety of technology-mediated communication activities and applications 

such as text messaging, instant messaging, and Twitter are widely accepted for both business and 

personal use. 

As new types of technology-mediated communication tools are introduced, the 

information exchange process between individuals and groups changes, transforming the 

information behavior of individuals as well as the selection of the media to be used to facilitate 

the information exchange.  The context in which this information exchange takes place may also 

influence this behavior.  Structured, controlled, task-oriented, or bounded exchanges may well 

differ from spontaneous, social, or uninhibited exchanges.  D’Ambra, Rice, and O’Connor 

(1998) state it this way: 

As the use of new communication technologies continues to proliferate throughout 

organizations, new modes of interaction between individuals and groups emerge, 

presenting alternative media choices.  How individuals choose between these modes has 

stimulated much research into theoretical perspectives of media choice within networked 

and electronic communities.  (p. 164) 

The move to digitized information in the context of technologically-mediated processes 

has resulted in a new focus and set of rich issues for information studies scholars to investigate.  

My research interests and the focus of this exploratory study lie in an examination of human 

information behaviors in the context of technologically mediated communications. 
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1.2 Statement of the Problem 

 

For the purposes of this dissertation, technologically-mediated communication is the term 

used to describe the mediated communication or interaction between two people using individual 

communication devices (such as cell or mobile phones or personal computers), a link to the 

Internet (wired) or some form of wireless (cell, Wi-Fi, or wireless broadband) connection, and 

some type of communications (social) software.  This study will focus on the use of two types of 

synchronous text-based communications (SMS text messaging and instant messaging).  Both 

types may be used from cell or mobile phones while instant messaging may also be run from a 

computer.  At various points in this dissertation the term “text messaging” or “texting” may be 

used when collectively discussing text messaging and instant messaging.  Similarly, at times, the 

terms “applications”, “technologies”, and occasionally “tools” are also used for the same 

purpose. 

The ability of these technologies to instantaneously transmit or convey information to 

widespread, diverse, and remote populations increases their importance to the field of 

information studies.   As these technologies evolve and become important in the transmission of 

information to individuals worldwide, it becomes important for information studies researchers 

to study the technologies and how people use them. 

According to the Pew Internet and American Life Project Report (Smith, 2011a), 83% of 

American adults (ages 18+) owned a cell or smartphone by May 2011.  After voice calls, two 

synchronous text-based technology-mediated communication technologies (text messaging and 

instant messaging) predominate.  Lenhart (2010b) reports that 72% of American adults with cell 

phones send text messages and 30% send instant messages.  According to the same survey data, 

90% of young adults (ages 18-29) own a cell or smartphone (Smith, 2010a).  Smith (2010a) also 

reports that 95% of young adults with cell phones send text messages and 46% send instant 

messages. 

Instant messaging remains a popular form of synchronous primarily text-based 

technologically-mediated communication. Chung and Nam (2007) state “Instant messaging (IM), 

one of the newest synchronous mediated communication tools, engages participants in real-time 

interaction” (p. 213). Ramirez Jr., Dimmick, Feaster, and Lin (2008) state “Indeed, the growth of 

IM usage during the past few years has been impressive” (p. 529).  Flanagin (2005) writes 
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“Research on computer-mediated-communication (CMC) has thus far largely overlooked instant 

messaging, an extremely popular, and increasingly important, form of CMC” (p. 175).  Herring 

(2004a) states that “textual communication remains an important online activity, one that seems 

destined to continue for the foreseeable future” (p. 339).  According to Pew, as reported in the 

U.S. Census Bureau’s Statistical Abstract of the United States, adult IM use (as a percentage of 

adult internet users) peaked at 47% in a September 2005 survey (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  

Crystal (2008) reports that the CTIA (International Association for the Wireless 

Telecommunication Industry) reported that 81 billion text messages were sent in the US in 2005 

and this increased to 158 billion text messages sent in 2006 (p. 100).  Between December 2006 

and December 2011the number of text messages sent each year increased from 158 billion to  2.3 

trillion (CTIA, 2012).  So this time period illustrates the explosion in the widespread use of SMS 

text messaging on cell or mobile phone in the United States. 

For the purposes of this study, instant messaging will refer to the use of specific instant 

messaging software such as AOL Instant Messenger (AIM), Yahoo! Messenger, Windows Live 

Messenger (MSN), Google Talk (GTalk), Facebook Chat, Skype, and a variety of other similar 

programs run on either a desktop, laptop (notebook), or Netbook (mini-notebook) computer or as 

an application on a cell or mobile phone or other portable type device.  Generally instant 

messaging is a synchronous text-based messaging application that allows messages to be sent 

from one user to another, usually known (buddy), user.  The development of mobile instant 

messaging (MIM) in recent years has resulted in an increased amount of this activity moving to 

mobile handheld devices such as cell or mobile phones and smartphones. 

Since 2005, as stated above, the use of SMS text messaging has increased dramatically in 

the U.S.  This growth has been recorded in various Pew surveys.  Between January 2005 and 

December 2009, adult cell phone ownership increased from 66% to 83% (Rainie, 2010, p. 12).  

That figure remained steady at 83% into mid-2011 according to Smith (2011a).  Lenhart (2010b) 

reports an increase in texting by adults (ages 18+) from 65% in September 2009 to 72% in May 

2010 (p. 2).  A May 2011 Pew survey found that 73% of adult cell phone owners sent or received 

text messages (Smith, 2011a).   Rainie (2010) reports an increase in instant messaging by adult 

cell phone owners (ages 18+) from 17% in December 2007 to 31% in December 2009 (p. 13). 

Short message service (SMS) text messaging is a form of synchronous text-based 

communication that is conducted on hand-held mobile platforms such as cell or mobile phones 
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and smartphones (iPhones, BlackBerrys, Androids, etc.).  Each SMS message is generally sent 

from one user’s phone to another’s phone.  Historically the “short” in SMS refers to the 

maximum length of each text message being limited to 160 letters, characters, or numbers.  This 

is changing to some extent as applications have been developed to allow messages longer than 

160 characters and others that enable multiple messages to be connected. 

As will be illustrated in Chapter Two’s literature review, much of the research about 

SMS text messaging and mobile or cell phone use has been conducted in European and Asian 

countries.  This is due in large part to the fact that SMS-capable mobile and cell phones were 

introduced in these locations on a widespread basis fully three to five years before their 

widespread introduction in the U.S.  The first SMS message was sent to a mobile device in the 

United Kingdom in 1992 (Longueuil, 2003, p. 106).  Longueuil (2003) also states that “In the 

United States, … two-way SMS was not introduced until late 2000” (p. 106).  This early 

adoption of SMS text messaging in European and Asian countries is also supported by the high 

cell phone ownership in those regions.  By 2003, 75% of the population of Western Europe 

owned mobile phones compared to 47% in the United States (Longueuil, 2003, p. 2).  Crystal 

(2008) writes:  

Although rates of diffusion [of mobile or cell phones] vary greatly around the world, the 

common pattern is one of extraordinarily rapid growth.    By 2003, Europe, Oceania, and 

North America each had more than one mobile subscription for every two people, and by 

2007 several countries (such as Hong Kong, the UK, Sweden, and Italy) had passed the 

saturation point, with the number of subscriptions equaling or exceeding the total 

population (due to many people taking out more than one subscription). (p.5) 

While the increasing popularity of synchronous text-based technology-mediated 

communication has been surveyed in recent years by the Pew Internet and American Life Project 

Report, their focus is the use of these formats by specific age groups.  These generally are teens 

(ages 12-17), adults (ages 18+), and, in some surveys, young adults (ages 18-29).  This study 

investigates the use of SMS text messaging and instant messaging on a variety of platforms by 

undergraduate university students (generally ages 18-24) in the United States.  The focus of this 

study is a specific population (undergraduate university students) whose use in the U.S. of two of 

the most widely used synchronous text-based mediated communication technologies has been 

little studied. 



9 
 

1.3 Study Design and Methodology 

 

This exploratory research study examines the use of synchronous text-based technology-

mediated communication (SMS text messaging and instant messaging) by undergraduate college 

students.  An exploratory study seems most appropriate at this time since only a limited amount 

of research focusing on both technologies has been conducted and almost none has been 

conducted explicitly on their use by undergraduate-aged university students. 

This study examines SMS text messaging and instant messaging that is conducted on 

hand-held mobile platforms such as cell or mobile phones, iPhones, and other smartphones.  

Also included in this study is instant messaging that is conducted on desktop, laptop (notebook), 

or Netbook (mini-notebook) computer platforms using software such as AOL Instant Messenger 

(AIM), Yahoo! Messenger, Windows Live Messenger (MSN), Google Talk (GTalk), Facebook 

Chat, and a variety of other similar programs.  The connection to these devices may be wired or 

some form of wireless (cell, Wi-Fi, or wireless broadband). 

Listed below are the research questions that are addressed in this study of the details and 

preferences of the use of synchronous text-based technology-mediated communication 

technologies by undergraduate university students: 

RQ1: What synchronous text-based communication technologies do undergraduate 

college students use and how often are they using them? 

RQ2: Under what circumstances do undergraduate college students choose to use one 

type of synchronous text-based communication technology instead of another? 

RQ3:  What features of synchronous text-based communication technologies do 

undergraduate college students use most often and under what circumstances do they use 

them? 

The participants in this exploratory research study were selected from the students 

enrolled in undergraduate courses offered at a major university located in the southeastern 

United States.  Approximately 200 voluntary participants were solicited to participate in the 

study. 

This investigation of synchronous text-based mediated communication (SMS text 

messaging and instant messaging) relied upon methodologies adapted from research into older 

media forms.  As Herring (2004b) states, “rather than reinventing the methodological wheel, new 
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media researchers can draw upon, and benefit from, well-established traditions” (p. 50).  Two 

research approaches were utilized in this exploratory study: focus groups and an online survey. 

Prior to conducting the survey, three small focus groups were conducted to evaluate the 

level of synchronous text-based communication usage among the target population.  The focus 

group findings were then used as a guide to refine the final questions for the more extensive 

online survey.  A total of nine students from the target population were recruited to participate in 

the focus groups. 

After the focus groups were conducted and the findings analyzed, an online survey was 

designed using the tools and services available at the SurveyMonkey.com website.  The survey 

was then administered to the study participants via a web link directly to the survey.  A 

professional subscription to the site has been maintained for the duration of the study.   

The survey begins with the required informed consent statement.  IRB approvals were 

obtained from both this institution and the researcher’s home institution.  The participants must 

click on a link concurring with the informed consent statements before moving to the twenty-one 

question survey.  The complete survey is found in Appendix B. 

The participants’ completed surveys were collected and maintained on the Survey 

Monkey site.  The analysis tools within the site were used to conduct a basic statistical analysis 

of the survey data and generate the basic descriptive statistical findings.  A more detailed 

discussion of the methodologies used in this study can be found in Chapter 3. 

 

1.4 Importance of the Study and Limitations 

 

It has been only five or six years since text-enabled cell or mobile phones and 

smartphones have come into widespread use in the United States.  Instant messaging was heavily 

used in the early and mid-2000s on computer platforms and remains in use, although at reduced 

levels, on both computer platforms and more recently on text-enabled mobile or cell phones.  As 

is often the case with newly introduced technological innovations, it takes some time before the 

impact of that technology is recognized and longer for researchers to begin to investigate how 

people are using the technologies. 

Such is the case today with the two primary synchronous text-based communication 

technologies in widespread use, SMS text messaging and instant messaging.  This study 
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examines the ways in which synchronous text-based communication technologies are currently 

being used by undergraduate college students (generally 18 to 24 years old).  While the Pew 

Internet in American Life Project collects data on how Americans use technology-mediated 

communication technologies of various types, their studies of the uses of internet-related and 

mobile communication devices are usually conducted on teens (ages 12-17), adults (ages 18+), 

or occasionally young adults (ages 18-29). 

This study also examines SMS text messaging and instant messaging use today in the 

United States.  While some studies have examined the use of these technologies in the U.S., as 

will be illustrated in Chapter 2, a large number of these studies come from European and Asian 

sources and researchers.  Today the number and variety of technology-mediated communication 

applications and devices coming into widespread use and popularity is enormous.  This, 

combined with the speed at which new devices are developed and introduced, creates a daunting 

environment for IS researchers.  This study lays the groundwork for additional research into 

technology-mediated communication activities and beyond that, the other text-oriented 

communication devices that are now beginning to proliferate. 

As the popularity of mobile text-based applications and devices grow, the importance to 

the IS field also grows.  As we move into the future, the indications are that more and more 

information of all types will be moving to and between users of these applications and devices.  

Much as it was important to research the earlier forms of CMC over the last twenty-five years, 

we must begin to prepare for the future and investigate the new technologies.  This study is a 

step in that exploration. 

The following chapter (Chapter Two) reviews the literature relevant to this study.  

Chapter Three provides a detailed examination of the research methodologies used to conduct 

this study.  Chapter Four examines the findings of the focus groups and online survey in great 

detail.  Finally, Chapter Five contains a detailed discussion of the findings of the study and 

examines possible theoretical frameworks that can be used to understand the study findings. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

 

The importance of information in today’s world is undeniable.  As Saracevic (1999, p. 

1053) has noted, “Knowledge and information are assuming an increasing [sic] central role in 

every aspect of life,” and that “We live in a society where knowledge and information are a 

dominating characteristic” (p. 1062).  Marchionini (1995) put it this way: “Information is a 

valuable resource in an information society; thus acquiring and using information are critical 

activities” (p. 4). 

Over the past thirty years, the field of information studies has developed into a multi-

disciplinary social science, which has been very strongly influenced by the technologically-

mediated communication tools and applications that have evolved over that period.  Spink (2000) 

discusses the human side of information studies, observing that “Information Science is not only 

a technical but even more so a cognitive, social, and situational process” (p. 73).  She continues: 

“With the marriage of computers and telecommunications, Information Science is based on 

facilitating interactive information processes, involving information feedback and human 

information coordinating behaviors” (p. 73). 

Case (2007) pinpoints the early 1970s as marking the beginning of the change in the 

focus of information seeking research “toward more user- or person-centered theories and 

methods” (p. 7).  This shift in the focus of IS research away from topics related to formal 

systems became more widespread as CMC technologies began to be introduced in the 1980s.  

This change, combined with the move to digitized information in the context of technologically-

mediated processes over the past thirty years, has resulted in a rich set of issues for information 

studies scholars to investigate.  This exploratory research study examines the use of 

technologically-mediated communication applications by undergraduate college students, with a 

particular focus on SMS text messaging and instant messaging. 
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According to Wilson (2000), “Information Behavior is the totality of human behavior in 

relation to sources and channels of information, including both active and passive information 

seeking, and information use” (p. 49).  For Wilson, information seeking behavior, information 

searching behavior, and information use behavior are all components of human information 

behavior.  He defines information seeking behavior as “the purposive seeking for information as 

a consequence of a need to satisfy some goal.  In the course of seeking, the individual may 

interact with manual information systems (such as newspapers or a library), or with 

computerized systems” (p. 49).  Information searching behavior, by contrast, is defined as “the 

‘micro level’ of behavior employed by the searcher in interacting with information systems of all 

kinds” (Wilson, 2000, p. 49).  Wilson describes information use behavior as consisting of the 

“physical and mental acts involved in incorporating the information found into the person’s 

existing knowledge base” (p. 50). 

Some form of information behavior takes place in the context of a human information 

problem or information need.  Spink (2000) states that “Information Science focuses on many 

different processes that occur over time, including a human information problem that initiates 

information behavior related to a human problem state, cognitive state, and knowledge state” (p. 

73).  The information behavior may take the form of information seeking, information retrieval, 

or another type of information behavior.  Similarly, Dervin (1983) in her sense-making approach 

discusses an information need as being the motivating force behind an information behavior.  

The first step in the sense-making process is to contextualize the information problem and create 

what Dervin calls a “situation.” 

Case (2007) examines the history of information research: “Systematic research on 

information seeking – at least on the use of sources like books or newspapers – dates back nearly 

a century” (p.6).  Regarding the research prior to the 1970s, Case (2007) writes: 

Much of this older literature was really not about information seeking in the sense in 

which that concept is discussed in current literature.  Rather most of the investigations 

focused on the artifacts and venues of information seeking: books, journals, newspapers, 

radio and television broadcasts, schools, universities, libraries, professional conferences, 

and the like.  What was actually studied were the information sources and how they were 

used …. (p. 6) 
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Case (2007) concludes that “what mattered in these early investigations was how formal 

information systems served the serious (e.g., work health, or political) information needs of the 

population studied” (p. 6). He refers to the literature from this period as “information needs and 

uses” research or “user studies” (p. 6).  Marchionini (1995) defines these formal systems as 

“libraries, research firms, government agencies, electronic networks, and the growing collection 

of information services that make up the information industry” (p. 7).  Erdelez (1999), examining 

the tradition in early LIS research to study more formal information behavior, states that 

“Researchers seem to be focused primarily on information acquisition that is active and problem 

oriented” (p.25). 

By the 1970s, however, the focus of research in LIS began to change.  Case (2007) 

describes the changing research focus this way: 

It was not until the 1970s that investigations begin to branch out beyond the focus on 

formal channels and task-oriented needs.  The emphasis shifted away from the structured 

“information system” and toward the person as a finder, creator, and user of information. 

(p.6) 

Case (2007) also cites Dervin’s 1976 article on the everyday information needs of ordinary urban 

residents as one of the major reasons that the focus in LIS research began to shift to more user-

oriented or person-centered theories and approaches. Dervin challenged many of the assumptions 

that were used in information needs and uses research up to that time and, in particular, the idea 

that information could only be acquired through formal sources (p. 8). 

As new technologically-mediated communication applications are introduced, the 

information exchange process between individuals and groups also changes.  Researchers from 

the field of Information Studies are interested in the various aspects of the information exchange 

from the information behavior of the participants to the selection of the medium to be used to 

facilitate the information exchange.  D’Ambra et al., (1998) state it this way: 

As the use of new communication technologies continues to proliferate throughout 

organizations, new modes of interaction between individuals and groups emerge, 

presenting alternative media choices.  How individuals choose between these modes has 

stimulated much research into theoretical perspectives of media choice within networked 

and electronic communities. (p. 164) 
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This chapter will examine the literature related to the key component areas contained in 

this study.  These include the literature related to computer-mediated/technology-mediated 

communication, SMS text messaging, and instant messaging. 

 

2.2 Computer-mediated / Technology-mediated Communication 

 

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is the term used to describe the 

communication or interaction between two or more people using individual computers, a link to 

the Internet or some other form of network connection, and some type of communications 

(social) software.  The communication can be in the form of text, audio, video, or some 

combination of these as found in the instant messaging programs investigated in this study. 

For the purposes of this study, we also use the more generic term, technology-mediated 

communication (TMC).  Dede (1990) writes that technology-mediated communication occurs 

when “a technological medium either interposes between direct person-to-person interaction or 

provides a shared environment that shapes the process of interpersonal communication” (p. 254).  

Kayany, Wotring, and Forrest (1996) state “With the emergence of new communication 

technologies, there is an increasing number of media through which a person may choose to 

communicate” (p. 399).  Technically, computer-mediated communication is a type of 

technology-mediated communication.  Historically, as shown in the cited studies above, TMC 

was often used interchangeably with CMC. 

For the purposes of this study, the primary focus is on text-enabled cell phones and 

smartphones, which are not strictly speaking computers although newer smartphones are 

beginning to acquire some computer-like components and applications.  For the sake of more 

accurate description, the term technology-mediated communication will continue to be used. 

Although the term technology-mediated communication is not as well known or widely 

used as computer-mediated communication, the term remains in active use in certain fields.  The 

three fields include medicine (Chi, Munson, Fischer, Vieweg, & Parr, 2010; Diener & Hobbs, 

2012; Hanna, May, & Fairhurst, 2012; LeRouge, Garfield, & Collins, 2012), education (Chen, 

2009; Feldman, 2011; Hwang, 2010; Lampe, et al., 2010), and business related areas (Cope, 

Kalantzis, McCarthey, Vojak, & Kline, 2011; Grandhi & Jones, 2010; Workman, 2007). 
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Over the last thirty years, computer-mediated communication has evolved from a very 

specialized and technologically challenging form of communication with a limited user base to 

an extremely important and widely used form of communication.  Although some of the 

technologies and protocols that form the backbone of today’s CMC were first developed in the 

1960s and 1970s, it was not until the 1980s that they first came into widespread commercial and 

private use.  Email was the first widely used commercially successful form of CMC. 

Murray (1988) identified five main types of computerized communication: email, e-

messages, bulletin boards, lists, and forums.  Almost 15 years later, Herring (2002) lists many 

more types including: email, listserv discussion lists, Usenet newsgroups, split-screen protocols 

(talk, phone, ICQ), chat (IRC or Internet Relay Chat), private chat (IM or instant messaging), 

Multi-User Dimensions (MUDs), the World Wide Web, audio and video (CUseeMe, video cams, 

NetMeeting), and graphic virtual reality environments.  A more recent study by Bryant, Sanders-

Jackson, and Smallwood (2006) subdivides some of these technologies such as instant messaging 

and text messaging into a group of what they refer to as socially interactive technologies (SITs).  

A closer look at these forms of CMC reveals that many remain text-based or text oriented 

formats as they have evolved over the past two decades. 

Herring (2004b) considers CMC to be one of the two major types of new media that 

emerged in the 1990s with HTML-based applications such as web pages, weblogs, and wikis as 

the second.  As such, the two types “have attracted the interest of researchers in numerous 

disciplines in recent years, and bring with them a richness of fresh issues and phenomena for 

investigation” (Herring, 2004b, p. 47). 

Today, some form of CMC is utilized in almost every aspect of our lives from work to 

school to home.  According to a Pew Internet and American Life Project Report on the topic 

(Rainie & Horrigan, 2005), 70 million American adults went online on an average day as of late 

2004 versus only 52 million in 2000, the year the survey was first conducted, an increase of 35%.  

Rainie and Horrigan (2005) also report that 58 million American adults used email on an average 

day in late 2004, versus 45 million in 2000, an increase of 29%.  Instant messaging use on a daily 

basis increased from 10 million per day in 2000 to 15 million per day in the 2004 survey, a 50% 

increase (Rainie & Horrigan, 2005). 

Bryant et al. (2006) state “Aside from email, the most often used Internet tool for peer 

communication is instant messaging” (¶ 8).   The Pew Internet and American Life Project Report 
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(Rainie & Horrigan, 2005) indicates that as of late 2004, as many as 73 million American adults 

could be using these two text-based forms of CMC on a daily basis.  A recent Ipsos survey of 

communication channel preferences confirmed the continuing strong position of email (65% 

preferred), but also found instant messaging to be the second most important form of 

communication for the future (Burns, 2008).  In Burn’s (2008) study, instant messaging was 

chosen by 17% of the respondents as the most important future form of communication, slightly 

behind video conferencing at 19%, but ahead of SMS or (phone) text messaging and web 

meetings. 

In a December 2008 survey, Pew reported that among adults (age 18+) who went online, 

91% used email and 38% used instant messaging (Jones & Fox, 2009).  In a May 2010 survey, 

Pew reported that among adults that went online, 94% used email and 47% used instant 

messaging (Zickuhr, 2010).  By this time, however, some of this reported activity may have been 

taking place on platforms such as cell phones but no distinction is made in the survey itself.   

Early CMC research was marked by extensive research into the earliest CMC 

technologies such as email and electronic bulletin boards.  Most of the studies were conducted by 

business and psychology researchers.  This was a time when theories were being developed and 

experiments and studies of the various aspects of early text-based forms of CMC were first being 

conducted.  Most studies focused on the perceived inability of early CMC formats to convey 

cues such as body language or intonation or to accurately and richly transmit messages.  This led 

to theories that CMC media were leaner or less rich than other types of communications such as 

face-to-face or telephone.   A second common focus of the early CMC studies evaluated the 

impact of technology on the messages sent via CMC technologies.  These studies generally 

concluded that the CMC technology limited (or determined) the effectiveness of the message 

being conveyed.  Nowak, Watt, and Walther (2005) discuss some of these early technologically-

deterministic or “cue lean” (¶ 1) theoretical perspectives, including the social presence theory 

(Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976), the social context cues hypothesis (Kiesler, Siegel, & 

McGuire, 1984), and the media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1984, 1986). 

Hu, Wood, Smith, and Westbrook (2004) refer to the literature from this period as the 

“lost perspective” (¶ 9) literature, by which they mean that CMC studies of the period generally 

found that CMC lacked many of the characteristics (cues) found in traditional communication. 

Researchers at the time concluded that CMC was less effective when compared to other more 
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traditional forms of communication such as face-to-face or telephonic.   Hu et al. (2004) cite the 

same three theories as Nowak, Watt, and Walther (2005) but classify Short, Williams, and 

Christie’s (1976) social presence theory and Kiesler, Siegel, and McGuire’s (1984) social context 

cues theory as examples of cues-filtered-out approaches, as they were called by Culnan and 

Markus (1987). 

The findings of other studies from this period such as Sproull and Kiesler (1986, 1991), 

and Siegel, Dubrovsky, and Kiesler, and McGuire (1986) also found messages sent via CMC to 

be less effective than more traditional communications approaches due to the technologically-

deterministic nature of CMC or the impact of the reduced cues found in CMC messages. 

Trevino, Lengel, and Daft (1987), in another early study, examine media choice or preferences 

for communication. 

A second wave of CMC research began in the early to mid-1990s and lasted into the 

middle of the first decade of the 21st century.  This period is characterized by more in-depth 

CMC research investigating the impact of the World Wide Web and the variety of CMC 

applications that have been in use during this period.  Other research carried out in this later 

period investigated the impact of CMC on the communication behaviors of individuals and on 

the different aspects of the conversational process.  During this second generation, many of the 

original CMC theories have been called into question as new and specific studies challenged 

some theories and conclusions drawn in the earlier studies.  Walther’s (1992) social information-

processing theory first called into question some of the first generation CMC theories.  Walther 

concludes that people’s need to develop relationships and reduce uncertainty will be 

accomplished by adapting the textual cues found in CMC to meet these needs. Walther (1996) 

later developed his Hyperpersonal Model of CMC which found that CMC can lead to a 

perception of others that is more positive than in face-to-face interactions. 

Several other studies (Baron, 2000; Bertacco & Deponte, 2005; Crystal, 2001; Garton, 

Haythornthwaite, & Wellman, 1997; Hill & Monk, 2000; Hinds & Kiesler, 1995; Lee, 1994; 

Ngwenyama & Lee, 1997; Postmes, Spears, & Lea, 2000; Watt, Lea, & Spears, 2002) are also 

representative of the more specific and detailed CMC research that has been carried out in the 

later period by examining and challenging some of the conclusions drawn in earlier studies.  

Baron (2000) and Crystal (2001) examine the language used in email to draw comparisons to 

written language and (in Baron’s study) to the historical development of languages.  Garton, 
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Haythornthwaite, and Wellman (1997) apply social network analysis techniques to CMC 

networks. Hill and Monk (2000) compare the persuasiveness of email communications to written 

communications.  Bertacco and Deponte (2005) examine the impact of the perceived speed of 

email messages to their content.  Hinds and Kiesler (1995) examine how CMC users select 

media for various types of communications in a business setting.  Lee (1994), Ngwenyama and 

Lee (1997), Postmes et al. (2000), and Watt et al. (2002) use different experimental approaches 

to challenge a key component of the media richness theory, that email and CMC methods tended 

to be lean communications media and was a weak format to use for social interactions. 

Herring (2002) states that “Internet research is still in its infancy.  More questions have 

been raised than have yet been definitively answered and new CMC technologies are emerging 

faster than researchers can describe them, let alone investigate their natural use” (p. 150).  The 

continuing importance of text to current CMC technologies (i.e. email and instant messaging) 

and evolving TMC technologies such as SMS (text) phones indicates that the study of text 

remains crucial to understanding how individuals use these technologies in their daily lives.  

Herring (2002) has observed that “To date, Internet CMC research has had a text bias” (p. 150).  

Given that text continues to be a widely used approach for CMC/TMC communications, the text 

bias in research will likely remain important for the foreseeable future.  Recent CMC/TMC 

research is now shifting its focus to newer technologies such as Twitter (Cuddy, Graham, & 

Morton-Owens, 2010; Golbeck, Grimes, & Rogers, 2010; Naaman, Becker, & Gravano, 2011; 

Petit, 2011), Skype (Booth, 2008; Champ-Blackwell, 2008; Cordell, 2012), and SMS texting (see 

next section). 

The ability of CMC and TMC technologies to instantaneously transmit or convey 

information to widespread, diverse, and remote populations makes the study of these 

technologies important to information studies researchers.   Today, these technologies play an 

essential role in the movement of information worldwide.  As the technologies evolve and 

proliferate, it becomes increasingly important to understand the relationship between them and 

information. 

Table 2.1 illustrates and compares the characteristics of three widely used synchronous 

CMC/TMC applications.  This table is adapted from Huang and Yen’s (2003) study (p. 64). 
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Table 2.1.   Comparison of Synchronous CMC/TMC Applications. 

 Chat IM SMS 

Interaction Nearly 

synchronous 

Nearly 

synchronous 

Nearly 

synchronous 

Transmission 

route 

Via server Between clients 

directly 

Between clients 

directly 

Information 

recipients 

All authorized 

users 

Restricted target 

recipients 

Restricted target 

recipients 

Message type 

(avg.) 

Varied Shorter Shorter 

Communication 

frequency 

Varied Frequently 

within a session 

Frequently 

Message delay Instant to 

seconds 

Instant to 

seconds 

Instant to 

seconds 

Typical users Recreational and 

business  

Recreational and 

some business 

All users 

Media 

capability 

Text Text, voice, 

documents 

Text, images 

 

2.3 SMS Text Messaging/Cell Phones 

 

One of the most widely used technology-mediated communications applications is SMS 

text messaging from cell phones and smartphones.  The following description of cell phones and 

how they work is from CTIA (2011): 

A wireless phone is really a radio – a very sophisticated and versatile radio.  Much 

like a walkie-talkie, a cell phone receives and sends radio waves.  Those radio waves, 

travelling through spectrum, are used to transmit voice calls and data to your mobile 

device anywhere you are, anytime you want them. 
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Every cell (i.e. a limited area with a cell tower or transmitter) uses a set of radio 

frequencies or channels to provide service in its specific area. The power of these radios 

is controlled in order to meet federal safety standards and to allow the same frequencies 

to be reused in nearby cells. This lets many people have conversations simultaneously in 

different cells throughout the city or region, even though they are on the same channel. 

Today’s wireless devices are actually miniature computers. This bundle of technologies 

allows you to make phone calls, access the Internet or exchange data with other phones 

and computers around the world. (p. 4) 

Short message service (SMS) text messaging is a form of synchronous text-based 

communication that is conducted on hand-held mobile platforms such as cell or mobile phones 

and smartphones (iPhones, BlackBerrys, Androids, etc.).  Each SMS message is generally sent 

from one user’s phone to another’s.  Historically, the “short” in SMS refers to the maximum 

length of each text message being limited to 160 letters, characters, or numbers.  This is 

changing to some extent as applications have been developed to allow messages longer than 160 

characters or to enable multiple messages to be connected. 

The technologies that lead to today’s cellular systems were developed in the United 

States in early 1970s by companies such as AT&T and Motorola (Agar, 2004).  The world’s first 

cellular system was installed by Illinois Bell (AT&T) in Chicago and went live in December 

1978 (Agar, 2004).  

Mobile phones, however, were first widely adopted outside the United States.  Kalba 

(2008) categorizes the world wide adoption of mobile phones into three distinct periods which he 

describes as follows:  

In 1987(the automobile era) the leading countries were Nordic (or Alpine in the case of 

Austria) and automobile-centric societies, such as the United States, Canada, and 

Australia.  Mobile phones were carried by automobiles and not by persons…. by 1997 

(the pocketphone era) the mobile phone had migrated from the car to the pocket and 

purse.  A prospective adopter no longer needed a car to use a mobile handset, but did 

need a salary, as mobile billing was still very largely based on monthly payments 

(postpaid)…. By 2007 (the prepaid era), prepaid and SIM-only subscriptions had become 

the dominant adoption factor… Adopters no longer need a car, or even a salary, to have a 

mobile phone, just disposable cash from time to time. (p. 16) 
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Table 2.2 illustrates the top 5 countries in terms of mobile phone penetration or per capita 

adoption for the years 1987, 1997, and 2007.  This figure is adapted from Kalba (2008) (p. 17). 

 

Table 2.2. Countries with Highest Mobile Phone Penetration. 

Rank 1987 1997 2007 

1 Norway Finland UAE 

2 Sweden Norway Estonia 

3 Denmark Sweden Lithuania 

4 Finland Israel Italy 

5 United 

States 

Japan Bulgaria 

  

A few notes about the figure above.  The 2007 data excluded countries with populations under 1 

million (e.g., Hong Kong).  Also for the 2007 data, over 90% of the wireless subscriptions in 

Estonia, Lithuania, Italy, and Bulgaria were prepaid. 

Figure 2.3 below illustrates the expansion in the use of cell phones and SMS texting in 

the United States between 1996 and 2011.  Wireless penetration in the U.S. exceeded 100% for 

the first time in 2011.  This means that the number of cell phone subscriptions exceeded the 

country’s population.  Another interesting item shown on the chart is the fact that between 

December of 2006 and June of 2010, the number of U.S. households that have only a wireless 

phone (no landline) increased from 10.6% to 31.6%.  Between December of 2006 and June of 

2010, the monthly number of SMS text messages sent increased by almost 10 times (1000%). 

Table 2.3 illustrates some key U.S. wireless subscriber statistics.  This table is adapted 

from a chart on the CTIA (International Association for the Wireless Telecommunication 

Industry) website (CTIA, 2012). 
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Table 2.3.  U.S. Wireless Subscriber Statistics. 

 December 

2011 

June 

2010 

December 

2006 

December 

2001 

January 

2000 

December 

1996 

Wireless 

Subscriber 

Connections 

(WSB) 

331.6 M 292.8 M 233.0 M 128.4 M 97.0 M 44.2 M 

Wireless 

Penetration = 

U.S. 

Population/WSB 

104.6% 93.0% 76.6% 44.2% 34.0% 16.0% 

Monthly SMS 

Messages 

193.1 B 173.2 B 18.7 B 252.8 M 12.2 M N/A 

Annualized 

SMS Messages 

2.30 T 2.26 T 158.6 B N/A N/A N/A 

 

The Pew Internet and American Life Project reported that as of mid-2011, 83% of all 

adults (ages 18 and older) now own a cell phone or similar (smartphone) device (e.g. iPhone, 

Blackberry, etc.) (Smith, 2011a).  Cell phone ownership has now become so widespread that 

Smith (2011a) states “Mobile phones have become a near-ubiquitous tool for information-

seeking and communication” (p. 2).  Cell phone ownership among young adults (ages 18-29) has 

increased to 95% (Smith, 2011a, p. 4). 

A May 2011 Pew survey found that 73% of adult cell phone owners sent or received text 

messages (Smith, 2011a).   This is a slight increase over the 72% found in a May 2010 Pew 

survey, but it includes a large increase from the 58% of adult cell phone owners who sent or 

received text messages in a December 2007 survey (Smith, 2010a).   Among young adults (ages 

18-29) the same survey found that an even larger 95% sent or received text messages on their 

cell phones (Smith, 2010a).  In fact, a September 2008 Nielson Mobile report indicated that by 
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the end of the 2nd quarter of 2008, a typical U.S. cell phone subscriber was sending or receiving 

on average more text messages than voice calls every month (Nielsen Company, 2008).  

Text messaging research studies have generally fallen into three broad categories; 1) 

international and cross-cultural studies, 2) text messaging use and relationship to what could 

generically be classified as social aspects of various kinds, and 3) the technical aspects 

surrounding the use of texting or adoption of texting.  Some of the studies overlap categories. 

The first category of texting studies generally deals with international and cross-cultural 

studies of some sort (Axelsson, 2010; Barron, 2010; Baron, 2011; Baron & Segerstad, 2010; 

Fortunati, Manganelli, Law, & Yang, 2008; Madell & Muncer, 2004; Leung, 2007; Reid & Reid, 

2010; Taylor & Harper, 2003; Thulin & Vilhelmson, 2007). 

A second category of text messaging research generally covers text messaging use and its 

relationship to what could generically be classified as social aspects of various kinds.  Many of 

these studies were conducted using college students or adolescents (Axelsson, 2010; Bryant, 

Sanders-Jackson, & Smallwood, 2006; Humphreys, 2006; Kim, Kim, Park, & Rice, 2007; 

Leung, 2007; Ling, 2004; Ling & Barron, 2007; Skierkowski & Wood, 2012; Thulin & 

Vilhelmson, 2007; Van Cleemput, 2010). 

The last category of text messaging studies generally examines the technical aspects 

surrounding the use of texting or the adoption of texting.  The first article by Faulkner and 

Culwin (2005) looks at SMS text from the standpoint of human-computer interaction (HCI) and 

the texting habits of their subjects.  The study was conducted in the UK where SMS texting was 

already undergoing a massive expansion in 2004.  The final study by Wirth, von Pape, and 

Karnowski (2008) was an examination of various theoretical perspectives in an attempt to 

explain why people decided to purchase and use mobile phones.  A number of theories are 

discussed including Uses and Gratification, Diffusion of Innovation, etc. 

 

2.4 Instant Messaging 

 

Instant messaging remains a widely used text-based communications technology.  The 

technology which was originally developed for computer platforms has also found its way to 

mobile devices such as cell phones.   
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An in-depth survey of instant messaging for the Pew Internet and American Life Project 

(Shiu & Lenhart, 2004) identified the growth of IM usage.  By 2005, the Pew Internet and 

American Life Project Reports (Rainie & Horrigan, 2005), reported that it was the fastest 

growing form of CMC in terms of percentage growth from 2000 to 2004, increasing by 50%.  

Instant messaging use worldwide has also grown rapidly.  In an early 2006 survey, comScore 

Networks estimated that in February of that year as many as 82 million people in  Europe and 69 

million people in North America had used IM applications (comScore, 2006).  As reported 

above,  in a December 2008 survey, Pew reported that among adults (age 18+) who went online, 

38% used instant messaging (Jones & Fox, 2009).  In a May 2010 survey, Pew reported that 

among adults that went online, 47% used instant messaging (Zickuhr, 2010).   

But IM use may be declining in recent years as SMS texting and social media gain 

popularity.  Nielsen Company (2009) reported that “Instant Messaging has been a casualty of 

social networking in terms of falling share of online time” (p. 13).  The U.S. Census Bureau’s 

(2010) Statistical Abstract of the United States may also be detecting this trend in some of their 

data.  This online document consolidates the Statistical Abstract data for the years 2006–2010.  

The 2007 Statistical Abstract of the United States reported from a September 2005 survey that 

47% of internet users sent instant messages.  The 2009 Statistical Abstract of the United States 

reported from a May 2008 survey that only 40% of internet users sent instant messages, a decline 

of 7% in three years.  Text-enabled cell phones using SMS were beginning to come into 

widespread use around that time as illustrated in Figure 2.3. 

Instant messaging as a widely used CMC application dates back to the late 1990s and 

early 2000s, but like most other CMC applications, its development began well before that time.  

Huang and Yen (2003) state “Although IM applications did not appear until 1996, the idea of 

sending instant text messages is hardly new” (p. 64).  Nardi, Whittaker, and Bradner (2000) write 

“IM has ancient roots in Unix utilities such as “talk” and “write,” but it has found a wide 

audience only in the last few years via AOL’s Instant Messenger product, available free on the 

Internet” (p. 80).  “The Internet predecessors of IM were online chat rooms and email” (Huang 

and Yen, 2003, p. 64).  Huang & Yen (2003) discuss the origins of the first commercial IM type 

software, stating:  

The first popular IM software was on the market was ICQ, created in 1996 by a company 

named Mirablis… Impressed by the strategic potential of IM and its large user base, AOL 
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soon acquired ICQ…Soon thereafter, AOL created their own IM application named AOL 

Instant Messenger. (p. 65) 

That acquisition by AOL took place in June of 1998. 

As a form of CMC, instant messaging has characteristics in common with its two Internet 

predecessors, chat and email (see Figure 2.1).  Chung and Nam (2007) state “IM is a near-

synchronous computer-based one-on-one communication tool; a hybrid of email, chat rooms, 

pagers, telephones, voice mail, caller ID, and bulletin boards with a multiparty ‘chat’ model” (p. 

213).  Huang and Yen (2003) describe IM as “a hybrid of email and chat.  Similar to chat, IM 

allows real-time communication, yet is typically conducted on a one-on-one basis like email” (p. 

64).  Similarly, Segerstad and Ljungstrand (2002) consider IM to be combination of face-to-face 

and email (p. 159).  Ramirez Jr. et al. (2008) state “IM programs combine the type-written form 

of communication, associated with e-mail, with the synchronicity of message exchange that 

characterizes telephone conversations” (p. 529). 

IM research studies have generally fallen into three broad categories; business related, IM 

as a form of CMC and it characteristics, and IM use by students and adolescents.  The first group 

of studies have primarily investigated the use of IM in formal business settings (Cameron & 

Webster, 2005; Garrett & Danziger, 2007; Herbsleb, Atkins, Boyer, Handel, and Finholt, 2002; 

Huang and Yen, 2003; Isaacs, Walendowski, Whittaker, Schiano, and Kamm, 2002; Nardi et al., 

2000).  Studies focusing on the characteristics of instant messaging as a text-based form of CMC 

used informally (socially) have been conducted (Bryant et al., 2006; Chung and Nam, 2007; Hu 

et al., 2004; Kim et al., 2007; Ramirez Jr. et al., 2008; Schiano, et al., 2002).  Studies examining 

various aspects of instant messaging use by students and younger users have also been conducted 

(Baron, 2004; Flanagin, 2005; Grinter & Palen, 2002; Gross 2004; Lee & Perry, 2004; Leung, 

2001; Ling & Barron, 2007; Quan-Haase, 2007). 

A further investigation of the theoretical base or framework from which these studies 

were drawn indicates that a wide variety of theories have been utilized.  Many IM studies 

examined specific IM programs and were conducted using no theoretical frame (Isaacs et al., 

2002; Schiano, et al., 2002; Segerstad and Ljungstrand, 2002).  Several media or communication 

theories have been used such as “critical mass” (Herbsleb et al., 2002), “task fit” (Nardi et al. 

2000; Garrett & Danziger, 2007), “niche theory” (Ramirez Jr. et al., 2008), “uses and 

gratifications” (Flanagin, 2005; Ramirez Jr. et al., 2008), “network theory” (Bryant et al., 2006), 
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and “media addiction” (Lee & Perry, 2004).  Cameron and Webster (2005) used six media 

theories to examine IM, including “critical mass,” “symbolic cues,” “media richness,” 

“polychronicity,” “privacy,” and “fairness.”  Other studies examined IM in terms of “gender 

related” issues or differences (Baron, 2004; Gross 2004).  Two studies examined IM in terms of 

the “technology acceptance model” (Chung & Nam, 2007; Huang & Yen, 2003).  Cameron and 

Webster (2005) use media richness theory to examine IM and the theory was discussed in two 

others (Huang & Yen, 2003; Ramirez Jr. et al., 2008). 

The following chapter, Chapter Three, provides a detailed examination of the research 

methodologies used to conduct this study.  This includes the details of the planning, design, and 

delivery for both the focus groups and the online survey. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This research study examines technologically-mediated communication practices of 

undergraduate college students, who are generally between 18 and 24 years old.   This study 

specifically examines the use of two synchronous primarily text-based formats: SMS text 

messaging on cell or mobile phones and instant messaging (IM). 

Babbie (2001) states that “Social research can serve many purposes.  Three of the most 

common and useful purposes are exploration, description, and explanation” (p. 91). Similarly, 

Richey and Klein (2007) say “All research can be viewed as exploratory, descriptive, or 

explanatory” (p. 43). 

This study is exploratory in nature and focus.  As noted by Richey & Klein (2007), 

“Exploratory research relates to topics about which very little is known” (p. 43).  Babbie (2001) 

is more detailed in his discussion of the subject: 

Exploratory studies are most typically done for three purposes: (1) to satisfy the 

researcher’s curiosity and desire for better understanding, (2) to test the feasibility of 

undertaking a more extensive study, and (3) to develop the methods to be employed in 

any subsequent study. (p. 92) 

Babbie (2001) continues: “Exploratory studies are quite valuable in social scientific research.  

They are essential whenever a researcher is breaking new ground, and they almost always yield 

new insights into a topic for research” (p. 93). 

All three of Babbie’s rationales for conducting an exploratory study are applicable to this 

study.  My research interests generally lie in understanding the way diverse populations use 

various communication technologies in their daily lives.  I also believe that this study could be 

expanded in such a way as to allow for more extensive investigations of the technologies in the 

future.   Finally, the procedures used in this study will be readily applicable to other 

communication technologies and user populations in the future. 
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For the purposes of this dissertation, technologically-mediated communication is the term 

used to describe the communication or interaction between two people using individual 

communication devices (such as cell, mobile, or smartphones or various types of computers), a 

link to the Internet (wired) or some form of wireless (cell, Wi-Fi, or wireless broadband) 

connection, and some type of communications (social) software.  This study focuses on the use 

of two types of synchronous text-based communications (SMS text messaging and instant 

messaging).  Both types may be used from cell or mobile phones, while instant messaging may 

also be run from a computer.  At various points in this dissertation the term text messaging may 

be used when collectively discussing text messaging and instant messaging. 

This chapter will explore the design and methodology used for this mixed-methods study.  

The advantages and limitations of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods approaches will 

be examined.  This study initially used a focus group methodology followed by a descriptive 

survey methodology.  The details of these methodologies will also be examined. 

 

3.2 Qualitative and Quantitative Research Methods 

 

Over the past twenty-five years, the research methodologies used in the field of library 

and information science (LIS) have shifted from quantitative to much more qualitative in nature.  

During that period, qualitative research methods have been “adopted” by LIS practitioners and 

researchers from the qualitative research methodologies used in other social science disciplines. 

The qualitative vs. quantitative debate is not new to LIS as supporters of both types have 

long argued the merits of each approach.  Altman (1991) referred to this conflict between 

researchers when she stated that “The major division in LIS is between the Quals and the 

Quants” (p. 115).  She goes on to note that “The Quals tend to use social science methods, such 

as historiography, ethnography, and qualitative sociology, to study the ‘library’ and its users in 

terms of social phenomena” (p. 115).  Qualitative or naturalistic research methodologies have 

also been referred to as non-scientific, ethnographic, ecological, phenomenological, and 

documentary.  Altman (1991) stated that “The Quants are interested in finding, if not laws, at 

least patterns to predict how phenomena will behave” (p. 115).  She further asserts that “The 

Quants, in contrast to the Quals, are vastly more concerned with numbers, statistics, 
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probabilities, and paradigms” (p. 116).  Quantitative research methods have historically also 

been referred to as positivist, empirical, or scientific. 

Berger (2000) compares the characteristics of qualitative and quantitative research in five 

areas.  For a given situation being investigated, qualitative research methods focus on evaluation 

while quantitative research methods focus on counting and measuring.  To explain phenomena,   

qualitative research methods rely on observations to evaluate theories while quantitative research 

methods focus on collecting and analyzing statistical data.  Table 3.1 is a basic comparison of the 

two research approaches adapted from Berger (2000) (p. 14). 

 

Table 3.1. Qualitative Method vs. Quantitative Method. 

Qualitative Research Quantitative Research 

Evaluates Counts and measures 

Uses concepts to explain Processes collected data 

Theoretical Statistical 

Interprets Describes, explains, and predicts 

Leads to an evaluation  Leads to a hypothesis or theory 

 

The discussion above provides an overview of qualitative and quantitative research.  As 

with many things, the choice of a research methodology is very often an individual decision 

made by a researcher or research team.  Often the choice is based on knowledge of or experience 

with a particular method.   Ideally the choice would be made based on the type of study being 

conducted or “the nature of the research problem” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 11).   

Glensne and Peshkin (1992) list three strengths or reasons for using either of the two 

approaches.  Qualitative methodology is preferred if the purpose of the research is to 

contextualize, interpret, or understand actors’ perspectives.  Quantitative methodology is 

preferred if the purpose of the research is generalizability of results, prediction, or to identify 

causal relationships. The limitations of each method are the strengths of the other. 
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A synthesis from a variety of sources informs us as to the primary nature of the 

qualitative and quantitative methods.  Qualitative analysis is about providing rich detailed 

descriptions of the observations of the researcher.  Quantitative analysis is about generating a 

statistically reliable model of what has been observed.  The results of quantitative analyses are 

generalizable to larger populations while the results of qualitative analyses are not. 

The two research methods used for this study were primarily qualitative in nature, with 

the focus groups being entirely qualitative and the survey mixing both qualitative and 

quantitative aspects.  A descriptive survey was made available to the participants using an online 

survey instrument and was used to evaluate the extent and nature of their use of the 

communications technologies being studied. 

 

3.3 Mixed or Multiple Method Studies 

 

This study, while predominantly qualitative, does have some quantitative components, so 

it seems prudent to review the literature of mixed or multiple methods studies.  “The term ‘mixed 

methods research’ has been used to describe those studies that combine qualitative and 

quantitative methods.  This is a way of using multiple approaches to answer given research 

questions” (Richey & Klein, 2007, p. 41).  Richey and Klein (2007) also state that “The 

quantitative and qualitative methodological perspectives are not at odds theoretically or 

philosophically. … These fundamental agreements [between advocates of the two 

methodological perspectives] make mixed method research not only practical in many situations, 

but also logically sound” (p. 42). 

Glesne and Peshkin (1992) offer this analysis of mixed-methodological research 

approaches: 

Although some social science researchers (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwandt, 1989) 

perceive qualitative and quantitative approaches as incompatible, others (Patton, 1990; 

Reichardt & Cook, 1979) believe that the skilled researcher can successfully combine 

approaches. … Because the positivist and the interpretivist paradigms rest on different 

assumptions about the nature of the world, they require different instruments and 

procedures to find the type of data desired. This does not mean, however, that the 

positivist never uses interviews nor that the interpretivist never uses a survey. They may, 
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but such methods are supplementary, not dominant.  Different approaches allow us to 

know and understand different things about the world.  Nonetheless, people tend to 

adhere to the methodology that is most consonant with their socialized worldview. (p. 8)  

Another advantage of using mixed methods is that it allows for triangulation.  Denzin 

(1978) defines triangulation as “the combination of methodologies in the study of the same 

phenomenon” (p. 291).  Denzin discuss both within-method and between methods approaches to 

triangulation.  Jick (1979) states that “In the social sciences, the use of triangulation can be 

traced back to Campbell and Fiske (1959)” (p.602).  He warns that triangulation has some 

shortcomings including: replication issues, limited use if wrong question is being asked, and the 

method should not be used “to legitimate a dominant personally preferred method” (p.609).  

Kaplan and Duchon (1988) report that “triangulation of data from different sources can alert 

researchers to potential analytical errors and omissions.  Mixing methods can also lead to new 

insights and modes of analysis that are unlikely to occur if one method had been used alone” (p. 

582). 

The selection of the research methodology or methodologies to be used in a study is one 

of the most important decisions a researcher must make.  Generally, research design literature 

focuses on the matching of the goals of the study and/or the nature of the research questions 

being asked with the type of methodology or methodologies to be used.  Additional 

considerations include the source of the data to be collected and how it will be used.  Powell & 

Connaway (2004) emphasize that “In selecting a research method … the researcher must keep in 

mind the research problem, the sources of the desired information, the nature of the data to be 

collected and the major purpose of the research” (p. 84).  According to Babbie (2001), “Usually, 

the best study design uses more than one research method, taking advantage of their different 

strengths” (p. 110).  Richey and Klein (2007) put it this way, “Many studies, however have 

multiple purposes. Consequently, there are research questions or hypotheses that are classified in 

different categories.  These studies are likely to employ mixed or multiple research methods” (p. 

43). 

This study is exploratory in nature while the research questions being asked are both 

exploratory and descriptive.  Richey and Klein’s (2007) discussion matching the purpose of 

research (exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory) with the commonly used research methods for 

each type shows that mixed and multiple methods and content analysis are appropriate for both 
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exploratory and descriptive purposes while surveys are appropriate for descriptive purposes (p. 

44).  However, they state that “Descriptive and exploratory studies often use the same 

methods…” (p. 45). 

The choice of a multiple research methods approach for this study, based on the review of 

the research literature above, indicates that the choice of focus groups and survey methodologies 

is both appropriate and reasonable for the issues being investigated.  Two of the three research 

questions for this study primarily addressed by the qualitative methods utilized (the focus group 

and to some extent the online survey) and one will be addressed using the quantitative of the 

online survey.  Using this mixed method approach provides greater information about the issues 

being investigated due to the ability to triangulate the data from both research methods to address 

the research questions being investigated. 

 

3.4 Research Design and Process 

 

The goal of this study was to explore questions about the extent and nature of the daily 

use of SMS and instant messaging communications of undergraduate students.   

Three research questions were developed for this study.  Specific questions included in 

the survey were used to examine the details and preferences of the subjects as they relate to their 

use of the two technology-mediated communication applications.  The three research questions 

addressed in this dissertation are as follows: 

RQ1: What synchronous text-based communication technologies do undergraduate 

college students use and how often are they using them? 

RQ2: Under what circumstances do undergraduate college students choose to use one 

type of synchronous text-based communication technology instead of another? 

RQ3:  What features of synchronous text-based communication technologies do 

undergraduate college students use most often and under what circumstances do they use 

them? 

The study consisted of two individual activities: preliminary focus groups followed by an 

online survey.  For the purposes of this study a selection of undergraduate university students 

were recruited to participate as subjects in this study.  The requirements for all participants were 
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minimal.  The major requirement was a familiarity with SMS text messaging and / or instant 

messaging.   

The students were recruited from a major research university in the southeastern United 

States.  The students were selected from several sections of sophomore and junior level 

(undergraduate) library and information science courses taught between the Summer 2010 and 

Spring 2011 semesters.  The focus group participants were volunteers from two undergraduate 

courses taught by the researcher and the sessions were conducted early in the Summer 2010 

semester.  The student subjects that took the online survey were also mainly recruited from 

undergraduate courses taught by the researcher.  This included the two classes from the summer, 

two classes from the Fall 2010 semester, and two classes from the Spring 2011 semester.  

Volunteers were solicited through email announcements to the classes.  Additional volunteers 

were solicited from other undergraduate courses in the fall semester with the permission of the 

course instructors.  The total number of undergraduates invited to take the survey was 

approximately 200.  Survey responses were received between late July 2010 and May 2011. 

Prior to the collection of any of the data used in this study, human subjects approval was 

needed to conduct the study from both this institution and my home institution where the study 

participants were to be recruited from.  The second IRB approval was required due to the fact 

that I was working at the time as an adjunct faculty member at the institution where the study 

participants were to be recruited.  Also, to apply for the human subjects approval at my home 

institution, I needed the IRB approval from this institution beforehand. 

Application was made for human subjects approval at this institution in March 2010.  The 

approval to use human subjects was given in April 2010.  With this approval in hand, application 

was made for human subjects approval at my home institution in May 2010 and this was 

approved in early June 2010.  Both approvals have subsequently been renewed and remain in 

effect. 

 

3.5 Focus Group 

 

Prior to the administration of the survey to a large number of subjects, three small focus 

groups were conducted using nine subjects to refine the research questions, and to verify the 

proposed survey instrument and the research design.  Babbie (2001) states “In a focus group, 
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typically 12 to 15 people are brought together in a room to engage in a guided discussion of 

some topic” (p. 294).  Powell and Connaway (2004) state “Focus groups are useful for… 

developing and refining research instruments, such as interview schedules and questionnaires” 

(p. 150).  Morgan (1993) further suggests that focus groups are an excellent approach for 

generating questions for a subsequent survey. 

The sample population for the focus group was the same as that used in the study, 

undergraduate students from a large research university in the southeastern United States.  The 

participants were volunteers from the ranks of undergraduate students enrolled in undergraduate 

library and information sciences classes and were current or former users of SMS and/or instant 

messaging.  The focus group participants comprised a convenience sample for this portion of the 

study.  Sampling will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. 

The focus groups were moderated by the researcher and conducted in the facilities of the 

university with prior permission of the university and the LIS department.  The sessions were 

recorded using audio recording equipment.  All required permissions from the participants were 

obtained prior to the sessions.  The questions used in the focus group sessions were designed to 

explore the texting habits of the participants and examine other issues for inclusion in the online 

survey instrument. 

The findings of the focus group were recorded, transcribed, and then analyzed by the 

researcher.  The findings from the focus group were used to refine the survey instrument before 

it was utilized in this research study.  See Appendix A for an overview of the focus group 

procedures and the questions discussed. 

 

3.6 Survey 

 

The primary research methodology used in this exploratory study is a survey.  Fink 

(2006) states that “Surveys are information collection methods used to describe, compare, or 

explain individual or societal knowledge, feelings, values, preferences, and behavior” (p. 1).  

Powell (1997) defines a survey as “a group of research methodologies commonly used to 

determine the present status of a given phenomenon” (p. 57).  Babbie (2001) goes further in his 

description of surveys as “One of the most common research methods used in the social sciences 

involv[ing] the administration of a questionnaire – either by interview or through the mail – to a 
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sample of respondents” (p. 8).  Babbie further states that “Surveys may be used for descriptive, 

explanatory, and exploratory purposes.  They are chiefly used in studies that have individual 

people as the units of analysis” (p. 238). 

Powell and Connaway (2004) refer to three types of surveys: exploratory, analytical, and 

descriptive.  Fink (2006) lists five types of surveys in two major categories self-administered 

(mail, on-site, and online) and interviews (telephone and in-person).  Similarly, Babbie (2001) 

examines five types: interview surveys, self-administered questionnaires, telephone interviews, 

mail surveys, and online surveys.  Babbie (2001) concludes his analysis with “Clearly, each 

survey method has its place in social research.  Ultimately, you must balance the advantages and 

disadvantages of the different methods in relation to your research needs and your resources” (p. 

267). 

Like all social research methods, surveys have both strengths and weaknesses.  Powell 

and Connaway (2004) discuss the costs of conducting surveys, noting that “Survey research 

tends to be relatively inexpensive, at least if the sample or population being surveyed is not 

large” (p. 92).  Babbie (2001) summarized the strengths and weaknesses of survey research (p. 

268).  Strengths include timeliness, the ability to describe characteristics of large populations, 

flexibility, consistency of responses due to questionnaire standardization, and the feasibility of 

using large samples.  Weaknesses include limited ability to explore complex social issues and 

social context, inflexibility compared to direct observation methods, and the limitation that 

surveys provide only a static view or snapshot of social phenomena. 

The type of survey that best matches the goals and objectives of this study is a descriptive 

survey.  Powell and Connaway (2004) state: 

The basic purposes of descriptive surveys usually are to describe characteristics of the 

populations of interest, estimate proportions in the population, make specific predictions, 

and test associational relationships. … Looking first at describing the population, it 

should be kept in mind that a description of characteristics of the population is often 

based on a description of a (hopefully) representative sample… (p. 87) 

An online descriptive survey was administered over the World Wide Web to the study 

participants to evaluate the extent and nature of their SMS and instant messaging usage.  The 

survey utilized a specifically designed online survey instrument from the SurveyMonkey website 
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(http://www.surveymonkey.com).  Fink (2006) lists the advantages and disadvantages of online 

self-administered surveys and Table 3.2 is a summary of these items (p. 9). 

 

Table 3.2. Advantages and Disadvantages of Online Surveys. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Worldwide access to survey Need reliable internet access 

Order of questions can be controlled Some technical knowledge needed 

Responses limited to preprogrammed 

(legal) answers 

Survey design compatibility and 

consistency 

Data automatically entered and analyzed Privacy and confidentiality issues 

 

The selection of the sample to be surveyed is another important aspect of this study that 

needs to be addressed.  There are two basic types of sampling methods: probability sampling and 

nonprobability sampling.  Babbie (2001) defines probability sampling as “samples selected in 

accord with probability theory, typically involving some random selection mechanism” (p. G8).  

Trochim (2001) defines it as “The method of sampling that utilizes some form of random 

selection” (p. 350).  Nonprobability sampling is “Any technique in which samples are selected in 

some way not suggested by probability theory” (Babbie, 2001, p. G7).  Trochim (2001) defines 

nonprobability sampling as “Sampling that does not involve random selection” (p. 349). 

Babbie (2001) says that “Social research is often conducted in situations that do not 

permit the kinds of probability samples used in large-scale social surveys” (p. 178).  This leads 

Babbie to conclude that “Many such [social science research] situations call for nonprobability 

sampling” (p. 179).  Trochim (2001) states “in some circumstances in applied social research, it 

is not feasible, practical, or theoretically sensible to use random sampling” (p. 56). A 

nonprobability sampling method would seem to be most appropriate for this study. 

According to Powell and Connaway (2004), “With a nonprobability sample, the 

researcher cannot state the probability of a specific element of the population being included in 

the sample” (p. 94).  A nonprobability sample also may not be representative of larger 

populations and therefore limits the ability to generalize the results to the larger population.  
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Trochim (2001) is not quite as dismissive of the usefulness of nonprobability sampling noting 

that “With nonprobability samples, you may or may not represent the population well, and it will 

often be hard for you to know how well you have done so” (p. 56).  However, “nonprobability 

samples are usually easier and cheaper to obtain than are probability samples, and for some 

purposes, such as where the focus is on the sample itself, may be quite adequate” (Powell & 

Connaway, 2004, p. 94). 

Powell and Connaway (2004) list six types of nonprobability sampling including 

accidental, quota, snowball, purposive, self-selected, and incomplete (p. 94).  Fink (2006) also 

lists six types: systematic, convenience, snowball, quota, focus groups, and expert panels (p. 51).  

Babbie (2001) lists four types: available, quota, snowball, and purposive or judgmental (p. 179).  

Trochim (2001) breaks nonprobability sampling methods into two types: accidental and 

purposive (p. 56).  Newman and McNeil (1998) list three types: incidental, quota, and purposive 

(p. 49).  For this study, a combination of purposive and self-selected sampling would seem to be 

most appropriate.  A purposive sample is selected on the basis of the researcher’s knowledge of a 

given population and the objectives of the study.  Trochim (2001) states that “In purposive 

sampling, you sample with a purpose in mind.  Usually you would be seeking one or more 

specific predefined groups” (p. 56).  A self-selected sample is when subjects choose to be 

included in a study for one reason or another. 

In nonprobability sampling situations, the selection of study subjects is typically less 

rigorous than in probability sampling as the results cannot be generalized to larger populations.  

Somekh and Lewin (2005) state: 

in the real world of social science research, nonprobability sampling is widespread when 

time constraints and costs force the researcher to make compromises.  The sample is 

often a group (a class, employees in a local company) that the researcher has easy access 

to or has selected for a particular reason. (p. 219) 

For the reasons shown above, the size of the sample selected is variable and often left up 

to the researcher.  Frequently in nonprobability sampling, the researcher selects a sample size or 

minimum sample size and then administers surveys until the target number is reached. 

For the purposes of this exploratory study, a plan was developed by the researcher to 

obtain a nonprobability convenience sample of 50 to 100 survey responses.   As no probabilistic 

analysis was to be undertaken, this size sample seemed reasonable.  Over the course of each 
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semester that data collection was underway, the number of survey responses were checked until 

ultimately a total of 67 were collected. 

 

3.7 Descriptive Survey 

 

The descriptive survey used in this study was used primarily to address research 

questions two and three.  An online descriptive survey was administered from the 

SurveyMonkey website by the study participants to evaluate the extent and nature of their SMS 

and instant messaging usage. 

The target population for this online survey was made up of undergraduate students from 

a large research university in the southeastern United States.  Participants were recruited from 

the ranks of undergraduate students enrolled in undergraduate library and information sciences 

classes.  The basic requirement for the subjects of this study was a familiarity with SMS text 

messaging and instant messaging.  Undergraduate college students, as users of these 

technologies, were a useful population to target for this research study.  From this population we 

surveyed self-selected users of SMS and instant messaging.  For this study, a sample of 50 to 100 

responses seemed reasonable.  The study participants were recruited using emails and in-class 

announcements to students over the course of a few semesters.  The email messages contained an 

embedded link to get to the survey on the SurveyMonkey site. 

The survey utilized a specifically designed online survey instrument from the 

SurveyMonkey (http://www.surveymonkey.com) website.  The survey began with some basic 

demographic questions.  The collected demographic information included age and gender 

information.  The balance of the survey investigated issues related to participant’s SMS and 

instant messaging usage.  See Appendix B for the final version of the online survey. 

For the duration of this proposed study, the researcher has maintained a subscription to 

the SurveyMonkey site which was used exclusively for this survey.  No identifying information 

was collected from any of the study participants by the SurveyMonkey site.  This was clearly 

explained in all announcements soliciting study participants.  All responses were collected and 

maintained automatically within the SurveyMonkey site and the collected data was accessible 

only to the researcher. 
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The following chapter, Chapter Four, provides an in depth examination of the research 

findings from both the focus groups and the online survey.  This includes a review of the 

research questions, a detailed discussion of the focus group findings, and a detailed examination 

of the survey responses and findings. 

  



41 
 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

This exploratory research study examines the technologically-mediated communication 

practices of undergraduate college students.   This study specifically examines the use of two 

synchronous primarily text-based formats: SMS text messaging on cell or mobile phones and 

instant messaging (IM) by undergraduate college students.  This chapter will explore the findings 

of the research conducted in this study.  In particular the chapter will focus on the activities that 

took place during the study and the findings from both the focus groups and the online survey. 

 

4.1 Research Questions 

 

The goal of this study was to explore questions about the extent and nature of the daily 

use of SMS and instant messaging communications of undergraduate students, generally 18 to 24 

years old.  To accomplish this goal, three research questions were developed.  Specific questions 

included in the online survey were used to examine the details and preferences of the subjects as 

they relate to their use of the two technology-mediated communication tools.  The three research 

questions addressed in this dissertation are as follows: 

RQ1: What synchronous text-based communication technologies do undergraduate 

college students use and how often are they using them? 

RQ2: Under what circumstances do undergraduate college students choose to use one 

type of synchronous text-based communication technology instead of another? 

RQ3:  What features of synchronous text-based communication technologies do 

undergraduate college students use most often and under what circumstances do they use 

them? 
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4.2 Participant Recruitment 

 

For the purposes of this study, a group of undergraduate university students were 

recruited to participate as subjects.  The study participants for both the focus groups and the 

online survey were recruited from a major research university in the southeastern United States.  

As was discussed in Chapter 3, the participants for both the focus groups and the survey 

comprised a convenience sample for this study. 

The requirements for both focus group and survey participants were minimal.  The major 

requirement was a familiarity with SMS text messaging and / or instant messaging.  All human 

testing (IRB) requirements were completed prior to the initiation of the study.  Due to the 

logistics of the study, IRB approvals were obtained from this university and my home university 

where the participants were recruited. 

4.3 Focus Groups 

 

The first research activity accomplished in this study was conducting the focus groups.  

The focus group findings were used to refine and enhance the questions that were used in the 

online survey instrument. 

The focus group participants were undergraduate students from a large research 

university in the southeastern United States.  The participants were current users of SMS and / or 

instant messaging.  Participants were recruited from the ranks of undergraduate students enrolled 

in face-to-face undergraduate library and information sciences (sophomore level) classes.   

The three focus groups were conducted in the facilities of the university with prior 

permission of the university and the LIS department and were moderated by the researcher.  The 

sessions were recorded using audio recording equipment.  All required permissions from the 

participants were obtained prior to the sessions.  The questions used in the focus group sessions 

were designed to explore the texting habits of the participants and examine other issues for 

inclusion in the online survey instrument. 

The findings of the focus groups were recorded, transcribed, and then analyzed by the 

researcher.  The findings from the focus groups were used to refine the survey instrument before 

it was utilized in this research study.  See Chapter 3 for an overview of the focus group 

procedures.  The focus group participants were volunteers from two undergraduate courses 
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taught by the researcher and the sessions were conducted early in the Summer 2010 semester.  

The same basic questions outlined in Chapter 3 (see Appendix A) were used for each of the three 

focus group sessions. 

 

4.3.1 Focus Group 1 

 

The first focus group was conducted in the third week of May 2010, about ten days after 

IRB approval was obtained from my home institution.  The focus group participants were 

volunteers from two live undergraduate course sections taught by the researcher during the 

Summer 2010 semester.  In this case, six students signed up to participate in the focus group but 

in the end only two students actually attended.  Despite the low turnout, I proceeded with the 

focus group.  Participant number one was a female student over 24 (actually 44) years old.   The 

age of the female undergraduate student was an unanticipated finding and a further discussion of 

this fact and its implications will be discussed later in this chapter.  Participant number two was a 

20 year old male student. 

Both participants owned text-enabled cell phones and used them to some extent to send 

text messages.  Neither owned what would be referred to as a smartphone (iPhone, Blackberry, 

etc.).  The female student used the phone in a somewhat limited way.  She had owned a text-

enabled phone for approximately five years and used it predominately to respond to texts sent to 

her but did not use it actively to initiate text conversations.  She also used her phone to text 

information she needed to herself as a sort of “memo” system.  Beyond that, the subject used no 

other synchronous text-based applications on the cell phone or computer platform.   In fact, 

participant one claimed a strong preference for voice (oral) telephone communication. 

Participant two had used a text-enabled cell phone since he was in high school.  Prior to 

that, in middle school, he was an active user of computer-based instant messaging.  At the time 

of the focus group, he was very active using his cell phone for texting every day throughout the 

day.  Voice communications were fairly limited.  This student was no longer using AOL Instant 

Messenger but was using Facebook Chat from a computer platform once or twice a day. 

As mentioned above, participant one had a strong preference for voice communication 

and face-to-face communication if possible.  Her preference appeared to be driven by a desire to 

“hear the emotion” and to avoid miscommunication due to the widespread use of the 
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“abbreviations and truncations” used in text messages.  She did use text messaging when a 

computer was not available to communicate with people surreptitiously or to get a message to 

someone who would be able to check it later.  She also used her phone to take pictures and send 

them her family.  Email was her preferred method of communication for work and work-related 

issues. 

Participant two’s primary communication method was texting from his cell phone.  

Phone conversations were generally to be avoided if possible and replaced by texts.  He 

considered text messages to be “less awkward” and more convenient than phone voice 

conversations and considers the “hazard” of a misunderstanding as a result of a joking or 

sarcastic text message to be an acceptable risk.  Other than school- and some work-related 

situations where email was the preferred communications method, text messaging dominated for 

this student.  The student also used text messaging due to the speed of composing and sending 

out the texts.  This participant also mentioned that a “familiarity or intimacy” with a person was 

an important consideration for those he texted with.  He also used text messaging to 

communicate with his parents.  Other issues he mentioned about his choice of a text-messaging 

phone included the cost of his plan and familiarity with his service provider. 

As mentioned above, participant one used her phone to take, send, and receive pictures.  

Beyond that, she did not use her phone for other applications or message enhancing activities.  

Participant two used his phone to surf the web in a limited way and to view images and videos 

sent to him.  It does not appear that he took pictures or videos with his phone and used them to 

enhance his text-based communications.  He did, however, use Facebook Chat to send and 

receive images from a computer platform. 

 

4.3.2 Focus Group 2 

 

The second focus group was conducted in early June 2010.  The focus group participants 

were again volunteers from two live undergraduate course sections taught by the researcher 

during the Summer 2010 semester.  In this case, six students again signed up to participate in the 

focus group, but in the end only four students actually attended.  For this session, participant 

number one was a 21-year-old female, number two was a 22-year-old male, number three was a 

21-year-old male, and number four was a 22-year-old female.  All four participants owned text-
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enabled cell phones and used them to some degree to send text messages and for other 

applications.  Student number three owned a smartphone (an iPhone). 

Participant one started using AIM in middle school using a home computer.  She reported 

text phone use in high school.  This student also used Google Chat (Gchat), Facebook instant 

messaging, and Skype’s text messaging application on a laptop. 

Participant two also used AIM in middle school.  He has had a text-enabled cell phone 

since high school but did not use texting until he arrived at college, since his peers in high school 

did not text.  This subject also uses Gchat and Facebook messaging from computer platforms. 

Participant three was also an early user of AIM, possibly by sixth grade.  He received his 

first text-capable phone in 10th-grade and was texting right away.  This student had owned an 

iPhone for a year or two.   He reported that he stopped using AIM after starting college, had 

switched to Skype, and uses Skype’s text function at times.  He also reported some use of 

Microsoft Messaging (MSM) and Yahoo text messaging, mostly with international friends. 

Participant four, unlike the other three, reported no use of text messaging or instant 

messaging until college.  He remarked that many of his friends would tease him about coming to 

texting after high school.  This student started with Facebook chat and Gchat on computer 

platforms before owning a text-enabled phone. 

Student one used texting for most of her communications with friends and peers.  She 

mentioned that since many of her friends work or are in class, she preferred text to voice because 

it is immediate, unobtrusive, and more quickly responded to than a voice messages.  The student 

stated that for communications with teachers or employers, text would not be her preferred way 

to communicate unless specific permission was given by the recipient.  She considered texting to 

be an “informal” communication method and preferred email for school-related communications.  

She also used text messaging for most of her contact with family members.  The main reason she 

used text was due to the ability of her family to deal with text messaging.  At that time, the 

student sent and received five to ten texts per day.  Her plan limited her to 300 texts per month. 

Participant two was a much less frequent user of text messaging and texting was limited 

to his peers.  He said that he seldom initiated text messages, but would respond to them.  He also 

stated that he would often return a text message with a voice phone call.  He reported that he did 

not like sending text messages because it was not “efficient” and often caused 

“miscommunication.”  This student did not text with family and often used chat to communicate 
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with them from a computer platform.  Student two described sending and receiving a couple of 

texts per day.  He also claimed to chat online one to two times a day. 

Student three used texting for almost everyone he communicated with, including friends 

and family.  He liked texting because he could text while doing other things (multitasking), for 

quick or short messages, for late night communications, and for scheduling.  The student also 

reported that his unlimited plan and iPhone platform allowed him to send more complete 

(unlimited length) text messages and had contributed to a large reduction in voice calls.  The 

other three students agreed with this point and had only 160 characters available for text 

messages on their phones.  This student reported sending and receiving two hundred messages a 

day.  He stated that he averaged 3000 to 5000 messages a month. 

Participant number four used phone texting to communicate with friends and peers.  She 

reported her main use of texting was for “logistical” or “casual or frivolous” messages.  The 

limited character count (160) tended to keep her messages short.  This student reported that she 

used email to contact professors.  She also did not text with her parents because they did not 

know how to text.  However, she did use texting to communicate with her brother.  The student 

also used instant messaging but did not specify which program.  This student reported sending 

five to seven text messages per day which was limited by her new phone plan. 

Participant one also used her phone to take and view pictures and to send notes to herself 

using a memo or notepad function.  Student two also used the memo function but additionally 

took and sent pictures, and used the calendar alarm clock features.  Student three used his iPhone 

to take and send pictures, as an alarm clock, a calendar, for email access, and to surf the web 

including the Facebook site.  The fourth student also used his phone as a notepad, for voice calls, 

for taking pictures, and as a calculator. 

The final topic discussed was whether the participants supplemented their text messages 

in any way.  Student one reported that she supplemented her texts if there was an emergency 

situation or she could not get someone to respond.  Her first choice was to follow-up a text 

message with a voice call when needed.  If that failed, she might leave a message at someone’s 

Facebook page and if necessary send an email.  Student two basically agreed with the approach 

outlined by the previous student.  Student three also basically agreed with the same approach 

although he stated he would only follow-up in an urgent or emergency situation.  All expressed 

some disappointment with people sending multiple texts to follow-up on an earlier ones to which 
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they had not responded.  Participant four reported that he rarely combined multiple 

communication methods for any reason.  The only exception would be when using chat or a 

voice call he might follow up with a text message to clarify something or to report a problem. 

 

4.3.3 Focus Group 3 

 

The third focus group was also conducted in early June 2010.  The focus group 

participants were again volunteers from two live undergraduate course sections taught by the 

researcher during the Summer 2010 semester.  In this case, five students signed up to participate 

in the focus group, but only three students actually attended.  For this session, participant number 

one was a 21-year-old female, number two was a 22-year-old male, and number three was a 22-

year-old male.  All three participants owned or had owned text-enabled cell phones and again 

used them to some degree or another to send text messages and for other applications. 

Participant one started using AIM in middle school using a home computer.  She reported 

text phone use by the time she was seventeen and in high school.  She had recently given up her 

phone due to financial issues but was working to re-activate it shortly.  This student was also 

using the Facebook chat application on a laptop computer at the time of the focus group. 

Participant two also used AIM in middle school.  He had a text-enabled cell phone since 

high school but did not use texting until arriving at college.  When interviewed, this subject also 

used Gchat and Facebook messaging from computer platforms. 

Participant three was an early user of AIM on computer platforms, possibly by 5th grade.  

He had his first text-capable phone in middle school, but did not begin texting until he reached 

college.  This student was also using multiple text messaging programs such as Facebook Chat, 

AIM, Yahoo Chat, Google Chat, and Microsoft Messenger.  He ran these applications on 

multiple computer platforms including a netbook, desktop, and a MacBook. 

Although currently without a text-capable cell phone, participant one reported that she 

had historically been a very heavy and constant user of text messaging.  Having an unlimited text 

plan with her service provider had enabled this level of activity.  She claimed a definite 

preference for text messaging over voice communications.  She used text messaging for almost 

all of her communications with friends and stated that texting allowed her to avoid phone 

conversations.  The student also commented that she believed that text messaging was becoming 
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less synchronous because she found more and more that the text messages she sent were ignored 

by the recipients.  She compared this situation to people not checking their voice mail messages.  

She also reported that she used email for business (“professional”) purposes because emails are 

more carefully composed and result in fewer misunderstandings or miscommunications. 

Participant two also claimed a strong preference for texting over voice calls.  He used 

texting for almost all communications with friends and acquaintances.  The student reported that 

texting was “easy” to use and generated faster responses from recipients.  His texting preference 

was also a result of carrying his phone with him all the time so he was always available to send 

or receive texts.  For family contacts, he used voice calls and email due to the fact his parents 

were just learning how to text.  To hold longer conversations, he reported making voice calls or 

using text messages to set up face-to-face meetings.  Generally he found voice calls to be “very 

awkward” and “uncomfortable.”  He also avoided texting for communications with professors, 

preferring email to contact them.  The student also stated that while he had continued to use IM 

to a limited extent; however, he did not like it because when signing on he finds many others 

online with whom he prefers not to communicate.  This subject also commented on the 

“annoying” fact that more and more text messages were being ignored and never knowing if the 

recipient was “ignoring” his message or if their phone was off or charging. 

Participant three reported that he used a variety of methods to communicate with 

different groups.  For friends, his preferences were to use text messages and voice calls.  For 

family contacts, he preferred voice calls or email.  Finally, for work and school related 

communications, email was almost always used.  The student commented that he used email 

because he could better organize and “plan” what he wanted to say.  The subject also reported 

that he preferred instant messaging and used it to communicate with acquaintances.  He liked 

having the ability to simultaneously conduct multiple independent conversations over IM 

especially, while doing other things or “multitasking.” 

 Participant number one had previously owned a cell phone with only limited capabilities.  

Beyond its text and voice capabilities, she only used her last phone as an alarm clock.  In terms 

of IM usage, she reported occasionally sending images to others.  Student number two also used 

the alarm clock feature and the MP3 player.  Although he had a camera on his phone, he only 

reported using it on limited occasions due to the poor quality of the pictures taken.  His phone 

had the capability to surf the web and play games, but he did not utilize those capabilities.  
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Similar to student one, student three only used the alarm clock feature on his phone.  With his 

heavy use of instant messaging applications, he reported sending images and transferring files 

over IM. 

The final topic discussed was whether the participants supplemented their text messages 

in any way.  Student number one reported that she might follow-up her text messages with a 

voice call if she cannot get someone to respond.  This was usually done with friends and family 

and the purpose was more to elicit a response than to clarify the original message.  For other 

situations she used texting to follow-up on a previously sent email.  Student two basically 

reported that he tried to use only one method to communicate with certain groups as discussed 

above.  He did not like to “confuse” people by using multiple methods to contact them.  Student 

three also used multiple methods to contact people if he did not receive a response to a previous 

message.  This was especially true for planning purposes or in an urgent or emergency situation. 

 

4.3.4 Focus Group Summary and Impact 

 

The main purpose of the focus groups was to gather first-hand information about the way 

undergraduate students used SMS text messaging on their cell phones and other synchronous 

text-based messaging applications such as instant messaging.  Ultimately, these findings aided in 

the design of the final questions that were used in the online survey.  Although a preliminary list 

of questions for the online survey was created prior to conducting the focus groups, the focus 

group findings had some impact on the final questions used on the survey.  Listed below is a 

summary of the most important findings from the focus groups. 

1. All nine students owned or had owned text-enabled cell phones.  Only one owned a 
smartphone (an iPhone). 

2. Short Messaging Service (SMS) text messaging was the predominant use for these cell 
phones. 

3. The second most important use of these cell phones was telephone (voice) 
communications. 

4. Other uses for their phone included camera, memo, and alarm applications.  To a lesser 
extent, the phones were used for viewing images and video, listening to music, surfing 
the web, and sending and receiving emails. 

5. The level of text messaging varied by participant.  This ranged anywhere from a few texts 
a day to 200 or more a day for one participant. 
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6. About half of the participants still used synchronous text-based applications from a PC or 
MAC platform.  This included limited use of a variety of instant messaging applications, 
Facebook chat, and Google Chat. 

7. Most of the participants began using IM functions such as AIM in middle school.  Most 
had text-capable phones by high school.  Text-capable phone ownership did not, 
however, ensure that students were texting with their phone.  Some students did not begin 
texting with their phones until arriving at college despite owning text-capable phones for 
one to three years.   

8. Most participants had six to eight years of experience with text-based applications and 
tools at the time the focus groups were held.  As discussed above, some of the 
participants had much less experience with SMS text messaging on cell phones. 

9. Ownership and selection of phone types was driven by cost of plans or service. 
10. The use of text messaging was driven by the ease of its use, mobility, quick responses, 

ability to limit and control the length of a conversation, and the intended audience or 
recipients. 

11. Most participants saw text messaging as a tool to contact friends and family.  It was used 
mostly to communicate with people they knew fairly well.  In general, email was 
preferred for work or school-related communications.  Instant messaging applications 
were predominantly used to contact acquaintances. 

12. A large factor in decision to use text or voice and email was the texting ability of the 
person they wish to communicate with.  Parents were specifically mentioned as 
individuals with limited abilities to text although many parents were improving in this 
skill. 

13. Many saw phone (voice) messages as something to be avoided and often allowed their 
mailboxes to fill.  This also appeared to be occurring with text messages as the number 
received increased. 

14. Phone (voice) messages were made when a sender wanted to gauge reaction or emotional 
response of recipient or for urgent and emergency issues. 

 

The main additions to the final survey (see Appendix B) as a result of the focus group 

findings were in the areas of updating the list of text-based applications and technologies being 

used and the devices that these applications were run on.  Another aspect incorporated in the 

survey as a result of the focus group findings was the addition of the “Other” option with and 

accompanying text box for the survey participant to fill in.  One major finding of the focus 

groups was the potential that for some questions a great variety of answers were possible.  In 

some questions, far too many answers were possible to reasonably incorporate in any specific 

question.  The survey questions were therefore redesigned in an attempt to capture the most 

likely answers based on other research and the experience of the focus group participants with an 

option to add additional information in a response where warranted. 
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4.4 Descriptive Survey 

 

The student subjects that took the online survey were recruited from undergraduate 

library and information science courses taught at the researcher’s home institution.  This 

included two classes from the Summer 2010 semester, four classes from the Fall 2010 semester, 

and two classes from the Spring 2011 semester.  Volunteers were solicited through email 

announcements to the classes.  The total number of undergraduates invited to take the survey was 

approximately 200.  A total of 67 survey responses were received between late July 2010 and 

May 2011.  That is a response rate of approximately 34%. 

The basic requirement for the participants of this study was undergraduate status and a 

familiarity with SMS text messaging and instant messaging.  Undergraduate university students, 

as users (or former users) of these technologies, were the population selected for this study.  The 

survey utilized a specifically designed online survey instrument from the SurveyMonkey 

(http://www.surveymonkey.com) website.  Again, as discussed in Chapter 3, a final version of 

the online survey is shown in Appendix B. 

In each semester, the study participants were recruited using emails and in-class 

announcements.  This was done once or twice a semester over the course of three consecutive 

semesters.  The email announcements contained an embedded link to get to the survey on the 

SurveyMonkey site.  All responses to the online survey were collected and maintained 

automatically within the SurveyMonkey site. 

As was discussed in Chapter 3, the survey design used in this study was descriptive in 

nature.  The purpose of the survey was to provide information to be able to describe how 

undergraduate university students are using and have used synchronous text-based 

communication technologies.  Additionally, due to the fact that the sample chosen was non-

probabilistic in nature, the results may not be representative of larger populations and cannot be 

generalized.  Therefore, the descriptive statistics generated from the results of this study cannot 

be used to draw any conclusions about other populations and only provide a snapshot of the 

specific group surveyed. 

The following section will examine the survey responses for each of the twenty-one 

questions on the survey. 
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Table 4.1: Survey Question 1.  Gender 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Male 29 43.3% 

Female 38 56.7% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Table 4.2: Survey Question 2. Age 

Years Old Response Count Response Percent 

18 1 1.5% 

19 9 13.4% 

20 9 13.4% 

21 13 19.4% 

22 5 7.5% 

23 4 6.0% 

24 1 1.5% 

Over 24 25 37.3% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  The above finding that 25 of 67 (37.3%) survey respondents were over the 

age of twenty-four is somewhat surprising.  Since the survey was only made available in 

sophomore and junior level undergraduate courses, the result is even more unexpected.  This 

unanticipated finding suggests another possible avenue of analysis for the results.  This would be 

an additional analysis to compare the survey results for students 24-years-old and younger to 
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those for students over 24 years old.  This comparative analysis will be presented later in this 

chapter. 

 

Table 4.3: Survey Question 3. What types of synchronous text-based communication 
technologies are you using on a regular basis?  Select all that apply. 

 Response Count Response Percent (out of 67) 

Short Message Service 

(SMS) 

62 92.5% 

Chat Applications such as 

Facebook Chat 

44 65.7% 

Instant Messaging 

Applications including AIM 

or Yahoo 

22 32.8% 

Other 8 11.9% 

 

Discussion:  Survey questions 3, 5, and 7 examine the same activity from three different 

perspectives.  This question examines the entire universe of synchronous text-based 

communication technology usage by allowing respondents to select multiple technologies based 

on their experiences. These findings indicate that approximately 93% use SMS texting, 66% use 

chat applications, 33% use instant messaging applications, and 12% use some other application. 
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Table 4.4: Survey Question 4. What types of devices are you using to run these synchronous 
text-based communication technologies on?  Select all that apply. 

 Response Count Response Percent (out of 67) 

Text enabled cell phone 

including Blackberry and 

iPhone models 

59 88.1% 

Laptop Computers 48 71.6% 

Desktop Computers 25 37.3% 

Netbooks (Minis) 3 4.5% 

Other 6 9.0% 

 

Discussion:  The above finding that 88.1% of respondents owned text-enabled cell 

phones is a bit higher than Pew’s finding in mid-2011 that 83% of all adults (ages 18 and older) 

owned cell phones (Smith, 2011c).  The number is however a bit lower than the finding in the 

same Pew survey that 95% of young adults (ages 18-24) owned cell phones (Smith, 2011c).  

While the non-probabilistic nature of this convenience sample does not allow statistical 

inferences to be made, a possible explanation for these findings may be due to the age dispersion 

of the sample. 

 

Table 4.5: Survey Question 5. What is the primary synchronous text-based communication 
technology you use?  Select one. 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Short Message Service 

(SMS) 

59 88.0% 

Chat Applications such as 

Facebook Chat 

4 6.0% 
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Table 4.5 Continued. 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Instant Messaging 

Applications including AIM 

or Yahoo 

2 3.0% 

Other 2 3.0% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  As mentioned above, survey questions 3, 5, and 7 examine the same activity 

from three different perspectives.  This question examines which synchronous text-based 

communication technology the student primarily uses.  These findings indicate that 

approximately 88% primarily use SMS texting, 6% primarily use chat applications, 3% use 

primarily instant messaging applications, and 3% use some other application. 

 

Table 4.6: Survey Question 6. Approximately what percentage of your synchronous text-based 
communications do you conduct using your primary technology (from Question #5)?   

 Response Count Response Percent 

100% 13 19.4% 

80% - 99% 37 55.2% 

50% - 79% 16 23.9% 

30% - 49% 1 1.5% 

Less than 30% 0 0.0% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  Based on the results, about 19% of the students used only one type of 

synchronous text-based application.  The result indicated that a large percentage of the students 

(81%) used two or more synchronous text-based applications.   
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Table 4.7: Survey Question 7. What is the next most important synchronous text-based 
communication technology you use?  Select one. 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Short Message Service 

(SMS) 

16 23.9% 

Chat Applications such as 

Facebook Chat 

30 44.8% 

Instant Messaging 

Applications including AIM 

or Yahoo 

11 16.4% 

None 7 10.4% 

Other 3 4.5% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  As mentioned above, survey questions 3, 5, and 7 examine the same activity 

from three different perspectives.  This question examines which synchronous text-based 

communication technology the student uses secondarily.  The three students who responded to 

the “Other” option each listed a unique response.  One of them specified using Skype.  The 

second student listed email as their secondary text-based technology.  The third student listed 

“standard text” on a cell phone.    These findings indicate that approximately 24% use SMS 

texting, 45% use chat applications, 16% use instant messaging applications, 10% do not use an 

additional method, and 5% use some other application. 
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Table 4.8: Survey Question 8. What is the primary device you use to run these synchronous 
text-based communication technologies on?  Select one. 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Text-enabled cell phone, 

including Blackberry and 

iPhone models 

36 54.5% 

Laptop Computers 18 27.3% 

Desktop Computers 9 13.6% 

Netbooks 0 0.0% 

Other 3 4.5% 

Totals 66 100% 

 

Discussion:  These findings indicated that approximately 55% used a text-enable cell 

phone as their primary device, 27% used a laptop computer, 14% used a desktop computer, and 

4% used some other device. 

 

Table 4.9: Survey Question 9. What percentage of your synchronous text-based 
communications do you conduct on your primary device (from Question #8)? 

 Response Count Response Percent 

100% 16 24.6% 

80% - 99% 21 32.3% 

50% - 79% 8 12.3% 

30% - 49% 8 12.3% 

Less than 30% 12 18.5% 

Totals 65 100% 
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Discussion:  Based on the results, about 25% of the students used only one device for 

their synchronous text-based communications.  The results indicated that a large percentage of 

the students (75%) used two or more devices for their synchronous text-based communications. 

 

Table 4.10: Survey Question 10. What other activities do you perform on primary device (from 
Question #8)?  Select all that apply.   

 Response Count Response Percent (out of 67) 

View Videos 48 71.6% 

Take Pictures/View Images 59 88.1% 

Listen to Music or Other 

Audio Files 

48 71.6% 

Play Games 43 64.2% 

Run Map Programs 41 61.2% 

None 2 3.0% 

Other 11 16.4% 

 

Discussion:  These findings allow us to make some observations about the popularity of 

various applications.  Five activities appeared to be the most widely used; taking and viewing 

images (88%), viewing videos (72%), listening to music and audio files (72%), playing games 

(64%), and running mapping programs (61%).  Eleven of the participants (16%) responded to the 

“Other” option.  As is a concern when offering an “Other” option, there appeared to be a bit of 

confusion about this question and overlap in the responses.  
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Table 4.11: Survey Question 11. What is the next most important device you use to run these 
synchronous text-based communication technologies on?  Select one. 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Text-enabled cell phone 

including Blackberry and 

iPhone models 

14 20.9% 

Laptop Computers 34 50.7% 

Desktop Computers 6 9.0% 

Netbooks 2 3.0% 

None 11 16.4% 

Other 0 0.0% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  This question is similar to Question 8 above, but it examines which device 

the student uses secondarily to run synchronous text-based communication technologies.  These 

findings indicated that approximately 21% used a text-enable cell phone as their secondary 

device, 51% used a laptop computer, 9% used a desktop computer, 3% used a netbook, and 16% 

did not use a second device. 

 

Table 4.12: Survey Question 12. On average how many synchronous text-based 
communications are you sending each day? 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Less than 1 7 10.4% 

1-10 8 11.9% 

11-25 11 16.4% 
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Table 4.12 Continued. 

 Response Count Response Percent 

26-50 18 26.9% 

More than 50 23 34.3% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  Questions 12 and 13 explore how often the participants are using 

synchronous text-based communications.  Based on the findings, about 10% reported sending 

less than one message per day which may indicate that they only receive text messages or send 

out one every two days or one per week, etc.   Approximately 12% of the students sent 1-10 text 

messages per day, 17% sent 11-25 per day, 27% sent 26-50 per day, and 34% sent more than 50 

messages per day. 

 

Table 4.13: Survey Question 13. On average how many synchronous text-based 
communications are you receiving each day? 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Less than 1 6 9.1% 

1-10 8 12.1% 

11-25 11 16.7% 

26-50 22 33.3% 

More than 50 19 28.8% 

Totals 66 100% 

 

Discussion:  As mentioned above, questions 12 and 13 explored how often the 

participants reported using synchronous text-based communications.  Based on the findings, 

about 9% reported receiving less than one message per day which may indicate that they only 
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send text messages or receive one every two days or one per week, etc.  Approximately 12% of 

the students received 1-10 text messages per day, 17% received 11-25 per day, 33% received 26-

50 per day, and 29% received more than 50 messages per day. 

 

Table 4.14: Survey Question 14. Most of your synchronous text-based communications take 
place at the following location?  

 Response Count Response Percent 

Home/dorm room 42 62.7% 

Other campus locations 2 3.0% 

At work 13 19.4% 

At restaurants/bar/coffee 

shops 

0 0.0% 

Traveling in vehicle 3 4.5% 

Other 7 10.4% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  An overwhelming majority of the students (63%) reported most of their 

texting takes place from their home or dorm room, followed by from work (19%), while 

traveling (5%), and from other locations on campus (3%).  Seven of the participants (10.4%) 

responded to the “Other” option.  All seven of these responses basically were “all of the above,” 

“everywhere,” “random locations,” “no specific place,” or combinations of these.  The basic 

conclusion was that for these seven students, there was no one primary location that they texted 

from. 
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Table 4.15: Survey Question 15. Why do you primarily choose to use synchronous text-based 
communications instead of other communications technologies such as telephone or email? 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Effectiveness or efficiency 

[ability to control 

conversation] 

15 22.4% 

Ease of use or convenience 38 56.6% 

Speed of responses 6 9.0% 

Price or cost of service 1 1.5% 

Peer pressure  

[friends all use it] 

0 0.0% 

Relaxation or entertainment 2 3.0% 

Other 5 7.5% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  A majority of the students (57%) reported that they preferred texting to other 

communication technologies due to the ease of its use or convenience; the next highest response 

was due to the effectiveness or efficiency of texting (22%), followed by their perceived speed of 

responses (9%), texting for relaxation or entertainment (3%), and due to the price or cost of 

texting services (1%).  Five of the participants (7.5%) responded to the “Other” option.  Two 

stated that they only texted when email or voice calls were not an option.  A third subject stated 

they did not text unless someone sent them a text first.  Another student said they texted due to 

privacy considerations.  The final student’s response probably could have fallen under the peer 

pressure category as they reported that their “community” had adopted texting. 
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Table 4.16: Survey Question 16. What is the primary purpose of your synchronous text-based 
communications? 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Chatting with friends 50 74.5% 

Meeting new people 0 0.0% 

Flirting/relationship 

building 

3 4.5% 

Personal scheduling 3 4.5% 

Exchanging information or 

media [images, video, audio] 

6 9.0% 

Gaming 0 0.0% 

Schoolwork 2 3.0% 

Other 3 4.5% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  An overwhelming majority of the students (75%) reported that their primary 

reason for texting was to chat with friends, the next highest response was to exchange 

information or media (9%), followed by flirting / relationship building (5%), personal scheduling 

(5%), and for schoolwork related issues (3%).  Two choices (meeting new people and gaming) 

were not selected by any students.  Three of the participants (4.5%) responded to the “Other” 

option. 
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Table 4.17: Survey Question 17. What is the next most important purpose of your synchronous 
text-based communications? 

 Response Count Response Percent 

Chatting with friends 16 23.9% 

Meeting new people 1 1.5% 

Flirting/relationship 

building 

9 13.4% 

Personal scheduling 12 17.9% 

Exchanging information or 

media [images, video, audio] 

19 28.3% 

Gaming 3 4.5% 

Schoolwork 6 9.0% 

Other 1 1.5% 

Totals 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  For this question, the responses were much more diverse. The highest 

response was to exchange information or media (28%), the next highest response was to chat 

with friends (24%), followed by personal scheduling (18%), flirting / relationship building 

(13%), schoolwork (9%), gaming (5%), and for meeting new people (2%).  One participant 

(1.5%) responded to the “Other” option.  This student responded that they did not have a 

secondary reason to use texting. 
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Table 4.18: Survey Question 18. Do you find synchronous text-based communications to be a 
concise and effective method for communicating with parents, siblings, friends, acquaintances, 
teachers, and employers?  Select Yes, No, or N/A for each group. 

 Yes No N/A Response 

Count 

Parents 37 (55.2%) 19 (28.4%) 11 (16.4%) 67 (100%) 

Siblings 55 (85.9%) 5 (7.8%) 4 (6.3%) 64 (100%) 

Friends 62 (98.4%) 1 (1.6%) 0 (0.0%) 63 (100%) 

Acquaintances 51 (83.6%) 8 (13.1%) 2 (3.3%) 61 (100%) 

Teachers 14 (22.6%) 37 (59.7%) 11 (17.7%) 62 (100%) 

Employers 17 (27.5%) 34 (54.8%) 11 (17.7%) 62 (100%) 

 

Discussion:  This question was designed to evaluate the participants’ assessment of the 

conciseness and effectiveness of synchronous text-based communications for the different 

groups that they communicate with on a regular basis.  A not applicable (N/A) response 

generally would mean that the participant did not text to members of that group or that the 

participant did not have parents or siblings.  To summarize, by large margins (84%-98%) the 

students reported text-based communications to be concise and effective when communicating 

with siblings, friends, and acquaintances.  This was also the case for communications with 

parents but to a lesser (55%) degree.  By large margins (55% and 60%) the students reported 

text-based communications not to be concise and effective when communicating with teachers 

and employers. 
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Table 4.19: Survey Question 19. Do you avoid using synchronous text-based communications 
for any of the following purposes?  Select any that apply. 

 Response Count Response Percent (out of 60) 

Chatting with friends 7 11.7% 

Meeting new people 27 45.0% 

Flirting/relationship 

building 

18 30.0% 

Personal scheduling 14 23.3% 

Exchanging information or 

media [images, video, audio] 

6 10.0% 

Communicating with 

teachers or employers 

39 65.0% 

Gaming 22 36.7% 

Communicating with 

classmates or doing 

homework 

8 13.3% 

Other 1 1.7% 

 

Discussion:  This question was designed to evaluate if there were specific activities or 

purposes where the students specifically avoided using synchronous text-based communications.  

It is effectively the negative of questions 16 and 17.  Five of the eight activities drew strong 

responses from the students, indicating that students avoid texting in these areas.   These 

included communicating with teachers or employers (65%), meeting new people (45%), gaming 

(37%), flirting / relationship building (30%), and personal scheduling (23%).  The three 

remaining areas drew fewer responses: communicating with classmates or doing homework 

(13%), chatting with friends (12%), and exchanging information or media (10%). 
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Table 4.20: Survey Question 20. Do you supplement your synchronous text-based 
communications with any of the following?  Select any that apply. 

 Response Count Response Percent (out of 66) 

No [make no other selection] 3 4.5% 

Telephone Calls 52 78.8% 

Emails 50 75.8% 

Other 4 6.1% 

 

Discussion:  This question was designed to evaluate if the students were supplementing 

their synchronous text-based communications and if they were, what methods were they using to 

do so.  The most interesting finding here was that only 5% of the students reported that they do 

not supplement their texts in some way.  Of the methods available to the students to supplement 

their messages, both telephone (voice) calls (79%) and email (76%) were widely used. 

 

Table 4.21: Survey Question 21. Do you attempt to enhance or clarify your synchronous text-
based communications by including any of the following items?  Select any that apply. 

 Response Count Response Percent (out of 67) 

No [make no other selection] 24 35.8% 

Audio Files 15 22.4% 

Video Files 20 29.9% 

Images 39 58.2% 

Word or Other Text Files 11 16.4% 

Other 2 3.0% 

 

Discussion:  This question was designed to evaluate if the students were enhancing or 

clarifying their synchronous text-based communications and if they were, what materials were 
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they using to do so.  A fairly large portion (36%) of the students reported that they do not use 

any other materials to enhance or clarify their text messages, the most surprising finding here 

was the variety of additional materials being used and the level of the reported usage.  The 

reported usage of these materials included images (58%), video files (30%), audio files (22%), 

and most surprisingly Word and other text files (16%). 

 

4.5 Descriptive Survey Results (Evaluation by Age Group) 

 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 25 of 67 (37.3%) survey respondents were over the 

age of twenty-four.  This unanticipated finding was surprising since the survey was only made 

available to students in sophomore and junior level undergraduate courses.  The non-

probabilistic convenience sample used in this exploratory study does not allow the results to be 

generalized to larger populations, but it does suggest another possible avenue of analysis.  This 

additional analysis would be to compare the survey results for students 24-years-old and younger 

(18-24) to those of students over 24-years-old.  A new study using a probabilistic sample which 

would permit more detailed statistical analysis may be a warranted in the future.   

To facilitate this analysis, the tools built into the SurveyMonkey site allowed the results 

to be filtered (sorted) by the age of the respondent.  This resulted in one report for each age 

group for all 21 questions on the survey.  The next section will present a side-by-side comparison 

of the findings for each question. 

 

Table 4.22: Survey Question 1 (By Age Group). Gender 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Male 18 42.9% 11 44.0% 

Female 24 57.1% 14 56.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 
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Discussion:  The results above illustrate that the percentage of males to females for both 

groups is roughly the same and both groups have more females than males. 

 

Table 4.23: Survey Question 2 (By Age Group). Age 

Years Old Response Count Response Percent 

18 1 1.5% 

19 9 13.4% 

20 9 13.4% 

21 13 19.4% 

22 5 7.5% 

23 4 6.0% 

24 1 1.5% 

Sub-Total 18-24 42 62.7% 

Sub-Total Over 24 25 37.3% 

Total 67 100% 

 

Discussion:  The above results show the breakdown by age from the survey.  About 63% 

of the students were 18 to 24-years-old at the time they took the survey and 37% were over 24-

years-old. 
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Table 4.24: Survey Question 3 (By Age Group). What types of synchronous text-based 
communication technologies are you using on a regular basis?  Select all that apply. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Short Message 

Service (SMS) 

41 97.6% 21 84.0% 

Chat 

Applications 

such as 

Facebook Chat 

27 64.3% 17 68.0% 

Instant 

Messaging 

Applications 

including AIM 

or Yahoo 

16 38.1% 6 24.0% 

Other 5 11.9% 3 12.0% 

 

Discussion:  Approximately 98% of the younger group reported using SMS texting which 

is about 13% higher than the older group.  The usage of chat applications was about the same 

(64% to 68%).  The younger group also reported using instant messaging applications at a 

slightly higher level (+14%) than the older students.  Overall, these findings indicate that both 

groups use multiple technologies and in the same order of preference (SMS texting, chat 

applications, and instant messaging). 
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Table 4.25: Survey Question 4 (By Age Group). What types of devices are you using to run 
these synchronous text-based communication technologies on?  Select all that apply. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Text-enabled 

cell phone, 

including 

Blackberry and 

iPhone models 

39 92.9% 20 80.0% 

Laptop 

Computers 

32 76.2% 16 64.0% 

Desktop 

Computers 

14 33.3% 11 44.0% 

Netbooks 

(Minis) 

2 4.8% 1 4.0% 

Other 3 7.1% 3 12.0% 

 

Discussion:  The 18-24 group reported a higher level (+13%) of ownership of text-

enabled cell phones and laptop computers (+12%) than the older group.  The “over 24” group 

reported higher ownership of desktop computers (+11).  Netbook ownership was about the same 

for both groups.  The above finding that 93% of respondents 18-24 owned text-enabled cell 

phones is a close to Pew’s finding in mid-2011 that 95% of young adults (ages 18-24) owned cell 

phones (Smith, 2011c). 

 

 



72 
 

Table 4.26: Survey Question 5 (By Age Group). What is the primary synchronous text-based 
communication technology you use?  Select one. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Short Message 

Service (SMS) 

38 90.5% 20 83.3% 

Chat 

Applications 

(Facebook) 

2 4.8% 2 8.3% 

Instant 

Messaging 

Applications 

including AIM 

or Yahoo 

1 2.4% 1 4.2% 

Other 1 2.4% 1 4.2% 

Totals 42 100% 24 100% 

 

Discussion:  These findings indicated that in the 18-24 age group 91% used SMS texting 

as their primary text-based technology but only 9% used another as their primary technology.  

Among the “over 24” group only 83% used SMS texting as their primary text-based technology 

while 17% use another primary technology. 
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Table 4.27: Survey Question 6 (By Age Group). Approximately what percentage of your 
synchronous text-based communications do you conduct using your primary technology (from 
Question #5)? 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

100% 6 14.3% 7 28.0% 

80% - 99% 25 59.5% 12 48.0% 

50% - 79% 11 26.2% 5 20.0% 

30% - 49% 0 0.0% 1 4.0% 

Less than 30% 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 

 

Discussion:  Based on the results, about the students from the older group used only one 

type of synchronous text-based application at a higher level (+14%) than did the younger group.  

The results indicated that a larger percentage of the younger students (+8%) used two or more 

synchronous text-based applications. 

 

Table 4.28: Survey Question 7 (By Age Group). What is the next most important synchronous 
text-based communication technology you use?  Select one. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Short Message 

Service (SMS)  

8 19.0% 8 32.0% 

Chat 

Applications 

(Facebook) 

19 45.2% 11 44.0% 
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Table 4.28 Continued. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Instant 

Messaging 

Applications 

including AIM 

or Yahoo 

9 21.4% 2 8.0% 

None 4 9.5% 3 12.0% 

Other 2 4.8% 1 4.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 

 

Discussion:  These findings indicate that a larger percentage (+13%) of the older group 

use SMS texting as their secondary technology when compared to the younger group.   The next 

major finding was that a larger percentage (+13%) of the younger group reported using instant 

messaging applications when compared to the older group. 

 

Table 4.29: Survey Question 8 (By Age Group). What is the primary device you use to run 
these synchronous text-based communication technologies on?  Select one. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Text-enabled 

cell phone or 

smartphone 

23 54.5% 13 54.2% 

Laptop 

Computers 

14 27.3% 4 16.7% 
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Table 4.29 Continued. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Desktop 

Computers 

4 13.6% 5 20.8% 

Netbooks 

(Minis) 

0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Other 1 4.5% 2 8.3% 

Totals 42 100% 24 100% 

 

Discussion:  In general, these findings indicated that SMS text-enabled cell phones were 

the primary devices used by both groups at about the same percentage (55%).  The only other 

differences were the higher usage rates (+10%) for laptops by the younger group and for 

desktops (+7%) by the older group. 

 

Table 4.30: Survey Question 9 (By Age Group). What percentage of your synchronous text-
based communications do you conduct on your primary device (from Question #8)? 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

100% 9 22.0% 7 29.2% 

80% - 99% 14 34.1% 7 29.2% 

50% - 79% 4 9.8% 4 16.7% 

30% - 49% 6 14.6% 2 8.3% 

Less than 30% 8 19.5% 4 16.7% 

Totals 41 100% 24 100% 
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Discussion:  Based on the results, a slightly higher (+7%) percentage of the students from 

the older group use only one device for their text-based activities.  It is difficult to say much 

about the differences in the three middle ranges although there were similar percentage 

differences (5%-7%) for one group or the other.  At the lowest level, the percentage difference 

was only about 3% higher for the younger.  At this low level, it may indicate that the younger 

group uses more devices for their text-based communications. 

 

Table 4.31: Survey Question 10 (By Age Group). What other activities do you perform on 
primary device (from Question #8)?  Select all that apply. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

View Videos 32 76.2% 16 64.0% 

Take 

Pictures/View 

Images 

37 88.1% 22 88.0% 

Listen to Music 

or Other Audio 

Files 

31 73.8% 17 68.0% 

Play Games 28 66.7% 15 60.0% 

Run Map 

Programs 

26 61.9% 15 60.0% 

None 2 4.8% 0 0.0% 

Other 9 21.4% 2 8.0% 

 

Discussion:  These findings allow us to make some observations about the popularity of 

various applications by age group.  The most popular activity for both groups was taking and 
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viewing images (88% for both groups).  The reported usage levels for three others were also 

about the same; listening to music and audio files, playing games, and running mapping 

programs.  The younger group did, however, report viewing videos at a somewhat higher (+12%) 

level than the older group. 

 

Table 4.32: Survey Question 11 (By Age Group). What is the next most important device you 
use to run these synchronous text-based communication technologies on?  Select one. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Text-enabled 

cell phone or 

smartphone 

9 21.4% 5 20.0% 

Laptop 

Computers 

18 42.9% 16 64.0% 

Desktop 

Computers 

4 9.5% 2 8.0% 

Netbooks 

(Minis) 

0 0.0% 2 8.0% 

None 11 26.2% 0 0.0% 

Other 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 

 

Discussion:  This question is similar to Question 8 above, but it examines which device 

the students use secondarily to run synchronous text-based communication technologies.  On a 

percentage basis, these findings indicate that both groups use text-enabled cell phones and 

desktop computers as their secondary device.  The older group reports using laptop computers as 
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their secondary device at a higher percentage (+11%) than the younger group.  The percentage 

reporting using no other device is off for both age groups when compared to the responses to 

Question 8 above.  Only the older group reported using Netbooks and then only as a secondary 

device.  For those that reported using no secondary device, the response count for the younger 

group is about right when compared to Question 8 (11 vs. 9); however, the count for the older 

group is off (0 vs. 7) for some reason. 

 

Table 4.33: Survey Question 12 (By Age Group). On average how many synchronous text-
based communications are you sending each day? 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Less than 1 2 4.8% 5 20.0% 

1-10 2 4.8% 6 24.0% 

11-25 5 11.8% 6 24.0% 

26-50 13 31.0% 5 20.0% 

More than 50 20 47.6% 3 12.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 

 

Discussion:  Questions 12 and 13 explore how often the participants are using 

synchronous text-based communications.  By combining the first two options, a very large 

percentage difference is apparent between the two groups.  To summarize, 68% of the older 

students reported sending 25 or fewer texts per day while 79% of the younger students reported 

sending 26 or more texts per day on average. 
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Table 4.34: Survey Question 13 (By Age Group). On average how many synchronous text-
based communications are you receiving each day? 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Less than 1 2 4.9% 4 16.0% 

1-10 2 4.9% 6 24.0% 

11-25 6 14.6% 5 20.0% 

26-50 14 34.1% 8 32.0% 

More than 50 17 41.5% 2 8.0% 

Totals 41 100% 25 100% 

 

Discussion:  By combining the first two options, a very large percentage difference is 

apparent between the two groups.  To summarize, 60% of the older students reported receiving 

25 or fewer texts per day while 76% of the younger students reported receiving 26 or more texts 

per day on average. 

 

Table 4.35: Survey Question 14 (By Age Group). Most of your synchronous text-based 
communications take place at the following location?  

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Home/dorm 

room 

29 69.0% 13 52.0% 

Other campus 

locations 

1 2.4% 1 4.0% 

At work 5 11.9% 8 32.0% 
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Table 4.35 Continued. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

At restaurants, 

bars, coffee 

shops 

0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Traveling in 

vehicle 

1 2.4% 2 8.0% 

Other 6 14.3% 1 4.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 

 

Discussion:  The basic finding was that a higher percentage (+10%) of the younger 

students text from no one main location.  The home/dorm room option was the most often 

selected by students in both age groups although the younger group selected this by about a 17% 

greater level.  The older students reported texting more often from work (+20%) and from a 

vehicle (+5%) than the younger students. 

 

Table 4.36: Survey Question 15 (By Age Group). Why do you primarily choose to use 
synchronous text-based communications instead of other communications technologies such as 
telephone or email? 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Effectiveness or 

efficiency 

8 19.0% 7 28.0% 
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Table 4.36 Continued. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Speed of 

responses 

4 9.5% 2 8.0% 

Price or cost of 

service 

0 0.0% 1 4.0% 

Peer pressure  

[friends all use 

it] 

0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Relaxation or 

entertainment 

1 2.4% 1 4.0% 

Other 4 9.5% 1 4.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 

 

Discussion:  A majority of the students from both age groups, 60% and 52% respectively, 

reported that they preferred texting to other communication technologies due to the ease of its 

use or convenience.  The second highest response was due to the effectiveness or efficiency of 

texting although this option was favored at a higher level (+9%) by the older students.  The 

remaining choices were selected at approximately the same but low percentage levels by both 

groups. 
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Table 4.37: Survey Question 16 (By Age Group). What is the primary purpose of your 
synchronous text-based communications? 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Chatting with 

friends 

36 85.6% 14 56.0% 

Meeting new 

people 

0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Flirting/relation

ship building 

1 2.4% 2 8.0% 

Personal 

scheduling 

1 2.4% 2 8.0% 

Exchanging 

information or 

media [images, 

video, audio] 

2 4.8% 4 16.0% 

Gaming 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Schoolwork 2 4.8% 0 0.0% 

Other 0 0.0% 3 12.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 

 

Discussion:  An overwhelming percentage of the students from each group, 86% and 

56% respectively, reported that their primary reason for texting was to chat with friends.  The 

next highest response was the exchange of information or media option which the older group 

selected by a somewhat higher percentage (+11%) than the younger group.  This was followed 
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by the flirting / relationship building and the personal scheduling choices both of which the older 

group selected by a somewhat higher percentage (+5%) than the younger group.  The 

schoolwork category was selected by 5% of the younger students.  Two categories (meeting new 

people and gaming) were not selected by any students.  

 

Table 4.38: Survey Question 17 (By Age Group). What is the next most important purpose of 
your synchronous text-based communications? 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent 

Chatting with 

friends 

7 16.7% 9 36.0% 

Meeting new 

people 

1 2.4% 0 0.0% 

Flirting/relation

ship building 

8 19.1% 1 4.0% 

Personal 

scheduling 

8 19.1% 4 16.0% 

Exchanging 

information or 

media 

11 26.1% 8 32.0% 

Gaming 3 7.1% 0 0.0% 

Schoolwork 3 7.1% 3 12.0% 

Other 1 2.4% 0 0.0% 

Totals 42 100% 25 100% 
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Discussion:  The highest response for the younger group was the exchange of information 

or media (26%); the next highest response was personal scheduling and flirting / relationship 

building (both 19%), followed by chatting with friends (17%), gaming and schoolwork (both 

7%), and for meeting new people (2%). The highest response for the older group was chatting 

with friends (32%); the next highest response was the exchange of information or media (26%), 

followed by personal scheduling (16%), schoolwork (12%), and flirting / relationship building 

(4%).  Neither gaming nor meeting new people was selected by any of the older students. 

 

Table 4.39: Survey Question 18 (By Age Group). Do you find synchronous text-based 
communications to be a concise and effective method for communicating with parents, siblings, 
friends, acquaintances, teachers, and employers?  Select Yes, No, or N/A for each group. 

18-24 Group Yes No N/A Responses 

Parents 24 (57.1%) 12 (28.6%) 6 (14.3%) 42 (100%) 

Siblings 35 (85.4%) 2 (4.9%) 3 (7.3%) 41 (100%) 

Friends 39 (100.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 39 (100%) 

Acquaintances 35 (92.1%) 2 (5.3%) 1 (2.6%) 38 (100%) 

Teachers 8 (20.5%) 23 (59.0%) 8 (20.5%) 39 (100%) 

Employers 11 (28.2%) 22 (56.4%) 6 (15.4%) 39 (100%) 

 

Over 24 Group Yes No N/A Responses 

Parents 13 (52.0%) 7 (28.0%) 5 (20.0%) 25 (100%) 

Siblings 20 (83.3%) 3 (12.5%) 1 (4.2%) 24 (100%) 

Friends 23 (95.8%) 1 (4.2%) 0 (0.0%) 24 (100%) 

Acquaintances 16 (69.6%) 6 (26.1%) 1 (4.3%) 23 (100%) 

Teachers 6 (26.1%) 14 (60.9%) 3 (13.0%) 23 (100%) 

Employers 6 (26.1%) 12 (52.2%) 5 (21.7%) 23 (100%) 
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Discussion:  To summarize, by large margins (70%-100%) the students in both groups 

reported text-based communications to be concise and effective when communicating with 

siblings, friends, and acquaintances.  This was also the case for communications with parents but 

to a lesser (52%-57%) degree.  The majority of students from both groups (52% -61%) reported 

text-based communications not to be concise and effective when communicating with teachers 

and employers.  Interestingly, this analysis shows that for each category, the selection garnering 

the highest percentage was the same for both groups. 

 

Table 4.40: Survey Question 19 (By Age Group). Do you avoid using synchronous text-based 
communications for any of the following purposes?  Select any that apply. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent  

(38 total) 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent  

(22 total) 

Chatting with 

friends 

2 5.3% 5 22.7% 

Meeting new 

people 

14 36.8% 13 59.1% 

Flirting/relation

ship building 

11 28.9% 7 31.8% 

Personal 

scheduling 

6 15.8% 8 36.4% 

Exchanging 

information or 

media 

2 5.3% 4 18.2% 
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Table 4.40 Continued. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent  

(38 total) 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent  

(22 total) 

Communicating 

with teachers or 

employers 

26 68.4% 13 59.1% 

Gaming 15 39.5% 7 31.8% 

Communicating 

with classmates 

or doing 

homework 

2 5.3% 6 27.3% 

Other 1 2.6% 0 0.0% 

 

Discussion:  The top five activities that the students from the younger group avoid using 

text messaging for were communicating with teachers or employers (68%), gaming (40%), 

meeting new people (37%), flirting / relationship building (29%), and personal scheduling 

(16%).  The top five activities that the students from the older group avoid using text messaging 

for were communicating with teachers or employers (59%), meeting new people (59%), personal 

scheduling (36%), gaming (32%), and flirting / relationship building (32%).  This analysis 

reveals that the activity where texting is most avoided is the same for both groups.  This is also 

true for the top five activities where texting is avoided by both groups.  Two other areas where 

texting is strongly avoided by the students from the older group, but not the students from the 

younger one, is when chatting with friends (23% vs. 5%) and communicating with classmates or 

doing homework (27% vs. 5%). 
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Table 4.41: Survey Question 20 (By Age Group). Do you supplement your synchronous text-
based communications with any of the following?  Select any that apply. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent  

(41 total) 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent  

(25 total) 

No [make no 

other selection] 

1 2.4% 2 8.0% 

Telephone Calls 35 85.4% 17 68.0% 

Emails 31 75.6% 19 76.0% 

Other 2 4.9% 2 8.0% 

 

Discussion:   The most interesting finding here was that only 2% of the younger students 

and 8% of the older students reported that they do not supplement their texts in some way.  

Students from the 18-24 group reported supplementing their messages with telephone (voice) 

calls (85%) and email (76%).  Students from the “over 24” group reported supplementing their 

messages with email (76%) and telephone (voice) calls (68%). 

  

Table 4.42: Survey Question 21 (By Age Group). Do you attempt to enhance or clarify your 
synchronous text-based communications by including any of the following items?  Select any 
that apply. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent  

(42 total) 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent  

(25 total) 

No [make no 

other selection] 

16 38.1% 8 32.0% 

Audio Files 9 21.4% 6 24.0% 
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Table 4.42 Continued. 

 Response Count 

(18-24) 

Response 

Percent  

(42 total) 

Response Count 

(Over 24) 

Response 

Percent  

(25 total) 

Video Files 11 26.2% 9 36.0% 

Images 23 54.8% 16 64.0% 

Word or Other 

Text Files 

5 11.9% 6 24.0% 

Other 2 4.8% 0 0.0% 

 

Discussion:  About a third of the students from each group reported that they do not use 

any other materials to enhance or clarify their text messages (38% and 32%).  The variety of 

additional materials being used and the level of the reported usage was an interesting finding.  

For both groups the reported usage of the four types of materials paralleled one another’s.   In 

order the reported usage percentages were images (55% and 64%), video files (26% and 36%), 

audio files (21% and 24%), and Word and other text files (12% and 24%). The most surprising 

finding was that the “over 24” group used the materials to enhance their texts to a much larger 

percentage than did the younger group. 

The following chapter, Chapter Five, provides a detailed discussion of the findings of this 

study and the major conclusions that can be drawn from them.  The implications of the findings 

to the research questions are also examined.  Finally, the limitations of the study and possible 

future research paths are discussed. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

5.1 Introduction 

The variety of technology-mediated communication applications and devices coming into 

widespread use and popularity is enormous.  This, combined with the speed at which these new 

technologies and devices are developed and introduced, creates a daunting environment for IS 

researchers. 

As the popularity of mobile text-based communication technologies and devices grow, 

the importance to the IS field also grows.  As we move into the future, more and more 

information of all types will be moving to and between users of these applications and devices.  

Much as it was important to research the earlier forms of CMC over the last twenty-five years, 

we must begin to prepare for the future and investigate these new technologies.  This study is a 

step in that exploration. 

Text-enabled cell or mobile phones and smartphones have been in widespread use in the 

United States for the past five or six years.  Instant messaging was in widespread use in the early 

and mid-2000s on computer platforms and remains in use, although at reduced levels (Lenhart, 

Rainie, & Lewis, 2001; Madden & Rainie, 2003; Shiu & Lenhart, 2004; U.S. Census Bureau, 

2010; Zickuhr, 2010), on both computer platforms and more recently on text-enabled mobile or 

cell phones.  As is often the case with newly introduced technological innovations, it takes some 

time before the impact of that technology is recognized and longer for researchers to begin to 

investigate how people are using the technologies.  Such is the case today with the two primary 

synchronous text-based communication technologies in widespread use, SMS text messaging 

and instant messaging. 

While the increasing popularity of synchronous text-based technology-mediated 

communication applications has been chronicled by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, 

their focus is the use of these formats by specific age groups (Jones & Fox, 2009; Lenhart, 

2010b; Smith, 2010a; Smith, 2011a; Zickuhr, 2010).  These groups include teens (ages 12-17), 

adults (ages 18+), and, in some surveys, young adults (ages 18-29).  This study investigates the 
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use of SMS text messaging and instant messaging on a variety of platforms by undergraduate 

university students (generally, though not exclusively, ages 18-24). 

The goal of this exploratory research study was to examine the technologically-mediated 

communication practices of undergraduate college students.  Specifically the goals of the study 

were to examine what technologies the undergraduate students were using, why they use these 

technologies or choose to use them instead of other technologies, and how and, to some extent, 

where they are using them. 

 

5.2 Research Questions Revisited 

 

The following three research questions were addressed in this study: 

 

RQ1: What synchronous text-based communication technologies do undergraduate 

college students use and how often are they using them? 

RQ2: Under what circumstances do undergraduate college students choose to use one 

type of synchronous text-based communication technology instead of another? 

RQ3:  What features of synchronous text-based communication technologies do 

undergraduate college students use most often and under what circumstances do they use them? 

 

For the most part, as was delineated in Chapter 4, the findings from the descriptive online 

survey will be summarized to address the three research questions.  Again the survey findings 

provide a snapshot into the way undergraduate students used the technologies being investigated 

in this study. 

 

Research Question 1 is rather broad in terms of the scope of activities it was designed to 

address.  The response details of several survey questions will be utilized to fully address this 

question.  First, in terms of the primary synchronous text-based communication technology used 

by the undergraduate students (Survey Question 5), approximately 88% used SMS texting, 6% 

used chat applications, 3% used instant messaging applications, and 3% used some other 

technology. 
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From Survey Question 6, 19% used their primary technology exclusively.  About 55% 

used their primary technology most of the time (80% -99%).  Another 24% used their primary 

technology half or more than half of the time (50% - 79%).  Only 2% used their primary 

technology less than half of the time.  Descriptively, the first group will be referred to as “non-

diversified” users, meaning these 19% only used one technology for their text-based 

communications.  The next and largest group (55%) could be considered “somewhat diversified” 

users.  These students used at least two technologies for their text-based communications.  The 

third group (24%) we’ll call “diversified” users.  These students used at least two technologies 

for their text-based communications.  The final small group (2%) can be called “very 

diversified” users.  These students used at least three technologies for their text-based 

communications. 

For the next most important or secondary synchronous text-based communication 

technology (Survey Question 7), approximately 10% reported using no other technology, 24% 

used SMS texting, 45% used chat applications, 16% used instant messaging applications, and 5% 

used some other technology.  There is somewhat of an inconsistency in the results for this 

question.  Since 88% of the students reported in question five that SMS texting was their primary 

text-based communication technology, theoretically only a maximum of 12% (vs. 24% actually 

reported) should report SMS texting as their secondary text-based communication technology. 

More generally, the findings indicate that most undergraduate students were using 

multiple synchronous text-based communication technologies on a regular basis.  Survey 

Question 3 found that approximately 93% used SMS texting, 66% used chat applications, 33% 

used instant messaging applications, and 12% used some other technology. These findings 

illustrate that most undergraduate students were using at least two synchronous text-based 

communication applications and that perhaps almost a third of the participants were using up to 

three different technologies. 

The survey findings comport well with the focus group findings.  SMS text messaging 

was the predominant synchronous text-based communication technology used by focus group 

participants.  Many of the participants were also using multiple synchronous text-based 

communication technologies on a regular basis. 

Another facet of RQ1 involves the devices owned and used by the students to run the 

synchronous text-based applications (Survey Question 4).  Approximately 88% owned text-
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enabled cell phones of all types including smartphones, 72% owned laptop computers, 37% 

owned desktop computers, 5% owned netbooks, and about 9% used another device.  All focus 

group participants owned or had recently owned text-enabled cell phones.  About half also 

reported owning some type of computer which they used for chatting or messaging.  These 

findings illustrate that most undergraduate students ran synchronous text-based communication 

applications on multiple platforms.  The survey results indicate that perhaps up to a third of the 

participants may own and use up to three different devices. 

The final facet of RQ1 is the question of usage frequency.  The focus group interviews 

yielded only anecdotal information on text messaging usage.  The participants report sending or 

receiving 10 or fewer per day, or as many as 200 per day.  Usage, however, was addressed 

directly in the descriptive survey. 

Survey Question 12 asked the students on average how many synchronous text-based 

communications they sent each day.  About 10% of the students reported sending less than one 

message per day, which may indicate they typically only receive text messages or only send 

messages occasionally.  Approximately 12% of the students sent 1-10 text messages per day, 

17% sent 11-25 per day, 27% sent 26-50 per day, and 34% sent more than 50 messages per day.  

About 29% of the students reported sending 1-25 text messages per day.  The majority (61%) of 

the students sent more than 25 text messages per day. 

Survey Question 13 asked the students on average how many synchronous text-based 

communications they received each day.  About 9% of the students reported receiving less than 

one message per day which may indicate that they only send text messages, or only receive them 

irregularly.  Approximately 12% of the students received 1-10 text messages per day, 17% 

received 11-25 per day, 33% received 26-50 per day, and 29% received more than 50 messages 

per day.  About 29% of the students reported receiving 1-25 text messages per day.  The majority 

(62%) of students received more than 25 text messages per day. 

Research Question 2 examined the question: Under what circumstances do 

undergraduate college students choose to use one type of synchronous text-based communication 

technology instead of another?  This research question is also rather broad in the scope of the 

activities it was designed to address.  Again, the response details of several survey questions will 

be utilized to fully address this question. 
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To examine this question, we must first look at the reasons that the students reported 

using synchronous text-based communication technologies.  Survey Question 16 examined the 

primary purpose of the student’s synchronous text-based communications.  An overwhelming 

majority of the students (75%) reported that their primary reason for texting was to chat with 

friends; the next highest response was to exchange information or media (9%), followed by 

flirting/relationship building (5%), personal scheduling (5%), and for schoolwork related issues 

(3%).  Survey Question 17 examined the secondary (next most important) purpose of the 

student’s synchronous text-based communications.  The highest student response to the question 

was the exchange of information or media (28%).  The next highest response was to chat with 

friends (24%), followed by personal scheduling (18%), flirting/relationship building (13%), 

schoolwork (9%), gaming (5%), and for meeting new people (2%). 

Four other survey questions give insight into the why, with whom, when, and where 

students choose to use synchronous text-based communication technologies.  Question 15 asked 

why the students choose to use synchronous text-based communication technologies instead of 

others?  Question 18 asked the students if they found synchronous text-based communication 

technologies to be concise and effective when communicating with various groups of people.  

Question 19 asked the students if they avoid using synchronous text-based communication 

technologies for specific types of activities.  Question 14 asked the students where most of their 

synchronous text-based communications take place. 

Survey Question 15 directly asked why students choose to use synchronous text-based 

communication technologies instead of others?  The predominant reason chosen by 57% of the 

students was that they preferred texting to other communication technologies due to the ease of 

its use or its convenience.  Next, 22% of the students reported that they preferred to use text 

messaging due to the effectiveness or efficiency of the technology compared to other options.  

Another aspect of this response was that many survey respondents and focus group participants 

reported that texting gave them the ability to control the conversation in terms of the length or 

duration and timing of the conversation.  The third most reported (9%) rationale for selecting text 

messaging over other options was the ability to get speedy response to their messages or 

communications.  A small number (3%) used texting because they found it relaxing or 

entertaining.  Another 3% chose texting when email or voice calls were not an option.  There 

were also several unique responses to the question.  One student used texting because of the cost 
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(affordability) of the service.  Another used it due to peer pressure because their friends all 

texted.  A third preferred it for confidentiality purposes. A final subject reported using it only 

when some else texted them first. 

Another aspect to explain why the students chose text-based communication technologies 

instead of others has to do with the concise nature and effectiveness of the technology for 

communications with various groups.  Survey Question 18 examined whether the students find 

text messaging to be a concise and effective method for communicating with parents, siblings, 

friends, acquaintances, teachers, and employers.  This question gives us insight into which 

groups the students would use text messaging to communicate with and which groups for whom 

they preferred another method.  Survey Question 16 found that an overwhelming 75% of the 

students reported that their primary reason for texting was to chat with friends.  It is therefore not 

surprising based on that finding that 98% of the students found text messaging to be a concise 

and effective method for communicating with friends.  86% of the students reported text 

messaging to be a concise and effective method for communicating with siblings and 84% 

reported text messaging to be a concise and effective method for communicating with 

acquaintances.  A slight majority (55%) of the students reported text messaging to be a concise 

and effective method for communicating with parents while 28% did not.  The students reported 

that for two groups, teachers and employers, text messaging was not a concise and effective 

method for communicating (60% and 55% respectively). 

Another aspect to explain why the students chose text-based communication technologies 

instead of other communication technologies has to do with the specific types of activities for 

which they avoid using synchronous text-based communication technologies.  Survey Question 

19 examined whether the students avoided using text messaging for any of a series of activities 

or purposes including chatting with friends, meeting new people, flirting/relationship building, 

personal scheduling, exchanging information or media, communicating with teachers or 

employers, gaming, and communicating with classmates or doing homework.  This question 

gives us insight into which activities the students would use text messaging for and for which 

activities they would select another method.  The only activity that a majority (65%) of the 

students reported that they would not use text messaging for was to communicate with teachers 

or employers.  For the remaining activities the students in sizable numbers reported that they 

would not use text messaging for four other activities including meeting new people (45%), 
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gaming (37%), flirting/relationship building (30%), and personal scheduling (23%).  The final 

three remaining activities drew fewer responses: communicating with classmates or doing 

homework (13%), chatting with friends (12%), and exchanging information or media (10%). 

A final aspect implicit in Research Question 2 revolves around the question of where 

undergraduate students perform most of their texting activities.  The concept of mobility is an 

important consideration when addressing the question of technology choice by undergraduate 

students.  Survey Question 14 asked the students to specify the primary location where their 

texting activities took place.  Approximately 63% reported that they primarily texted from their 

home or dorm room.  Another 19% reported that they primarily texted from their work location.  

A little over 10% of the students responded to the “Other” location option. The comments that 

were given to accompany these choices generally implied that the students texted from many 

locations or multiple combinations of the other location options given in the question.  Finally 

about 5% of the students reported mostly texting while traveling in a vehicle. 

 

Research Question 3 examines the question:  What features of synchronous text-based 

communication technologies do undergraduate college students use most often and under what 

circumstances do they use them?  As with the previous research questions, this question also has 

multiple facets that need to be addressed to more fully explain the answer to the question.  

Again, to fully address this question the response details of multiple survey questions will be 

utilized. 

First, Survey Question 10 directly asked the students what other activities they perform 

on their primary (text messaging) device. The most popular activity, taking and viewing pictures, 

was selected by 88% of the students.  Viewing videos and listening to music or other audio files, 

which were selected by 72% of the students, tied for the next most popular activities.  Playing 

games was selected by 64% of the students, while running map programs was selected by 61%.  

Only 3% of the students reported using their primary device for no other activities.  The focus 

group findings for this issue were similar except that some participants reported using the alarm 

feature of the primary device and the memo feature to take notes or make lists. 

Another aspect of how students use the features of synchronous text-based 

communication technologies includes the ability to enhance or clarify their communications by 

the addition of files or attachments of various types.  Survey Question 21addressed this issue.  



96 
 

The most popular feature selected by 58% of the students to enhance or clarify their text 

messages was through the inclusion of images.  Video files (30%), audio files (22%), and Word 

or text files (16%) were the other popular features selected by the students to enhance or clarify 

their messages.  A surprisingly large 36% of the students reported that they did not clarify or 

enhance their text messages. 

 

5.3 Discussion and Future Implications 

 

This study has revealed a large number of interesting findings about the use of 

synchronous text-based communication technologies by undergraduate students, which will be 

discussed in this section.  Although the findings cannot be considered statistically significant for 

extrapolation to larger groups, some general implications can be inferred.  The previous section 

examined the study findings from the perspective of the research questions and addressed the 

research questions using the survey question findings that were relevant to the issues contained 

in each question.  For the purposes of this discussion, the findings will be examined from the 

perspective of five categories of inquiry.  A final section will discuss the implications of the 

findings as it relates to younger (18-24 years old) vs. older (over 24 years old) undergraduate 

students.  Potential implications of the findings for the future are also examined in each category. 

 

Age:  When formulated, this study anticipated that the population of the second year 

undergraduate LIS classes used for this study would heavily fall between 18 to 24 years old.  

While this was generally the case, a most surprising finding was that 37% (25 of 67) of the 

students were over 24.  Although this finding would not become clear until the full results from 

the survey were analyzed, one of the two participants in the first focus group was outside of this 

expected age range.  While not related to a particular research question, the interesting 

implications of this finding will be discussed below in more detail as a discussion of the 

comparison between the 18 to 24 group and those students over 24. 

 

Multi-Platform (Devices)/Multi-Method (Technologies): Another significant finding 

from this study was the revelation that undergraduate students are using multiple devices (multi-

platform) and multiple technologies (multi-method) for their text-based communications.  This 
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area of analysis is a component of Research Question 1.  These findings were revealed in both 

the focus group interviews and the online survey results. 

All of the participants in the focus groups owned text- enabled cell phones which 

predominantly were used for SMS text messaging. The use of these phones for voice 

communications was the predominant secondary way the students used the devices. About half 

of the participants in the focus groups also were using other devices such as personal computers 

(PC or Mac based) for synchronous text-based applications, such as various instant messaging 

formats, Facebook chat, and Google chat. Another important finding from the focus groups 

which relates to their use of multiple technologies for their synchronous text-based 

communications was the finding that many of the participants had formerly used a variety of 

communication technologies when they were younger.  These early text-based experiences were 

conducted on computer platforms of various types and usually involved instant messaging 

technologies such as AOL Instant Messenger (AIM). Early experience with synchronous text-

based technologies may be a potential indicator of the scope and extent of a participant’s future 

use of text-enabled communication devices and text-based applications.  The focus group sample 

size was far too small to draw any final conclusions about this and the survey did not investigate 

this aspect of undergraduate student’s text-based activities. 

The survey results also added detail to the analysis of the platforms and methods being 

used by the students.  Survey questions 3 through 9 and 11 all addressed different aspects of the 

devices and technologies used by students for text-based communications. 

Survey Question 3 examined the universe of text-based communication technologies used 

by the respondents on a regular basis.  The findings from this question clearly show that most 

undergraduate students are using multiple technologies.  By far the highest reported usage was 

for SMS messaging with almost 93% of the students using it.  About 66% also reported using 

chat applications such as Facebook Chat.  Finally, about 33% additionally reported using instant 

messaging applications including AIM or Yahoo.  These findings would suggest that somewhere 

in the range of 60% of the students are using at least two different text-based communication 

technologies on a regular basis.  Further, these findings indicate that some numbers of students 

potentially are using three different technologies on a regular basis, although the percentage is a 

more difficult to estimate. 
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Survey Question 4 examined the universe of devices or platforms used by the 

undergraduate students to run their synchronous text-based communication interactions.  

Approximately 88% of the students reported using text enabled cell phones and smartphones for 

this purpose.  Another 72% also reported using laptop computers for some of their 

communications.  About 37% reported using desktop computers to run these applications.  As 

reported in Chapter 4, these findings were roughly comparable to the ownership figures for cell 

phones reported by Pew in mid-2011 (Smith, 2011c).  That study reported cell phone ownership 

for adults (18+ years old) at 83%.  The study further found that 95% of young adults (ages 18-

24) owned cell phones.  The slight difference in these findings may be due to the fact that 37% of 

our sample was over the age of 24.  Another possible difference may be due to the fact that Pew 

examined ownership while this study queried usage. While this is a subtle difference, it could 

account for some of the differences.  To carry this analysis to its ultimate conclusion, these 

findings would suggest that a large percentage (in the range of perhaps 60%) of the students use 

at least two devices for their text-based communications. Again, a smaller and more difficult-to-

measure percentage of the students may be using a third device for their communications. 

Questions 3 and 4 well illustrate that most students are using multiple platforms or devices and 

multiple methods or technologies for their text-based communications. 

Survey Questions 5 and 6 examined which synchronous text-based communication 

technology the undergraduates used the most. The most widely used technology was reported to 

be the Short Message Service technology, which 88% of the students selected as their primary 

texting technology.  Another 6% reported using chat applications and 3% reported using instant 

messaging type applications as their primary technologies.  Question 6 examined the degree of 

usage by the students of their primary technology as selected in Question 5.  Only 19% of the 

students reported using their primary technology 100% of the time.  This leads to the conclusion 

that over 80% of the students are using at least two or more technologies. 

Survey Question 7 examined the second most widely used technology by the 

undergraduate students.  The findings from this question were somewhat confused and 

inconsistent. According to the students, almost 24% reported using SMS technology as their 

second most important texting method. This conflicts with the reported 88% claiming SMS to be 

their primary technology in Question 5. A second inconsistent finding from this question is the 

reported 10% of the students who claim to use no secondary text-based technology, while in 
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Question 6 19% reported using no other technology for their communications.  Beyond those 

inconsistencies, about 45% reported using chat applications and another 16% reported using 

instant messaging applications as their secondary choice. 

Survey Questions 8 and 9 examined which platforms or devices were primarily used by 

the undergraduate students for their text-based communications.  The most widely used device 

was reported to be cell phones or smartphones, with 55% selecting it as their primary device.  

Another 27 % reported that laptop computers and about 14% reported using desktop computers 

as their primary devices.  The findings, that only 55% of the students reported that their cell 

phone was their primary device and 27% reported that their laptop was their primary device was 

a little surprising, since it might have been anticipated that the percentage that used their cell 

phone as their primary device would have been higher.  These findings may have been due to the 

population being queried (undergraduate college students), the timing of the survey (August 

2010 through March 2011), or some other characteristic of the population.  Question 9 examined 

the degree of usage by the students of their primary device as selected in Question 8.  About 25% 

of the students reported using their primary device 100% of the time.  This leads to the 

conclusion that over 75% of the students are using at least two or more devices. 

Survey Question 11 examines the second most widely used device by the undergraduate 

students.  This question also had an inconsistency.  According to the students, almost 16% 

reported using no secondary device for their texting.  This conflicts with the reported 25% 

claiming to use their primary device 100% of the time in Question 9.  Beyond that, the results of 

this question indicate that 21% of the students use cell phones or smartphones, 51% report using 

laptop computers, 9% report using desktop computers, and 3% report using netbooks as their 

secondary texting devices. 

In conclusion, the findings from both the online survey and the focus group interviews 

indicate that most undergraduate students use multiple devices and multiple technologies for 

their synchronous textual communications. 

For the future it appears that the trend to use multiple technologies and devices will 

continue for students in the target age group.  The focus groups revealed that many of these 

students began using instant messaging on computers and text-enabled cell phones in middle 

school or high school.  It is possible that future generations will begin at even earlier ages.  This 

early familiarity with the communication technologies and devices appears to have emboldened 
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most of the students to adopt new technologies when they become available and affordable.  

Since this study was undertaken there has been a large-scale movement to tablet devices (iPad, 

Android, etc.).  Also since this study began, new communication applications such as Twitter, 

Instagram, and Tumblr have also exploded in popularity. 

 

Frequency and Location:  This category of analysis dealt with the frequency of use of 

text-based communications by undergraduate students and the locations where their text-based 

communications emanated from. The first part of this analysis was also an aspect of Research 

Question 1. 

 One area where the focus group interviews impacted the survey questions was in regard 

to the frequency of use of text-based communications by undergraduate students.  The focus 

group interviews revealed only broad ranges for the frequency of both sending and receiving text 

messages by undergraduates.  These broad ranges were not very useful for addressing the portion 

of RQ 1 dealing with frequency of use. The location where undergraduate students performed 

their texting was not addressed in the focus group interviews.  The location/mobility question as 

a component of Research Question 2 was later added to the online survey. 

 Two specific survey questions dealt with the issue of texting frequency by undergraduate 

students.  Survey Question 12 addressed the question of how many texts the students were 

sending out on average every day.  About 34% of the students reported sending more than 50 

text messages per day.  Another 27% reported sending between 26 and 50 texts per day.  Finally 

16% sent 11 to 25 per day, 12% sent 1 to 10 per day, and 10% reported sending less than 1 text 

per day.  Survey Question 13 addressed the question of how many texts the students were 

receiving on average every day.  About 29% of the students reported receiving more than 50 text 

messages per day.  Another 33% reported receiving between 26 and 50 texts per day.  Finally 

17% received between 11 to 25 per day, 12% received between 1 and 10 per day, and 9% 

reported receiving fewer than 1 text per day.  In conclusion, over 60% of the undergraduate 

students send and receive 26 or more text messages on average each day. 

 Survey Question 14 was added to investigate the question of where most students 

perform their texting and to examine to some extent the idea and importance of mobility as it 

relates to texting activities.  As a component of Research Question 2, the mobility aspect of the 

selection of a communication technology has become increasingly important.  An overwhelming 
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63% of the students reported that their home or dorm room was the primary location where their 

texting took place.  A surprisingly large 19% of the students reported that their work location 

was where they did most of their texting.  Just over 10% of the students reported texting from 

multiple locations, everywhere, or no specific location, suggesting that mobility is an important 

consideration for this group.  A surprisingly small number, 5%, reported that texting while 

traveling in a vehicle was a common practice for them.  In retrospect, it is a little difficult to 

gauge the importance of mobility to the students since they were only asked to select the primary 

location for their texting activities.  Just choosing a primary location does not preclude the 

students from texting from other or multiple locations.  The inclusion of a “multiple locations” 

choice would possibly have given a better indication of the importance of mobility to the 

students.  Therefore it is difficult to determine the impact that texting location has on the 

selection of a particular communications technology without more detailed analysis through 

survey questions. 

 For the future it appears that the usage trend for these applications and devices will 

continue to increase.  One student from the focus groups with a smartphone reported that they 

were sending and receiving over a hundred messages a day.  This trend was picked up to some 

degree in the later survey results.  At the time the focus groups were conducted, many carriers 

were charging by the number of texts being sent.  No other focus group participant reported that 

level of usage.  The trend today is toward unlimited text plans which have facilitated massive 

increases in the number of texts sent per day.  This appears to be true for students in our target 

age group and is likely to continue.  Mobility is another area that was important to the focus 

group participants but was found to be less so in the survey.  The future of these applications and 

devices is to encourage their use “everywhere”.  Mobility will continue to be an important 

feature in terms of the available service areas and the size and portability of the devices. 

 

Usage and Activities:  This category of analysis dealt with the features of synchronous 

text-based communication technologies that undergraduate college students used most often and 

under what circumstances do they choose to use them. This area of analysis was studied in 

Research Question 3. 

 Again, all of the focus group participants owned text-enabled cell phones which 

predominantly were used for SMS text messaging.  Voice communication was the second most 
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important way that the devices were used by the students.  It also soon became apparent that the 

focus group participants were using their cell phones in many other ways.  The most widely used 

features of the phones that were being used included camera, memo, and alarm applications.  

There were also a number of other activities that were being carried out on their cell phone 

platforms, but to a lesser extent than those listed above.  These activities included viewing 

images and video, listening to music, surfing the web, and sending and receiving emails. 

The survey results also added detail to the analysis of the non-text and non-voice 

applications being used by the students.  Survey questions 10, 20, and 21 all addressed different 

aspects of these issues. 

Survey Question 10 asked the students about the other activities beyond texting and voice 

communication that they performed on their primary device.  Survey Question 8 found that the 

primary device used by 55% of the students was their cell phone or smartphone while the 

primary device for another 27% was their laptop computer.  The findings for Question 10 reflect 

the students’ usage predominately on both of these two platforms.  Taking that into 

consideration, 81% used their primary device to take or view pictures, 72% to view videos, 72% 

to listen to music, 64% to play games, and a surprising 61% to run map-related programs.  A 

surprisingly small percentage, 16.4% reported using their primary device for “Other” activities 

such as browsing the web, sending and receiving e-mails, and running productivity software.  

Finally, only 3% of the students reported that they did not use their primary device for any other 

purpose or applications. 

Survey Question 20 asked the students if they supplemented their text-based 

communication with other items.  About 79% reported supplementing their text messages with 

(voice) telephone calls.  Approximately 76% also reported supplementing their text messages 

with emails.  About 6% reported “other” approaches to supplementing their texts with methods 

such as face-to-face conversations, meetings, and regular mail.  Surprisingly, only about 5% of 

the students reported that they did not supplement their text-based communications.  These 

results bring up a number of issues, including the issue of whether the students find textual 

communications to be sufficient or sufficiently “rich.” The surprisingly large percentage of 

students (79%) who supplement their texts with voice communications would be a strong 

indication of this.  It is unclear, however, whether the 76% who reported using emails to 

supplement their text messages would also consider text formats to be insufficient, since they are 



103 
 

using another text format as a supplement.  If, for instance, the students were simply sending the 

same message via text and email, would this indicate that they do not believe that text 

sufficiently conveys their message or meaning? It may also be true that these students 

supplement their texts with email because the recipient is more likely to view and respond to an 

email than a text. 

Survey Question 21 examines whether the students use other items or attachments of 

various types to enhance or clarify their synchronous text-based communications.  A little over 

58% of the students reported using images to enhance their texts.  This was followed by 30% 

who attached video files, 22% who attached audio files, and 16% who attached Word or other 

text files to enhance their text messages.  Finally, almost 36% reported using no additional items 

or attachments to enhance or clarify their text messages. 

In conclusion, the results indicate that most undergraduate students are using a large 

number of items and applications on the primary device that they use for sending their text 

messages.  By margins of 79% and 76%, students report supplementing their text messages with 

voice telephone calls and emails.  This finding seems to contradict a general perception that 

texting has replaced voice calls and emails to a large degree, particularly among younger people.  

Finally, the fact that 36% of the students reported using no additional items or attachments to 

enhance or clarify their text messages indicates their comfort with and reliance on text messaging 

as an effective communication tool.  While 58% of the students reported using images to clarify 

or enhance their text messages, the percentages for other types of attachments were much lower. 

The future in this category is a bit more uncertain.  The increased reliance on and 

satisfaction with texting appears likely to continue to increase over time.  The widespread 

adoption of smartphones according to recent studies (Rainie, 2012; Smith, 2011b) is already 

occurring.  The move to these devices may contribute to an increase in the amount of texting.  As 

applications of many types also continue to be developed for use on these devices, the way these 

devices will be used in the future may also change.  The real question is whether text messaging 

will ultimately supplant voice calls and emails but there is no definitive answer to this at this 

time. 

 

Social Aspects or Implications:  This final analysis category broadly examines the 

aspects of the study covered by Research Question 2.  Specifically, this category examines the 
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circumstances and reasons why the undergraduate students choose to use synchronous text-based 

communications, why they choose text-based applications over other methods, the purposes of 

their text messages, and who do they communicate with using text-based applications and who 

do they avoid using text-based applications to communicate with. 

 The focus group interviews were the first to reveal insights into the ways the 

undergraduate students were using text messaging. These interviews revealed the first student 

rationales for using synchronous text-based communications.  Some of the reasons the students 

chose to use text messaging included ease of use, mobility, quick response times, the ability to 

control the length of a conversation, and the ability to communicate with specific individuals.  

These features of text messaging, along with a preference for text messaging over voice 

telephone calls by the students, generally also contributed to their choice of texting.  The 

students also reported that they used text messaging as a tool to contact friends and family.  Text 

messaging was not a preferred method to communicate about work or school-related issues.  The 

students also mentioned that texting was often not used for communications with parents, but 

this varied by the ability of the parents to deal with text messaging. 

The survey results again add detail to the analysis of the social aspects of text messaging 

as used by undergraduate students.  Survey questions 15-19 all addressed different aspects of 

these issues. 

Survey Question 15 examined the reasons that students chose to use synchronous text-

based communications instead of other communication technologies.  Almost 57% of the 

students stated that the ease of use or convenience of using text-based applications was the 

primary reason they chose that format.  Another 22% stated that it was the effectiveness, 

efficiency, or the ability to control the conversation that led them to choose texting over other 

formats.  About 9% of the students chose text messaging due to its ability to accelerate or speed 

up responses to messages. 

Survey Question 16 asked the students about the primary purpose of their text-based 

communications.  The overwhelming response from the students (74%) was to chat with their 

friends.  Another 9% said their primary purpose was to exchange information or media, 5% used 

it for flirting or relationship building, and 3% used it for their schoolwork.  Interestingly, no 

students selected meeting new people as a primary reason for using text messaging. 
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Survey Question 17 looked at the second most important reason that the students were 

using text-based communications.  About 28% of the students stated that exchanging information 

and media was their second most important reason for texting.  Another 24% of the students 

selected chatting with friends as the second most important reason for texting.  The next most 

important purposes included personal scheduling (18%), flirting and relationship building (13%), 

schoolwork (9%), and gaming (5%).   

Survey Question 18 gauged the students’ perceptions of text messaging as a concise and 

effective method for communicating with various groups that a student may interact with.  These 

groups included parents, siblings, friends, acquaintances, teachers, and employers.  Only 55% of 

the students found texting to be effective when dealing with her parents.  In terms of siblings, 

86% of the students reported text messaging to be effective.  An overwhelming 98% of the 

students found text messaging to be effective when communicating with friends.  Surprisingly, 

84% of the students also stated that text messaging was effective when communicating with 

acquaintances.  By large percentages, the students found text based communications with 

teachers (60% to 23%) and employers (55% to 28%) to be an ineffective method. 

Survey Question 19 specifically asked the students if there were any activities for which 

they avoided using text-based communications.  The majority (65%) reported that they avoided 

text messaging when communicating with teachers and employers.  The next largest activity 

where 45% of the students reported avoiding text messaging was in meeting new people.  About 

37% also reported avoiding text messaging for gaming-related activities.  Finally, 30% avoided 

using text messaging for flirting or relationship building and 23% avoided it when doing 

personal scheduling.  The areas where the students reported avoiding activities the least included 

exchanging information and media (10%), chatting with friends (12%), and communicating with 

classmates or doing homework (13%). 

In terms of the social aspects or implications of this study, one of the most interesting – if 

unsurprising – findings was the overwhelming single purpose for which undergraduate students 

used their synchronous text-based communications: to communicate or chat with friends.  The 

approximately 75% of the students who reported that chatting with their friends was their 

primary reason for texting far outweighed any of the other optional choices and was the only 

option selected that reached double digits.  The second most chosen primary reason for using text 

messaging was to exchange information or media, which was selected by 9% of the students.  
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The results were much more diverse when asked about the most important secondary rationale 

for using text-based communications, but again none of the available options were selected at 

levels near 75%.  In fact, the choice most selected, at 28%, was exchanging information or 

media, followed by chatting with friends (24%), personal scheduling (18%), and 

flirting/relationship building (13%).   

Other interesting findings can be found by analyzing the results in respect to the students’ 

views of the effectiveness of synchronous text-based communications for dealing with various 

groups.  The results from Question 18 strongly support the findings from the earlier questions 

about how students use text-based communications.  As would be expected from the findings 

above, 98% of the students reported that texting was an effective communications method for 

dealing with friends.  The students also reported that texting was an effective communications 

method for dealing with acquaintances and siblings by 84% and 86%, respectively.  The results 

for parents, however, were a bit more mixed, with only 55% of the students finding texting to be 

effective versus 28% who did not.  This finding, based on comments made during the focus 

groups, was driven to a large degree by the technical abilities of the parents to receive and/or 

send text messages. Some focus group participants reported that the level of technical expertise 

of their parents precluded them from texting with them, and often voice telephone calls were the 

primary communications method for dealing with this group. 

The students strongly reported that synchronous text-based communications were not an 

effective method for communicating with teachers (60%) and employers (55%).  Only 23% 

found texting teachers and only 28% found texting employers to be effective. 

Question 19 was used to gauge whether the students specifically avoided using texting 

for any of the purposes that were queried in Questions 16 and 17. The primary finding that 65% 

of the students avoid using text-based communications for dealing with teachers and employers 

strongly confirmed the findings from Question 18.  Another 45% of the students reported 

avoiding text messaging to meet new people.  About 37% avoided using text messaging for 

gaming applications, 30% did not use it for flirting/relationship building, and 23% avoided using 

it for personal scheduling. 

In conclusion, it would appear that text messaging is used to a large degree by students to 

communicate with people they already know and with whom they are generally comfortable.  It 

would also appear that to a large extent the students consider siblings and acquaintances to be 
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friends for the purposes of text-based communications.  Some of the results also indicated that 

text messaging is used to a much lesser degree when communicating with authority figures such 

as teachers, employers, and even parents. 

As we project into the future, text messaging is likely to become a more and more 

important communication option for students in our target age group and for the general 

population.  Two key factors in determining the use of texting, as this study has shown, is 

familiarity with the technology and devices and the perception of them as useful and convenient.  

This study has also illustrated that the younger the person is when first able to use texting, the 

greater the likelihood that they will adopt it and use it on a regular basis.  From the focus groups 

we found that almost all of the students were texting in middle or high school.  A recent Pew 

study (Lenhart, 2012) indicates that the number of teens (12 -17 years-old) with access to cell 

phones and smartphone has been increasing in recent years and their daily usage has also been 

growing.  Much of this age-related analysis also applies to the next section. 

Therefore, the likelihood that text messaging use will continue to increase is high.  This 

projection will also have profound societal impacts.  Aspects of daily life from social 

interactions, relationship building, and increased distractions will be impacted by these changes.  

The study findings that texting is used less for dealing with authority figures (parent, teachers, 

bosses, etc.) will also likely change.  Also, as technologies and devices are improved over time, 

the perception of the devices as useful and convenient will also likely grow further increasing 

usage. 

The recent experience with the superstorm Sandy that struck the Middle Atlantic States in 

late October of 2012, illustrates a potential major shortcoming of this move to reliance on these 

technologies.  Federal, state, and local have in large part designed their disaster responses to use 

online websites and text based communications (SMS, Twitter, etc.) to keep the general public 

informed.  But the problem they have run into is what do you do when the electrical power grid 

and cell towers are destroyed? 

 

Age Revisited:  As mentioned earlier in this section, a surprising finding of this study 

was that 37% of those surveyed were over the age of 24.  This unforeseen finding opens up 

another avenue of analysis and discussion.  The discussion in this section will compare and 

contrast the findings from each age group across the survey questions with a detailed focus on 
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questions where large differences were apparent between the 18 to 24 year old group and the 

over 24 group.   

The nature of this study in terms of the basic research design and the nonprobability 

sample that was used, effectively limit this analysis to the use of descriptive statistics.  Therefore, 

the analysis in this section will be a comparison of the distributions between the two age groups 

expressed in terms of percentages.  These data have not been tested for statistical significance. 

The first question where some key variances between the age groups were apparent was 

Question 3, which asked about the synchronous text-based communication technologies the 

students were using on a regular basis.  Here we find that the younger group – 18- to 24-year-

olds group – reported using both Short Message Service technologies and Instant Messaging 

technologies almost 14% more often than the over 24 group.  The fact that nearly 98% of the 

younger students reported using SMS technology on a regular basis indicates that this technology 

has been almost universally adopted by this group.  The fact that only 38% of the younger group 

reported using instant message technologies on a regular basis, but still at a level 14% higher 

than the older group, perhaps supports some of the focus group findings which indicated the 

younger students began using this technology at an early age and this early adoption has led to a 

somewhat higher continued use. 

Another interesting variance between the two groups arose from the findings to Question 

4.  Here the students were queried about the types of devices they used to conduct their text-

based communications.  About 93% of the younger group reported using text-enabled cell 

phones or smartphones for their communication, which was 13% greater than the older students.  

About 76% of the younger students also reported using laptop computers for these 

communications, which was 12% greater than the number of older students who used them.  The 

same question also revealed that 44% of the older students used desktop computers for their text 

based communications, compared to only 33% of the younger students.  These findings may 

indicate that the younger students put an increased level of importance on mobility and the 

devices they preferred to use for their text based communications give some indication of this. 

The findings from Question 5 indicate that there is relatively little difference between the 

two groups in terms of their primary text-based communication technology usage. About 91% of 

the younger group reported preferring SMS technology for their primary choice, while the older 

group use of the same technology was only slightly lower at 83%, an 8% difference.  This 



109 
 

finding would indicate that SMS technology is the dominant primary choice for both age groups.  

This finding combined with the findings from the previous question suggests that the percentages 

of both age groups who prefer to use SMS technology closely matches the ownership levels for 

text-enabled cell phones within both groups.  Since cell phone ownership and user preference 

track very closely, this may also indicate that the advantages of the SMS technology become 

apparent to the user once they have acquired a cell or smartphone. 

Although some of the findings in Question 7 are a bit contradictory, the data indicate that 

SMS technology is either the primary or secondary choice for the younger group, and almost the 

same can be said for the older students.  So if SMS was not the primary technology used by the 

students in both groups, it would be the next most important technology.  In terms of the other 

technologies used secondarily by both groups, the only major difference is the use of instant 

messaging by the younger group, which, at 21%, was 13% greater than that of the older students. 

The findings for Question 8 were also somewhat unexpected and perhaps a little 

confusing.  For example, 93% of the younger students reported owning text enabled cell phones 

(Question 4) and 91% reported that SMS technology was their primary choice for texting 

(Question 5).  When asked in Question 8 which device they used primarily for their text-based 

communications only 55% of the younger group selected cell phones.  Similarly, 80% of the 

older students reported owning text enabled cell phones (Question 4) and 83% (Question 5) 

reported that SMS technology was their primary technology choice for texting.  At the same 

time, only 54% of the older group selected cell phones when asked which device they used 

primarily for their text-based communications (Question 8).  Even when the students were asked 

to select their secondary device for running texting technologies (Question 11), when combined 

with the primary device numbers reported in Question 8, the totals do not match the findings 

from Question 4.  For their secondary device, the cell phone was selected by 21% of the younger 

students, which combined with the 55% who selected cell phones as their primary device, only 

totals 76% versus the 93% ownership level reported in Question 4.  The same numbers for the 

older students were 20% and 54%, respectively, for a total of 76% versus a reported 80% from 

Question 4.  These inconsistencies in the data cause me to hesitate drawing any conclusions 

between the two age groups for the question of primary and secondary devices used for text 

messaging. 
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By far the largest differences between the two age groups show up in the two questions 

that asked about the frequency of usage of text-based communications (Questions 12 and 13).  

Question 12 asked the students how many text messages on average they sent per day.  Almost 

48% of the younger students reported sending more than 50 texts per day.  When combined with 

the 31% who reported sending between 26 – 50 texts per day, 79% of the younger group reported 

sending 26 or more texts per day.  For the older students, only 12% reported sending more than 

50 per day and only 20% reported sending 26 – 50 per day, for a total of 32% sending 26 or more 

texts per day.  In fact, 79% of the younger students sent 26 or more texts per day, while 68% of 

the older students sent fewer than 26 per day.  The finding that the younger students sent on 

average more texts per day than the older students is not an unexpected finding, but the fact that 

the younger students do so at a level 47% higher than the older group is startling. 

Question 13 asked the students how many text messages on average they received per 

day.  Almost 42% of the younger students reported receiving more than 50 texts per day.  When 

combined with the 34% who reported receiving between 26 – 50 texts per day, 76% of the 

younger group report receiving 26 or more texts per day.  For the older students, only 8% 

reported receiving more than 50 per day and only 32% reported receiving 26 – 50 per day for a 

total of 40% receiving 26 or more texts per day.  In fact while 76% of the younger students 

received 26 or more texts per day, 60% of the older students received fewer than 26 per day.  

Again there is an extremely large difference between the two age groups. 

It is in terms of daily average texting levels for both receiving and sending that we see the 

most apparent differences between the students under 24-years-old and those over 24-years-old.  

What is also unexpected in this finding is the sharp difference shown in the data at the 24-year-

old age horizon.  While we have specific age data for only students who were 18 to 24 years old, 

anecdotally the majority of the students over 24 were actually only 1 to 5 years older.  This is 

based to some extent on the fact that a large proportion of the students who took the survey were 

in live classes with the researcher.  So based on this observation, there seems to be a major 

difference in the usage levels of students born after 1985 or 1986 and those born prior to those 

years. 

Minor differences between the two student age groups were also detected when the 

students were asked in Question 14 about their primary locations when sending text messages.  

Here we find that the younger group, by a 17% margin (69% to 52%), sent most of their text 
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messages from their home or dorm room.  By a 20% margin (32% to 12%), the older students 

reported sending more texts from their work location.  It may be possible to explain this 

difference by the likelihood that most of the younger students are full-time students versus the 

older students who likely are also working while going to school.  Interestingly, the older 

students reported texting while traveling in vehicle at a level 6% greater than the younger 

students (8% to 2%).  While this is not a major difference, the low percentage of younger 

students reporting text from vehicles is a bit unexpected. 

Another interesting finding stems from the responses to Question 15, which asked the 

students why they primarily chose to use synchronous text-based communications instead of 

other technologies such as telephone or email.  Both age groups reported that the primary 

rationale for selecting texting was due to its ease of use (60% and 52%).  The only choice 

available in which there was any clear difference between the two age groups was over the 

“effectiveness or efficiency or the ability to control the conversation” option.  Here the older 

students selected this option by a 9% higher level (28% to 19%) compared to the younger group.  

This finding may stem from the fact that the older students had previously used email and 

telephone communication to a greater level than the younger students and therefore found texting 

to be a more effective or efficient alternative to those earlier communications methods.  One 

possible explanation for this is that the younger students had a shorter time using the earlier 

communication methods or were introduced to texting at a younger age.  Therefore, they were 

not in a position to compare the effectiveness or efficiency between the older methods and 

texting. 

Question 16 examined the primary purpose for the students using text-based 

communications.  Here we find a couple of notable differences between the age groups.  The 

younger students, by a 30% margin (86% to 56%), selected “chatting with friends” as their 

primary purpose for texting.  The older students reported primarily using texting for “exchanging 

information or media” by an 11% margin (16% to 5%).  The older students also reported slightly 

higher levels (6%) of primary usage of texting for both “flirting and relationship building” and 

“personal scheduling.”  One interesting aspect of the findings from this question is that it appears 

that the primary reasons that the older students use texting are much more diversified than the 

reasons for its use by the younger students. 
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Question 18 examined whether the students found texting to be a concise and effective 

method for communicating with various groups of people in their lives.  These groups included 

parents, siblings, friends, acquaintances, teachers, and employers.  Here the results for both age 

groups were remarkably similar.  The most highly selected choice (100% and 96%), which both 

older and younger students reported texting to be a concise and effective method of 

communications with was "friends."  Other groups for which texting was also found to be 

“concise and effective” by both younger and older students included parents, siblings, and 

acquaintances.  Except for “acquaintances” where the younger students found texting to be more 

"concise and effective" by a 22% margin (92% to 70%), the differences between the two age 

groups varied no more than 2 to 5 percentage points.  For two groups (teachers and employers), 

texting was found not to be a “concise and effective” communication method by either group.  

Here again the differences between the two age groups varied no more than 1 to 5 percentage 

points.  The strong similarity in the findings for this question between the two groups is striking.  

The inconsistency in the findings for dealings with acquaintances may be a result of the fact that 

the younger group, where there are probably more full-time students, have more acquaintances 

or have more dealings with acquaintances on a regular basis. 

Conversely, Question 19 examined whether the students expressly avoided using 

synchronous text-based communications for specific types of activities. The results for this 

question reveal differences between the older and younger students.  Specifically, in a number of 

categories, the older students reported that they avoid using texting for specific activities at much 

higher levels than the younger students.  The older students reported avoiding using texting for 

“chatting with friends” by an 18% margin (23% to 5%), “meeting new people” by a 22% margin 

(59% to 37%), “personal scheduling” by a 20% margin (36% to 16%), “exchanging information 

or media” by a 13% margin (18% to 5%), and “communicating with classmates or doing 

homework” by a 22% margin (27% to 5%).  By smaller margins, the younger students reported 

avoiding two specific activities at higher levels than the older students.  The younger students 

avoided using texting for “communicating with teachers or employers” by a 9% margin (68% to 

59%) and “gaming” by an 8% margin (40% to 32%).  This question reveals that the older 

students avoid texting for a number of activities by higher margins than the younger students.  

The results indicate that the older students avoid texting for “chatting with friends,” “meeting 

new people,” and “communicating with classmates or doing homework” at considerably higher 



113 
 

levels than the younger students.  This may be due to the fact that the older students prefer more 

interpersonal methods such as face-to-face meetings or telephone conversations for these 

activities.  The higher avoidance by the older students of texting for “personal scheduling” and 

“exchanging information or media” may indicate a reliance on older technologies for these 

activities and a higher comfort level with the older technologies.  Although there is a slight 

difference in the avoidance of using texting for “communicating with teachers or employers” 

between the older and younger groups, both avoid these activities at very high levels.  The 

reticence of both groups to use texting for communicating with people in positions of authority, 

such as teachers and employers, may indicate some formal or informal prohibition to texting 

these people or a discomfort with texting for important school or work related activities. 

Question 20 asked the students if they supplemented their text-based communications 

with any other communication methods, such as email or voice telephone calls.  Surprisingly, 

few of the students reported using no supplementary communications.  Only 2% of the younger 

group and 8% of the older group said that they did not supplement their texts in some way.  A 

large number from both groups (76%) reported supplementing their texts with emails.  Large 

numbers of students from both groups also reported using voice telephone calls to supplement 

their text messages. Unexpectedly, the younger students reported using telephone calls to 

supplement their texts by a 17% margin (85% to 68%) over the older students.  These findings 

lead to a number of questions about the overall perceived effectiveness of text-based 

communications.  The fact that so few of the students reported using no other communication 

method to supplement their texts was rather surprising.  Another unanticipated result was that the 

younger students reported using voice telephone calls to supplement their texts at a considerably 

higher level than the older students.  It may have been reasonable to have suspected that the older 

students, with likely more experience with voice telephone communications, would have 

reported using telephone calls by a higher margin than the younger students. 

Finally, Question 21 asked the students if they attempt to enhance or clarify their texts by 

including or attaching items such as audio, video, image, or text files.  Both groups of students 

reported using no items to enhance or clarify their texts by similar percentages.  About 38% of 

the younger students and 32% of the older students reported using no additional items.  Similar 

levels of younger and older students (21% and 24%) reported using audio files to do this.  

Unexpectedly, the older students reported using video files to do this by a 10% margin (36% to 



114 
 

26%), image files by a 9% margin (64% to 55%), and text files by a 12% margin (24% to 12%).  

While large percentages of both groups of students report using other items to enhance or clarify 

their text messages, image files by wide margins are the most widely used items for this.  In 

terms of overall usage of other items to enhance or clarify text messages, the older students 

report using the four main types of files for this purpose at significantly higher frequencies then 

the younger students. 

 

5.4 Theoretical Perspectives 

 

The purpose of this exploratory study was to examine the use of synchronous text-based 

technologies by undergraduate students.  As such, the study was conducted without the use of 

any particular theoretical frame.  In this section, we will explore some relevant theories which 

may explain in part or in whole the texting behaviors of undergraduate students as observed in 

this study.  This section will examine three theories that fall into this category: Media Richness 

Theory, the Technology Acceptance Model, and the Uses and Gratifications Theory. 

 

5.4.1Media Richness Theory 

 

One theory that possibly explains some of the findings from this study is the Media 

Richness Theory, sometimes referred to as the Information Richness Theory.  The study findings 

which indicate that the undergraduate students are using “Multiple Methods” and “Multiple 

Platforms” for their communications, including various types of text-based approaches as well as 

other methods including voice communications, may have some implications for the application 

of the Media Richness Theory.  Other findings from the “Usage and Activities” section also have 

implications possibly relating to media richness.  Chief among them is the finding that a very 

high proportion of the students supplement their textual communications with other approaches, 

particularly voice communications.  All of these findings to some degree may be explained by 

aspects of the Media Richness Theory. 

Richard Daft and Robert Lengel have historically received credit for the formulation of 

the Media Richness Theory, since they were the first researchers to bring the ideas from earlier 

business, communications, and psychological studies together into a single coherent theory.  
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Investigating organizational communications in business settings, they sought to explain why 

organizations process information.  In their 1986 article titled “Organizational Information 

Requirements: Media Richness and Structural Design” Daft and Lengel first fully described the 

theory. 

Uncertainty, as defined in the theory, meant a lack of information in an organization or 

just an absence of information.  As part of their Media Richness Theory, Daft and Lengel also 

included a new and emerging (in 1986) rationale for why business organizations process 

information.  This focused on the need for organizations to reduce equivocality, or ambiguity 

about some aspect of business operations or activities. 

Daft and Lengel’s (1986) conclusion was that organizations process information “to 

reduce uncertainty and to reduce equivocality” (p. 555).  Their goal was “to integrate the 

equivocality and uncertainty perspectives on information processing” (p. 555).  This was the 

genesis for what they termed “Media Richness” or later the Media Richness Theory. 

Expanding upon their 1984 article, Daft and Lengel (1986) state that “Information 

richness is defined as the ability of information to change understanding within a time interval” 

(p. 560).  The four metrics used to evaluate the richness of communications media are: 

• Feedback capability: availability of instant feedback; 

• Communications channels utilized: capability to transmit multiple cues (body 

language, tone of voice, eye contact, etc.); 

• Communication source: personal or impersonal; and 

• Language used: natural, text, etc. 

Rich communications transactions are those that can “overcome different frames of 

reference or clarify ambiguous issues to change understanding in a timely manner” (p. 560).  

Communications transactions that “require a long time to enable understanding or that cannot 

overcome different perspectives are lower in richness” (p. 560).  This early study did not seek to 

quantify or establish a scale to measure richness.  Daft and Lengel (1986) further state that 

“Communication media vary in the capacity to process rich information” (p.560).  They 

continue: “The reason for richness differences include the medium’s capacity for immediate 

feedback, the number of cues and channels utilized, personalization, and language variety” (p. 

560).  They concluded that face-to-face is the richest medium because it can  provide immediate 

feedback, use multiple cues such as body language, eye contact, and tone of voice, and convey 
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messages in natural language.  The importance of immediate feedback and the ability to ask 

follow-up questions cannot be underestimated in richer media forms.  Media of low richness 

process fewer cues and generally limit feedback. 

Daft and Lengel (1986) also comment on the nature of rich and less rich communication 

media, concluding that rich media are “personal” and involve face-to-face contact.  Less rich 

media, on the other hand, are “impersonal” and rely on rules, forms, procedures, and databases.  

Based upon the structure of business communications of that time (the draft of their paper was 

originally delivered in October of 1984) a general hierarchy of communications media in order 

of decreasing richness was established: 

1) Face-to-face: a conversation or group meeting. 
2) Telephone: a telephone conversation or conference call. 
3) Personal documents such as letters and memos: from one identifiable person to 

one or more recipients. 
4) Impersonal documents: Announcements of all types that go to all group members, 

newsletters, policy and procedure documents, etc. 
5) Numeric documents: financial reports, spreadsheets, computer printouts, etc. 

Daft and Lengel’s general hierarchy of communications media was formulated for a pre-

CMC world predating the wide availability of CMC and today’s newer cell phone and 

smartphone technologies with their designed texting capabilities.  Other researchers, however, 

soon recognized that the Media Richness Theory could be applied to the CMC research which 

was beginning to be conducted at that time.  Many of the first researchers to study the 

characteristics of CMC were working at the same time as Daft and Lengel were formulating the 

Media Richness Theory.   So, while several early CMC researchers were discovering 

characteristics of CMC that were also described in Media Richness Theory, these researchers did 

not use Daft and Lengel’s terminology or the theory directly (Kiesler et al., 1984; Siegel et al., 

1986; Sproull and Kiesler, 1986).  Sproull and Kiesler’s 1991 book Connections: New Ways of 

Working in a Networked Organization reiterates their belief that the social context cues that are 

transmitted via textual CMC are weak, a basic finding of the Media Richness Theory. 

Beginning in the mid-1990s, many other studies using the Media Richness Theory were 

conducted as the then new CMC technologies were introduced and came into widespread use.   

The results from these studies raised questions about many of the original tenets of the theory.  

Some of these studies (D’Ambra et al., 1998; Dennis and Kinney, 1998; El-Shinnawy and 

Markus, 1998; Huang and Yen, 2003; Hill & Monk, 2000; Hinds and Kiesler, 1995; Lee, 1994; 
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Ngwenyama and Lee, 1997; and Watt et al., 2002) were representative of the detailed research 

that was being conducted on CMC and the theory.  In general, the results of all of these studies 

led to the conclusion that email and textual CMC methods were in fact much richer than had 

been thought in many of the early CMC studies, providing evidence calling into question that 

aspect of the Media Richness Theory. 

Ten to twenty years later, today’s new technologies (instant messaging, SMS text-

enabled cell phones and smartphones) have been introduced and play a very important role in the 

information exchange process between individuals and groups.  The findings of this study 

indicate that the Media Richness Theory may still have applications for the analysis of the 

various aspects of the information exchange from the information behavior of the participants to 

the selection of the platform to be used to facilitate the information exchange.  In 1998, D’Ambra 

et al., stated it this way: 

As the use of new communication technologies continues to proliferate throughout 

organizations, new modes of interaction between individuals and groups emerge, 

presenting alternative media choices.  How individuals choose between these modes has 

stimulated much research into theoretical perspectives of media choice within networked 

and electronic communities.  Media Richness Theory is one of these theoretical 

perspectives. (p. 164) 

Several findings from this study relate to the metrics that were used by Daft and Lengel 

to evaluate the richness of communications media.  The first metric focused on the ability of the 

medium to provide feedback or instant feedback.  When asked to select the primary reason that 

they chose to use text-based communications instead of other methods (Survey Question 15), 

only 9% of the students directly stated that the “speed of responses” was their main reason for 

choosing text-based communication.  However, two other options from this survey question may 

also impact the perceived ability of the medium to provide feedback or instant feedback.  The 

first, selected by 57% of the students, dealt with the ease of use or convenience of using the 

medium as the primary reason for using texting.  A medium that is perceived to be easier or more 

convenient to use than other types, may lead to increased use and therefore result in more 

feedback (or responses).  A second related question, selected by 22% of the students, dealt with 

the perceived effectiveness or efficiency of using the medium as the primary reason for using 

texting.  Similarly, a medium that is perceived to be effective or more efficient at transmitting 
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messages than other types, may lead to increased usage and therefore produce more feedback (or 

responses). 

Next, the study found that undergraduate students use multiple devices (multi-platform) 

and multiple technologies (multi-method) or channels for their text-based communications.  The 

study findings suggest that somewhere in the range of 60% of the students are using at least two 

different text-based communication technologies on a regular basis (Survey Question 3).  The 

study findings also indicate that a large percentage (also in the range of approximately 60%) of 

the students is using at least two devices for their text-based communications (Survey Question 

4).  However, 88% of the students report that SMS is their primary texting technology (Survey 

Question 5).  Almost 75% of the students reported that “chatting with friends” was their primary 

purpose for using text messaging (Survey Question 16).  The students also reported that 

synchronous text-based communications were “concise and effective” for communicating with 

friends (98%), siblings (86%), and acquaintances (84%) (Survey Question 18).  The medium that 

is primarily being investigated (SMS texting) is for the most part a one-channel medium, 

although on occasion the users will use other media to create a multi-channel and multi-media 

environment for their communications.  These findings lead to the conclusion that although some 

undergraduates select multiple channels for their text-based communications, it appears that the 

students find single channel texting to be rich enough for the majority of their personal 

communications.   

The third metric focused on the nature of the communications as personal or impersonal.  

There are two survey questions that provide insight into the student’s perceptions of the nature of 

their text-based communications.  As shown above, almost 75% of the students reported that 

“chatting with friends” was their primary purpose for using text messaging (Survey Question 

16).  The students also reported that synchronous text-based communications were “concise and 

effective” for communicating with friends (98%), siblings (86%), and acquaintances (84%) 

(Survey Question 18).  These findings were much lower for teachers (23%) and employers 

(28%).  These findings seem to indicate that the undergraduate students find text messaging to be 

an effective medium for personal communications. 

Finally, no questions in the study investigated the nature of the language used.  Therefore 

no conclusions can be drawn about this metric. 
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About 79% of the students reported supplementing their text messages with (voice) 

telephone calls and approximately 76% of the students also reported supplementing their text 

messages with emails (Survey Question 20).  Another 6% reported “other” approaches to 

supplementing their texts with methods such as face-to-face conversations, meetings, and regular 

mail.  A surprisingly low 5% of the students reported that they never supplement their text-based 

communications.  These results might lead us to the conclusion that the students find textual 

communications to not be sufficient or sufficiently “rich.”  The large percentage supplementing 

their texts in some way would appear to be a strong indication of this, however, the problem 

comes down the overall number of messages that are actually supplemented.  In Survey Question 

5, 88% of the students stated that SMS texting was their primary texting technology.  So when 

asked about the percentage of texting conducted with their previously chosen technology (Survey 

Question 6), only 19% reported using their primary technology and another 55% used their 

primary technology 80% - 99% of the time.  Put another way, almost 70% of the students use 

their primary texting technology 80% - 100% of the time.  This indicates that only a relatively 

small number of the messages sent are supplemented or added to in some way. 

Also, it is not clear that the 76% who reported using emails to supplement their SMS text 

messages would consider text formats to be insufficient since they are using another text format 

as a supplement.  If, for instance, the students were simply sending the same message via text 

and email, would this indicate that they do not believe that SMS texts are sufficiently rich to 

convey their message or meaning?  It may also be true that that the students supplement their 

texts with email because the recipient is more likely to view and respond to an email than a text. 

Texting, as investigated in this study, allows for rapid feedback and is overwhelmingly 

used for personal communications.  However, it still remains a one-channel medium.  In terms of 

the perceived richness of textual media, the findings of the study indicate, however, that a large 

majority of the undergraduate students find texting to be rich enough for their personal 

communications.  This study would tend to contradict the original theory and corroborate the 

findings of the later CMC related Media Richness studies such as Lee (1994), Ngwenyama and 

Lee (1997), Postmes et al. (2000), and Watt et al. (2002), which indicated that text-based 

communications were generally much “richer” then posited by the original theory.  The 

undergraduate students considering their strong reliance on SMS texting as a primary 
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communications method and the sheer volume of messages sent and received by them on a daily 

basis would indicates that they find this to be the case. 

 

5.4.2 Technology Acceptance Model 

 

A second theory that may explain some of the findings from this study is the Technology 

Acceptance Model (TAM).  The Technology Acceptance Model was developed to try to 

understand the characteristics which influence the acceptance and use of new technologies of 

various types.  The original model was developed and first formally described by Fred Davis in 

the late 1980s. 

Davis (1989) was specifically trying to predict user acceptance of information technology 

(computers).  Davis (1989) states that “The present research develops and validates new scales 

for two specific variables, perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use, which are 

hypothesized to be fundamental determinants of user acceptance” (p. 319).  Davis further 

explains that “The purpose of this research is to pursue better measures for predicting and 

explaining use.  The investigation focusses on two theoretical constructs, perceived usefulness 

and perceived ease of use, which are theorized to be fundamental determinants of system use” (p. 

320).  Davis defined perceived usefulness (PU) as “the degree to which a person believes that 

using a particular system would enhance his or her job performance” (p. 320).  Davis also 

defined perceived ease of use (PEU) as “the degree to which a person believes that using a 

particular system would be free of effort” (p. 320).   

Huang and Yen (2003) explain “The purpose of TAM is to track the impact of external 

factors on users’ internal beliefs, attitudes, and intensions.  The two predictors of IT usage in the 

TAM are perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of use (EU)” (p. 66). 

TAM was developed from the earlier Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) as formulated in 

Fishbein and Ajzen (1975).  The concept of perceived usefulness in TAM is derived from the 

TRA.  Benbasat and Barki (2007) put it this way: 

The origins of TAM can be traced to the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) (Fishbein 

and Ajzen, 1975).  TRA requires that salient beliefs about one’s attitude toward a 

particular behavior (e.g., buying on the web) be elicited in order to be relevant to the 

specific behavior being studied. (p.212) 
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In the over twenty years since it was introduced, TAM has been widely used by many 

researchers.  Bagozzi (2007) states that “By any measure, TAM qualifies as a remarkable 

accomplishment, even reaching the status of a paradigm of sorts” (p. 244).  He continues “TAM 

has stood the test of by being the leading model for nearly two decades” (Bagozzi, 2007, p. 244).  

Benbasat and Barki (2007) put it this way: “The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) is one of 

the most influential theories in Information Systems” (p. 211). 

Like many theories, there have been numerous attempts over the years to change or 

enhance TAM.  Bagozzi (2007) writes that: 

Nevertheless, nearly from its inception, and accelerating over the course of almost twenty 

years, researchers have attempted to add to TAM.  Most of these efforts have, from my 

point of view, constituted a broadening of TAM in the sense of introducing additional 

predictors for either PU or intensions. (p. 244) 

Davis himself proposed an extended version of TAM which he referred to as TAM 2 (Venkatesh 

& Davis, 2000).  For the purposes of this study the original TAM will be used for the analysis of 

the study findings. 

TAM has not been without its critics.  Bagozzi (2007) states “It is unreasonable to expect 

that one model, and one so simple, would explain decisions and behavior fully across a wide 

range of technologies, adoption situations, and differences in decision making and decision 

makers” (p. 244).  Benbasat and Barki (2007) write that “the intense focus on TAM has diverted 

researchers’ attention away from other important research issues and has created an illusion of 

progress in knowledge accumulation” (p. 211). 

TAM, as it is most often used, is quantitative in nature.  This usually involves the 

development of characteristics that influence perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of 

use (EU).  These are then measured or ranked and then subjected to various statistical analyses.  

For the purposes of this study, measures of perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of use 

(EU) will be identified using the qualitative survey results.  Since TAM requires a very specific 

set of quantitative measures and statistical analyses, none of which were employed in the current 

study, comments about the potential applicability of TAM to explain the results of the study must 

be purely speculative. 

First, an examination of the survey results for measures of the perceived usefulness (PU) 

of text messaging by the undergraduate students will be undertaken.  When asked to select the 
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primary reason that they chose to use text-based communications instead of other methods 

(Survey Question 15), 22% of the students directly stated that the effectiveness or efficiency of 

texting was their main reason for choosing it.  Another 9% choose the speed of responses as their 

main rationale.  Another potential measure of usefulness of text messaging is the students’ 

perception of text-based communications as “concise and effective” (Survey Question 18).  The 

students reported that was the case for communicating with friends (98%), siblings (86%), and 

acquaintances (84%).  Another possible indicator of the students’ perception of the usefulness of 

text messaging is found in the number of other activities that are performed using their primary 

text messaging device.  The students reported that they also use their primary device for viewing 

videos (72%), taking pictures (88%), playing music (72%), playing games (64%), and running 

mapping programs (61%) (Survey Question 10).  It could be inferred that the multi-purpose 

nature of their primary text messaging device also imparts an increase in the perceived 

usefulness of text messaging to the students.  This is especially true due to of the ability to attach 

images and videos to their text messages. 

Next, an examination of the survey results for measures of the perceived ease of use (EU) 

of text messaging by the undergraduate students will be undertaken.  When asked to select the 

primary reason that they chose to use text-based communications instead of other methods 

(Survey Question 15), 57% said that the ease of use or convenience of use was their primary 

reason for texting.  Another indicator of the perceived ease of use of text messaging can be seen 

in the students’ responses to Survey Questions 5 and 6.  When asked which synchronous text-

based communication technology they primarily used, 88% reported using SMS text messaging 

(Question 5).  When asked how much of their texting is conducted using their primary 

technology 74% of the students reported using their primary texting method 80% to 100% of the 

time.  A final indicator of the students’ perception of the ease of use of texting can be gleaned 

from Survey Questions 12 and 13 which looked at the number of texts sent and received each 

day.  Over 71% of the students reported sending 26 or more texts each day.  Over 72% of the 

students reported receiving 26 or more texts each day. 

For the purposes of this study, TAM offers some potential insights as to why 

undergraduates have adopted and use synchronous text-based communication technologies, in 

particular SMS text messaging.  Unlike the way TAM is most often used, this study did not 

attempt to predict whether students would adopt and use SMS texting but rather to look for 
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insights into why they had already done so.  Also, as was mentioned above, the set of 

quantitative measures and statistical analyses associated with TAM were not employed in this 

study.  In terms of the perceived usefulness (PU) of text messaging to the undergraduate 

students, the survey results discussed above (effectiveness or efficiency, speed of responses, 

heavy use for communicating with friends, siblings, and acquaintances, and the ability to use the 

technology and devices for other activities) seem to indicate that the students perceive text 

messaging to be a useful communication technology.  In terms of the perceived ease of use (EU) 

of text messaging to the undergraduate students, the survey results discussed above (ease of use 

or convenience, the large percentages that have adopted the technology, the heavy use of the 

technology in terms of messages sent and received, and their reliance on SMS texting) seem to 

indicate that the students perceive text messaging to be easy to use. 

 

5.4.3 Uses and Gratifications Theory 

 

A final theory that may explain some of the findings from this study is the Uses and 

Gratifications Theory or just Uses and Gratifications.  The theory was originally developed to try 

to understand and measure why people pay attention to different types of media and originated in 

the field of communications research.  Severin and Tankard (2001) define the Uses and 

Gratifications approach as “an approach to the media that involves a shift of focus from the 

purposes of the communicator to the purposes of the receiver to determine what functions mass 

communication is serving for audience members.”  Dervin (1980), in an article that pre-dates her 

fully developed sense-making approach, similarly suggested the development of information 

campaigns should begin with the study of the potential information users and the questions they 

are attempting to answer in order to make sense of the world.  McQuail (1983) suggests that 

Uses and Gratifications researchers attempt to answer the question: Why do people use media 

and what do they use them for? 

Much of the early research on Uses and Gratifications was conducted on forms of mass 

media such as newspapers, radio, films, and beginning in the 1950s, television.  By the 1960s, 

researchers were using the approach to study television news programs and political broadcasts.  

Katz, Gurevitch and Haas (1973) took a fresh look at Uses and Gratifications, seeing the mass 

media as a means for individuals to connect with (or disconnect from) others (Severin & 
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Tankard, 2001).  The study was also important because it was the first to “compare gratifications 

across different media” (Salwen & Stacks, 1996, p. 147).  Katz et al. (1973) compiled a list of 35 

needs derived from interactions with mass media and put them into one of the five categories 

below: 

1. Cognitive Needs - acquiring information, knowledge, and understanding. 
2. Affective needs – emotional, pleasurable, or aesthetic experience. 
3. Personal integrative needs – strengthening credibility, confidence, stability, 

and status. 
4. Social integrative needs – strengthening contacts with family, friends and so 

on.  And 
5. Tension release needs – escape and diversion. (p. 166) 

The beginning of the modern era of Uses and Gratifications research is often credited to 

the 1974 book by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch titled The Uses of Mass Communications: 

Current Perspectives on Gratifications Research.  In the article they stated that earlier uses and 

gratifications studies were concerned with:  

(1) the social and psychological origins of (2) needs, which generate (3) expectations of 

(4) the mass media or other sources, which lead to (5) differential pattern of media 

exposure (or engagement in other activities), resulting in (6) need gratifications and (7) 

other consequences, perhaps unintended ones. (p. 510) 

Additionally, 

The audience is characterized as active, discerning, and motivated in their media use.  

The focus of the theory is on what people do with the media rather than the influence or 

impact of the media on the individual (Katz et al., 1974).  By conceiving of the audience 

as actively choosing and using media in response to specific needs, the foundations for 

examining gratifications obtained from the media are put in place.  For instance, when an 

audience member has a need for escape, there are specific media available to gratify this 

need in a satisfactory manner. (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010, p. 351) 

Since that time there have been hundreds of studies conducted on a vast array of media 

using the Uses and Gratifications approach.  Television continues to be a popular media format 

for Uses and Gratifications research (e.g. Bantz, 1982; Bryant & Zillmann, 1984; Dobos, 1992; 

Eastman, 1979; Mcilwraith, 1998; Rubin, 1983).  Other media topics studied include VCR use 

(Levy, 1980, 1987), use of the telephone (Dimmick, Sikand, & Patterson, 1994; O’Keefe & 
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Sulanowski, 1995), talk radio (Armstrong & Rubin, 1989), supermarket tabloid reading (Salwen 

& Anderson, 1984), and magazine reading (Payne, Severn, & Dozier, 1988).   

The widespread introduction and adoption of new media and technologies, such as 

computers, cell and smartphones, the internet and World Wide Web, and social network sites 

such as Facebook and Twitter, have led to important new research from the Uses and 

Gratifications perspective.  This research also reveals what motivates individuals to switch from 

traditional media to new media and what kinds of gratifications these are providing.  Some of the 

new media topics studied include computers (Perse & Courtright, 1993; Perse & Dunn, 1995), 

the internet and web (Eighmey & McCord, 1998; LaRose, Mastro, & Eastin, 2001; Papacharissi 

& Rubin, 2000; Stafford, Stafford, & Schkade, 2004), cell phones (Leung & Wei, 2000), pagers 

(Leung & Wei, 1999), SMS text messaging (Leung, 2007; Grellhesl & Punyanunt-Carter, 2012), 

and Facebook (Raacke & Raacke, 2008). 

One characteristic that is found in many Uses and Gratifications studies is the 

formulation of a list of needs (or reasons for use) that are being satisfied (or not) about the 

activity being studied.  For instance, Perse and Courtright (1993) compared computers to other 

forms of media and compiled the following list of 11 psychological needs that may be met by 

mass, interpersonal, or computer-mediated communication.  The following list of these needs is 

taken from Severin and Tankard (2001): 

1. To relax 
2. To be entertained 
3. To forget about work or other things 
4. To have something to do with friends 
5. To learn things about myself and others 
6. To pass the time (particularly when bored) 
7. To feel excited 
8. To feel less lonely 
9. To satisfy a habit 
10. To let others know that I care about their feelings 
11. To get someone to do something for me. (p. 297) 

Often, as in the case of Katz et al. (1973), the needs or reasons for use are categorized in 

some fashion.  McQuail (1987) compiled the following 21 common reasons for media use and 

classified them into four categories: 
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Information 

• finding out about relevant events and conditions in immediate 
surroundings, society and the world 

• seeking advice on practical matters or opinion and decision choices 
• satisfying curiosity and general interest 
• learning; self-education 
• gaining a sense of security through knowledge 

Personal Identity 

• finding reinforcement for personal values 
• finding models of behavior 
• identifying with valued others (in the media) 
• gaining insight into oneself 

Integration and Social Interaction 

• gaining insight into the circumstances of others; social empathy 
• identifying with others and gaining a sense of belonging 
• finding a basis for conversation and social interaction 
• having a substitute for real-life companionship 
• helping to carry out social roles 
• enabling one to connect with family, friends and society 

Entertainment 

• escaping, or being diverted, from problems 
• relaxing 
• getting intrinsic cultural or aesthetic enjoyment 
• filling time 
• emotional release 
• sexual arousal (p. 73) 

For our analysis, the findings from this study will be compared to Perse and Courtright’s 

1993 list of 11 psychological needs that may be met by mass, interpersonal, or computer-

mediated communication.  This comparison will provide insights into the relevance of the Uses 

and Gratifications approach to explain the cell phone usage behavior of undergraduate students.  

Since the survey conducted for this study was not specifically designed to be used for a Uses and 

Gratifications study, some interpretation of the survey findings was required to enable a 
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comparison with Perse and Courtright’s psychological needs.  Due to this, only four or five of 

the 21 survey questions on it are relevant to this analysis. 

The first two relevant questions were Survey Questions 16 and 17.  These questions 

examined the primary and secondary purposes of the students’ synchronous text-based 

communications.  When the answers to both questions are combined, 99% of the students 

reported that their primary or secondary reason for texting was to chat with friends.  The next 

highest response was to exchange information or media (37%), followed by personal scheduling 

(23%), flirting/relationship building (18%), and for schoolwork related issues (12%).  The 

combined results from these two survey questions seem to indicate that texting fulfills most of 

the students’ psychological needs from the 11 listed by Perse and Courtright (1993).  These 

results indicate that the students’ needs to relax, to be entertained, to forget about work or other 

things, to have something to do with friends, to learn things about themselves and others, to pass 

the time (particularly when bored), to feel less lonely, to let others know that they care about 

their feelings, or to get someone to do something for them are being met.  Only two of the 11 

needs do not appear to be addressed by the results of these two survey questions.  These are 

number seven (to feel excited) and number nine (to satisfy a habit). 

The next relevant question was Survey Question 18.  This question examined the 

students’ perception of text-based communications as “concise and effective.”  The students 

reported that texting was “concise and effective” for communicating with friends (98%), siblings 

(86%), acquaintances (84%), and to a lesser degree parents (55%).  The fact that they report 

texting with these four groups to be “concise and effective” would tend to indicate that the 

medium facilitates or promotes the fulfillment of some of the psychological needs related to 

communication with individuals from the four groups.   The students’ needs being met may 

include the need to relax, to be entertained, to forget about work or other things, to have 

something to do with friends, to learn things about themselves and others, to pass the time 

(particularly when bored), to feel less lonely, to let others know that they care about their 

feelings, or to get someone to do something for them are being met.  Again needs number seven 

(to feel excited) and number nine (to satisfy a habit) do not appear to be addressed by these 

findings. 

The final relevant question to this analysis was Survey Question 10.  This question asked 

the students directly what other activities they perform on their primary (text messaging) device.  
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The students reported that they also use their primary device for viewing videos (72%), taking 

pictures (88%), playing music (72%), playing games (64%), and running mapping programs 

(61%).  The fact that such large percentages of the students reported using their primary devices 

for these other activities again indicate that the devices help fulfill some of the students’ 

psychological needs.  This includes perhaps, the need to relax, to be entertained, to forget about 

work or other things, to have something to do with friends, to pass the time (particularly when 

bored), to feel excited, to feel less lonely, and possibly to satisfy a habit are being met.  Needs 

number five (to learn things about themselves and others), number ten (to let others know that 

they care about their feelings), and number eleven (to get someone to do something for them) do 

not appear to be addressed by these findings.  A possible future research study would be a Uses 

and Gratifications study examining the students’ perceptions of their needs being met by the  

devices used for text messaging. 

Based on this analysis, by comparing the survey findings from four questions in the study 

to the Perse and Courtright’s list of 11 psychological needs, it would seem that the Uses and 

Gratifications approach may have some efficacy in explaining certain aspects of the cell phone 

usage behavior of undergraduate students.  A more thorough study utilizing a Uses and 

Gratifications approach is a possibility for future research. 

 

5.5 Limitations of the Study 

 

The goal of this exploratory research study was to examine the technologically-mediated 

communication practices of undergraduate college students.  More specifically, this study 

examines the use of synchronous text-based communication technologies (SMS text messaging 

and instant messaging) by undergraduate college students through a variety of phone and 

computer platforms. 

The main purposes for conducting this exploratory study were to learn more about the 

texting activities of undergraduate college students, develop a research approach that could be 

utilized to study other types of technologies and how they are used by various populations, and 

build a foundation for a more extensive future study. 

As with all studies, the results of this study represent a snapshot in time about the 

behavior of the study subjects.  In this case, it represents the state of the texting as it was being 
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conducted between July of 2010 and May of 2011.  In terms of the constantly changing 

technology, the likelihood is that the technologies have changed since that time and the way 

undergraduates use texting technologies has also changed to some degree. 

The exploratory focus of the study resulted in the investigation of topics related to the 

texting activities of undergraduate students that had no basis in the real world when the survey 

results were analyzed.  Some lines of inquiry, even some topics exposed by the focus group 

interviews, in the end found little or no backing from those that took the survey.  Put more 

directly, in some cases questions were asked about topics with which few or no students had any 

experience.  In a couple of cases, important issues were not investigated in the detail they should 

have been.  An example that comes to mind here is the importance of mobility to the students 

using these technologies and devices, which was not fully understood before the survey findings 

were studied. 

This study is also limited due to the geographic limitations of the sample population.  In 

this case, all study subjects were taking undergraduate classes in one department in a single 

university.  Geographic limitations may result in anomalous or atypical results and findings. 

A major limitation of this study is the fact the nonprobability convenience sample 

planned for and utilized to take the online survey does not allow any probabilistic or inferential 

analysis to be conducted.  In other words, the descriptive statistics gathered cannot be applied to 

any other populations for the purpose of assessing their texting behavior. 

 

5.6 Future Research 

 

As was previously stated, the main purposes for conducting this exploratory study were 

to  gather more information about the texting activities of undergraduate college students, 

develop a research approach that could be utilized to study other technologies and how they are 

used by various populations, and finally to build a foundation for a more extensive future study.  

The last two items form the basis for a number of new research studies based on the approaches 

developed for this study. 

The first new research to be undertaken is a new study which would update this study to 

reflect the technological changes that have taken place in the year since the last data was 

collected.  Areas of investigation that were not found to be of importance could be removed.  
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One aspect that warrants additional investigation in the new study would be a closer scrutiny of 

issues related to mobility. 

A second topic for future investigation would be to capture the details of the use of 

smartphones and text-enabled cell phones separately.  The current study made no distinction 

between the two types of devices.  A Pew study released in September of 2012 shows that 

smartphone ownership has increased in the young adult (18-29 years old) population from 33% 

in May 2011 to 53% in September 2012 (Rainie, 2012, p. 4). 

Additional demographic data could also be collected to allow the analysis of differences 

between men and women, graduate students and undergraduates, different age groups, etc.  

Ideally this new study would be made available to students at multiple locations and would look 

to capture sufficient amounts of data so more statistically significant or inferential statistics could 

be calculated. 

Another line of future research would involve applying the approaches developed in this 

study to new and evolving technologies.  One possible topic for investigation would be to look at 

how tablets such as Apple’s iPad, Amazon’s Kindle, or Samsung’s Galaxy are being used and by 

whom.  The mobility issue is also an important aspect of using these devices. 

A final interesting avenue for future research would be to create a Uses and Gratifications 

study for the users and devices studied previously or for future technologies.  Of the three 

theories posited to provide insight into the use of cell phones by undergraduates, Uses and 

Gratifications appears to offer the most potential to provide insight into the use of these devices.  

An investigation of the relationship between the speed of responses and the perceived usefulness 

or convenience of the device would be informative. 

The first of the three theoretical perspectives reviewed, the Media Richness Theory, was 

found to be of little help to explain the texting behaviors of the undergraduate students.  While 

the study findings did show some congruity with the metrics of the theory in terms of speed of 

response and use for personal communications, SMS texting remains basically a one-channel 

medium which according to the theory should have resulted in a relatively “less rich” 

communications medium.  However, based on the heavy use of texting by the students, it would 

appear that they find the medium to be “rich enough” for their personal communications.  This 

finding results in a refutation of the original theory. 
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The second of the three theoretical perspectives reviewed, the Technology Acceptance 

Model, was found to potentially be a more useful approach to explain the usage of texting by 

undergraduate students.  The two predictors of usage in the model are perceived usefulness (PU) 

and perceived ease of use (EU) which, according to the theory, are considered to be critical to the 

prediction of the adoption or use of a technology or device.  A review of the study findings 

appears to indicate that the students perceive text messaging to be both a useful communication 

technology and easy to use.  Based on this evaluation, the model might appear to be useful for 

making determinations about the texting usage of the students.  However, the TAM is essentially 

a quantitative research method, and the qualitative data used from this study falls far short of 

what is needed to properly evaluate the model in regard to texting. 

The final theoretical approach evaluated was Uses and Gratifications.  This theory 

basically attempts to explain why people use media and what they use them for.  This long 

standing theory has been used for hundreds of research studies over the last 30 years and has 

been used on a great variety of media.  Since it has been so widely used, theoretical approaches 

to analyzing media such as texting or other related media have been developed and tested.  The 

large body of research using Uses and Gratifications exists to a large degree due the reliability 

and well understood capability of the theory to explain what it was formulated to do.  Overall, 

Uses and Gratifications would appear to be the approach that would be most useful for a study of 

texting by undergraduates. 
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APPENDIX A 

FOCUS GROUPS OVERVIEW 

Objective:  The purpose of the focus group was to evaluate the level of usage of technologically-

mediated communication technologies (SMS and IM) by undergraduate college students among 

the target population for the study.  The focus group findings were used as a guide to refine 

questions for the more extensive online survey instrument on the topic. 

 

Target Participants:  The target population is the same as that of the study, undergraduate 

students from a large research university in the southeastern United States.  The participants 

were current and/ or past users of SMS text and instant messaging. 

 

Participant Recruiting:  Participants were recruited from the ranks of undergraduate students 

enrolled in undergraduate library and information sciences classes.  A total of 12 participants 

participated in focus groups. 

 

Questions to be asked: 

1. What types of text-based technologically-mediated communication technologies are you 
using on a regular basis? 

2. How many years have you used each of these technologies? 
3. Under what circumstances do you choose to use each of these text-based technologies 

instead of other communications technologies such as telephone or email? 
4. Under what circumstances do you choose to use each of these technologies instead of 

another technology? 
5. Do you complement or enhance your text-based communications using other 

technologies such as images, audio files, video files, URLs or emoticons? 
6. Do you supplement your text-based communications using other technologies such as 

telephone or email when communicating with family, friends, or acquaintances?  If so, 
what other communication technology do you use and why? 

 

Conducting the Focus Group:  The focus groups were conducted in the facilities of the 

university with prior permission of the university and the LIS department.  The focus groups 
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were moderated by the researcher.  The sessions were recorded using audio recording equipment.  

All required permissions from the participants were obtained prior to the session.   

 

Data Collection and Analysis:  The findings of the focus groups were recorded, transcribed, and 

analyzed by the researcher.  The findings from the focus group were used to refine the final 

survey instrument before it was utilized in the research study. 
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APPENDIX B 

FINAL SURVEY QUESTIONS 

1. Gender:  (Male or Female) 
 

2. Age:  (18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, over 24) 
 

3. What types of synchronous text-based communication technologies are you using on 
a regular basis?  Select all that apply.  (Short Message Service (SMS) including 
Blackberry Messaging (BBM) and Multimedia Messaging Service (MMS), Chat 
Applications such as Facebook Chat, Instant Messaging Applications including AIM or 
Yahoo, Other [Specify]) 

 
4. What types of devices are you using to run these synchronous text-based 

communication technologies on?  Select all that apply.  (text enabled cell phone 
including Blackberry and iPhone models, Laptop Computers, Desktop Computers, 
Netbooks, Other [Specify]) 

 
5. What is the primary synchronous text-based communication technology you use?  

Select one.  (Short Message Service (SMS) including Blackberry Messaging (BBM) and 
Multimedia Messaging Service (MMS), Chat Applications such as Facebook Chat, 
Instant Messaging Applications including AIM or Yahoo) 

 
6. Approximately what percentage of your synchronous text-based communications do 

you conduct using your primary technology (from Question #5)?  (100%, 99% - 80%, 
79% - 50%, 49% - 30%, less than 30% ) 

 
7. What is the next most important synchronous text-based communication technology 

you use?  Select one.  (Short Message Service (SMS) including Blackberry Messaging 
(BBM) and Multimedia Messaging Service (MMS), Chat Applications such as Facebook 
Chat, Instant Messaging Applications including AIM or Yahoo, Other [Specify], None) 

 
8. What is the primary device you use to run these synchronous text-based 

communication technologies on?  Select one.  (text enabled cell phone including 
Blackberry and iPhone models, Laptop Computers, Desktop Computers, Netbooks, Other 
[Specify]) 

 
9. What percentage of your synchronous text-based communications do you conduct 

on your primary device (from Question #8)?  (100%, 99% - 80%, 79% - 50%, 49% - 
30%, less than 30% ) 

 



135 
 

10. What other activities do you perform on primary device (from Question #8)?  Select 
all that apply.  (View Videos, Take Pictures/View Images, Listen to Music or Other 
Audio Files, Play Games, Run Map Programs, None, Other [Specify]) 

11. What is the next most important device you use to run these synchronous text-based 
communication technologies on?  Select one.  (Text enabled cell phone including 
Blackberry and iPhone models, Laptop Computers, Desktop Computers, Netbooks, None, 
Other [Specify]) 
 

12. On average how many synchronous text-based communications are you sending 
each day? (less than 1, 1-10, 11-25, 26-50, more than 50) 

 
13. On average how many synchronous text-based communications are you receiving 

each day? (less than 1, 1-10, 11-25, 26-50, more than 50) 
 

14. Most of your synchronous text-based communications take place at the following 
location?  (Home/dorm room, Other campus locations, At work, At 
restaurants/bar/coffee shops, Traveling in vehicle, Other [text box]) 

 
15. Why do you primarily choose to use synchronous text-based communications 

instead of other communications technologies such as telephone or email? 
(Effectiveness or efficiency [ability to control conversation], Ease of use or convenience, 
Speed of responses, Price or cost of service, Peer pressure [friends all use it], Relaxation 
or entertainment, Other [specify]) 

 
16. What is the primary purpose of your synchronous text-based communications?  

(Select one.)  (Chatting with friends, Meeting new people, Flirting/relationship building,  
Personal scheduling, Exchanging information or media [images, video, audio], Gaming, 
Schoolwork, Other [specify]) 

 
17. What is the next most important purpose of your synchronous text-based 

communications?  (Select one.)  (Chatting with friends, Meeting new people, 
Flirting/relationship building, Personal scheduling, Exchanging information or media 
[images, video, audio], Gaming, Schoolwork, other [specify]) 

 
18. Do you find synchronous text-based communications to be a concise and effective 

method for communicating with parents, siblings, friends, acquaintances, teachers, 
and employers?  (Yes, No, or N/A for each group) 

 
19. Do you avoid using synchronous text-based communications for any of the following 

purposes?  (Select any that apply.)  (Chatting with friends, Meeting new people, 
Flirting/relationship building, Personal scheduling, Exchanging information or media 
[images, video, audio], Communicating with teachers or employers, Gaming, 
Communicating with classmates or doing homework, other [specify]) 
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20. Do you supplement your synchronous text-based communications with any of the 
following?  (Select any that apply.)  (No [make no other selection], Telephone Calls, 
Emails, Other [Specify]) 

 
21.  Do you attempt to enhance or clarify your synchronous text-based communications 

by including any of the following items?  (Select any that apply.)  (No [make no other 
selection], Audio Files, Video Files, Images, Word or Other Text Files, Other [text box]) 
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APPENDIX C 

ORIGINAL IRB APPROVAL 2010: FLORIDA STATE 

UNIVERSITY 

 
Office of the Vice President For Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673, FAX (850) 644-4392 
 
APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 
Date: 4/16/2010 
 
To: Richard Austin  
 
Address: 
Dept.: COLLEGE OF INFORMATION 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 
AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF SYNCHRONOUS TEXT-BASED 
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS 
 
The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 
proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two members of 
the Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR Â§ 
46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review process. 
 
The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 
weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk 
and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be 
required. 
 
If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent 
form is attached to this approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent form may be 
used in recruiting research subjects. 
 
If the project has not been completed by 4/14/2011 you must request a renewal of approval for 
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continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 
expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request 
renewal of your approval from the Committee. 
 
You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by 
the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol. A protocol 
change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee. In addition, 
federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 
unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 
 
By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is 
reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 
the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 
 
This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 
Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 
 
Cc: Gary Burnett, Advisor [gburnett@fsu.edu] 
HSC No. 2010.4236 
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APPENDIX D 

IRB RE-APPROVAL 2011: FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 
Office of the Vice President For Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673, FAX (850) 644-4392 
 
RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 
Date: 3/28/2011 
 
To: Richard Austin 
 
Address: 
Dept.: COLLEGE OF INFORMATION 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Re-approval of Use of Human subjects in Research 
AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF SYNCHRONOUS TEXT-BASED 
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS 
 
Your request to continue the research project listed above involving human subjects has been 
approved by the Human Subjects Committee. If your project has not been completed by 
3/26/2012, you are must request renewed approval by the Committee. 
 
If you submitted a proposed consent form with your renewal request, the approved stamped 
consent form is attached to this re-approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent form 
may be used in recruiting of research subjects. You are reminded that any change in protocol for 
this project must be reviewed and approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the 
proposed change in the protocol. A protocol change/amendment form is required to be submitted 
for approval by the Committee. In addition, federal regulations require that the Principal 
Investigator promptly report in writing, any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving 
risks to research subjects or others. 
 
By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor are 
reminded of their responsibility for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in their department. They are advised to review the protocols as often as 
necessary to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and 
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with DHHS regulations. 
 
Cc: Gary Burnett, Advisor [gburnett@fsu.edu] 
HSC No. 2011.6061 
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APPENDIX E 

IRB RE-APPROVAL 2012: FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 
Office of the Vice President For Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673, FAX (850) 644-4392 
 
RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 
Date: 2/16/2012 
 
To: Richard Austin 
 
Address: 
Dept.: COLLEGE OF INFORMATION 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Re-approval of Use of Human subjects in Research 
AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF SYNCHRONOUS TEXT-BASED 
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS 
 
Your request to continue the research project listed above involving human subjects has been 
approved by the Human Subjects Committee. If your project has not been completed by 
2/12/2013, you are must request renewed approval by the Committee. 
 
If you submitted a proposed consent form with your renewal request, the approved stamped 
consent form is attached to this re-approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent form 
may be used in recruiting of research subjects. You are reminded that any change in protocol for 
this project must be reviewed and approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the 
proposed change in the protocol. A protocol change/amendment form is required to be submitted 
for approval by the Committee. In addition, federal regulations require that the Principal 
Investigator promptly report in writing, any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving 
risks to research subjects or others. 
 
By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor are 
reminded of their responsibility for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in their department. They are advised to review the protocols as often as 
necessary to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and 
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with DHHS regulations. 
 
Cc: [] 
HSC No. 2012.7855 
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APPENDIX F 

ORIGINAL IRB APPROVAL 2010: UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH 

FLORIDA 

 
 

 
 

June 8, 2010 
 
 
 
 

Richard Austin 
School of Library & Information Science 
 

 
 

RE:  Expedited Approval for Initial Review 
IRB#: Pro00001120 
Title: AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF SYNCHRONOUS TEXT-

BASED COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE 
UNIVERSITY STUDENTS. 

 
Dear Mr. Austin, 

 
On 6/8/2010 the Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and APPROVED the 
above referenced protocol. Please note that your approval for this study will expire on 
6/8/2011. 

 
Approved Items:   
Consent/Assent  
Document(s): 

 

 

AustinFGSubjectConsent.doc.pdf 6/8/2010 1:59 PM 0.01 
AustinSurveySubjectConsent.doc.pdf 6/8/2010 1:59 PM 0.01 
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It was the determination of the IRB that your study qualified for expedited review which 
includes activities that (1) present no more than minimal risk to human subjects, and (2) 
involve only procedures listed in one or more of the categories outlined below. The IRB may 
review research through the expedited review procedure authorized by 45CFR46.110 and 21 
CFR 56.110. The research proposed in this study is categorized under the following 
expedited review category: 
 
(6) Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research 
purposes. 
 
(7) Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to, 
research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural 
beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral 
history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or quality assurance 
methodologies. 

 
Please note, the informed consent/assent documents are valid during the period indicated by the 
official, IRB-Approval stamp located on the form. Valid consent must be documented on a 
copy of the most recently IRB-approved consent form. 

 
Your study qualifies for a waiver of the requirements for the documentation of informed 
consent as outlined in the federal regulations at 45CFR46.116 (d) which states that an IRB may 
approve a consent procedure which does not include, or which alters, some or all of the 
elements of informed consent, or waive the requirements to obtain informed consent provided 
the IRB finds and documents that (1) the research involves no more than minimal risk to the 
subjects; (2) the waiver or alteration will not adversely affect the rights and welfare of the 
subjects; (3) the research could not practicably be carried out without the waiver or alteration; 
and (4) whenever appropriate, the subjects will be provided with additional pertinent 
information after participation. Specifically, the waiver of documentation of informed consent 
is for the online surveys. 

 
As the principal investigator of this study, it is your responsibility to conduct this study in 
accordance with IRB policies and procedures and as approved by the IRB. Any changes to 
the approved research must be submitted to the IRB for review and approval by an 
amendment. 

 
We appreciate your dedication to the ethical conduct of human subject research at the 
University of South Florida and your continued commitment to human research protections. If 
you have any questions regarding this matter, please call 813-974-9343.  
Sincerely, 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Krista Kutash, PhD, Chairperson 
USF Institutional Review Board 
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APPENDIX G 

IRB RE-APPROVAL 2011: UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH FLORIDA 

 

 
May 19, 2011 

 
Richard Austin 
School of Information 
 
 

 
RE: Expedited Approval for Continuing Review 

IRB#: Pro00001120 
Title:  AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF SYNCHRONOUS TEXT-

BASED COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE 
UNIVERSITY STUDENTS. 

 
Study Approval Period: 6/8/2011 to 6/8/2012 

 
Dear Mr. Austin, 

 
On 5/18/2011 the Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and APPROVED the above 
protocol for the period indicated above. It was the determination of the IRB that your 
study qualified for expedited review based on the federal expedited category number: 

(6) Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research 

purposes. (7) Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not 

limited to, 
research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural 
beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral 
history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or quality assurance 
methodologies. 
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Consent Document(s): 
 

 
 

AustinFGSubjectConsent.doc.pdf 5/19/2011 2:46 PM 0.02 
AustinSurveySubjectConsent.doc.pdf 5/19/2011 2:47 PM 0.02 

 

Please note, if applicable, the enclosed informed consent/assent documents are valid 

during the period indicated by the official, IRB-Approval stamp located on page one of 
the form. Valid consent must be documented on a copy of the most recently IRB-approved 
consent form. Make copies from the enclosed original. 

 
Also approved was the waiver of documentation of informed consent for the online 
survey. 
 
Please reference the above IRB protocol number in all correspondence regarding 
this protocol with the IRB or the Division of Research Integrity and Compliance. It is 
your responsibility to conduct this study in accordance with IRB policies and procedures 
and as approved by the IRB. 

 
We appreciate your dedication to the ethical conduct of human subject research at the 
University of South Florida and your continued commitment to human research protections.  If 
you have any questions regarding this matter, please call 813-974-5638. 
 
 Sincerely, 

 

 
 
 
 
John Schinka, PhD, Chairperson 
USF Institutional Review Board 

 
Cc:  Anna Davis, USF IRB Professional Staff 

 
 

  

https://eirb.research.usf.edu/Prod/Doc/0/OQ9UCFCALOM411BOLUHD8S9E18/FSISU2CEF3H41EVKOQU2E2LUFD.pdf
https://eirb.research.usf.edu/Prod/Doc/0/HFEFOV8KC6V4B21UCI2LF8A931/0T2OU4BI32D4P4MD3SC5USD79E.pdf
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APPENDIX H 

IRB RE-APPROVAL 2012: UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH FLORIDA 

 

 
 
May 10, 2012 

 
Richard Austin 
School of Information 
 

 
 
RE: Expedited Approval for Continuing Review 

IRB#: Pro00001120 
Title:  AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF SYNCHRONOUS TEXT-

BASED COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE 
UNIVERSITY STUDENTS. 

 
Study Approval Period: 6/8/2012 to 6/8/2013 

 
Dear Mr. Austin, 

 
On 5/9/2012 the Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and APPROVED the above 
protocol for the period indicated above.  It was the determination of the IRB that your 
study qualified for expedited review based on the federal expedited category number: 

 
(6) Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for 
research purposes. 

 
(7) Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to, 
research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural 
beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral history, 
focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or quality assurance 
methodologies. 

 
Protocol 
Document(s): Austin_Stud

https://eirb.research.usf.edu/Prod/Doc/0/36QC7GPP2RP4R6N61MDEB5JP3A/Austin_Study_Protocol.doc
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y_Protocol.do 
Please reference the above IRB protocol number in all correspondence regarding this 
protocol with the IRB or the Division of Research Integrity and Compliance. It is your 
responsibility to conduct this study in accordance with IRB policies and procedures and 
as approved by the IRB. 
 

We appreciate your dedication to the ethical conduct of human subject research at the 
University of South Florida and your continued commitment to human research protections.  If 
you have any questions regarding this matter, please call 813-974-5638.  

 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
John Schinka, PhD, Chairperson 
USF Institutional Review Board 

 

  

https://eirb.research.usf.edu/Prod/Doc/0/36QC7GPP2RP4R6N61MDEB5JP3A/Austin_Study_Protocol.doc
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APPENDIX I 

FOCUS GROUP INFORMED CONSENT: FLORIDA STATE 

UNIVERSITY 

Consent Form: Focus Group Subjects 

 

I am Richard J. Austin; a doctoral candidate in the College of Communication and Information at 
Florida State University.   

Your participation in this study indicates your consent, given voluntarily and without element of 
force or coercion in the research project entitled “AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF 
SYNCHRONOUS TEXT-BASED COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE 

UNIVERSITY STUDENTS”.  Only persons 18 or older may participate in this study.  Your 
participation in this study indicates you are 18 years or older.   

This study, sanctioned by the College of Communication and Information at Florida State 
University, concerns the use of synchronous text-based communication technologies by 
undergraduate university students.  The communication technologies being investigated include 
instant messaging, SMS text messaging, private messaging inside websites, and other text 
messaging formats.  Your contribution will help lay the groundwork for a better understanding of 
how these technologies are used. 

If you choose to participate, you will be asked questions related to your use of these synchronous 
text-based communication technologies.  The focus group will take approximately thirty to forty 
minutes.  Please contribute as many comments as possible during this session.  Your feedback is 
very valuable to this descriptive effort.   

Your contribution will involve participation in this study and your participation in this study is 
voluntary. If you choose not to participate there will be no penalty.  You may withdraw from the 
study at any time.  Your answers to interview questions will remain confidential to the full extent 
allowed by law.  The results of this research study will be published, but your name and/or 
contact information will not be used in any form.   

The interview session will be recorded.  The purpose of recording is to aid researchers in 
gathering data from the sessions.  The audio recording of the interview will be viewed and/or 
listened to only by the principal investigator for analysis.  The audio recording files of the 
interview will be stored in a locked cabinet at my personal residence and will remain confidential 
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to the full extent allowed by law.  The recordings will be held in this secure location until May, 
2011 and will be destroyed by May, 2011.   

There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts if you agree to participate in this study.  Although 
there may be no direct benefit to you, the possible benefit of your participation is the increased 
understanding of the use of synchronous text-based communication technologies by 
undergraduate university students.  

INITIALS: _______ 

If you have any questions concerning this research study after the session has concluded please 
contact my major professor, Dr. Gary Burnett at 850-644-9992 or at gburnett@ci.fsu.edu.   

If you have any questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this research, or if you feel 
you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, 
Institutional Review Board, through the Office of the Vice President for Research at (850)-644-
8633.  Additional information on human subjects can be found at the Office of Research Human 
Subjects Committee home page located 
at http://www.research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/index.html.   

If you choose not to participate, you may opt out at this time or any time during the session.  If 
you have any questions during the session, please feel free to ask them at any time. YOUR 
SIGNATURE BELOW STIPULATES YOUR CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THE FOCUS 
GROUP. 

Thank you.   

Sincerely yours, 

 

Richard J. Austin 
Doctoral Candidate 
College of Communication and Information 
The Florida State University 
 
 
 
SIGNATURE: ______________________________________________ 
 
DATE:___________________________ 

 

  

mailto:gburnett@ci.fsu.edu
http://www.research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/index.html
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APPENDIX J 

FOCUS GROUP INFORMED CONSENT: UNIVERSITY OF 

SOUTH FLORIDA  

Consent Form: Focus Group Subjects 

 

I am Richard J. Austin; a doctoral candidate in the College of Communication and Information at Florida 
State University.   

Your participation in this study indicates your consent, given voluntarily and without element of force or 
coercion in the research project entitled “AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF SYNCHRONOUS 
TEXT-BASED COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS”.  Only persons 18 or older may participate in this study.  Your participation in this study 
indicates you are 18 years or older.   

This study, sanctioned by the College of Communication and Information at Florida State University and 
also approved by the University of South Florida Institutional Review Board (IRB), concerns the use of 
synchronous text-based communication technologies by undergraduate university students.  The 
communication technologies being investigated include instant messaging, SMS text messaging, private 
messaging inside websites, and other text messaging formats.  Your contribution will help lay the 
groundwork for a better understanding of how these technologies are used. 

If you choose to participate, you will be asked questions related to your use of these synchronous text-
based communication technologies.  The focus group will take approximately thirty to forty minutes.  
Please contribute as many comments as possible during this session.  Your feedback is very valuable to 
this descriptive effort.   

Your contribution will involve participation in this study and your participation in this study is voluntary. 
If you choose not to participate there will be no penalty.  You may withdraw from the study at any time.  
Your answers to interview questions will remain confidential to the full extent allowed by law.  The 
results of this research study will be published, but your name and/or contact information will not be used 
in any form.   

The interview session will be recorded.  The purpose of recording is to aid researchers in gathering data 
from the sessions.  The audio recording of the interview will be viewed and/or listened to only by the 
principal investigator for analysis.  The audio recording files of the interview will be stored in a locked 
cabinet at the PI’s residence and will remain confidential to the full extent allowed by law.  The 
recordings will be held in this secure location until June, 2015 and will be destroyed after June, 2015.  
Although no personally identifiable information will be collected, to insure that the study was conducted 
properly and to protect your rights and ensure your safety, at some point the data collected could be 
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reviewed by the University of South Florida Institutional Review Board (IRB) or the United States 
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS). 

There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts if you agree to participate in this study.  Although there may 
be no direct benefit to you, the possible benefit of your participation is the increased understanding of the 
use of synchronous text-based communication technologies by undergraduate university students. 

INITIALS: _______ 

If you have any questions concerning this research study after the session has concluded please contact 
my major professor, Dr. Gary Burnett at 850-644-9992 or at gburnett@ci.fsu.edu.   

If you have any questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this research, or if you feel you 
have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional 
Review Board, through the Office of the Vice President for Research at (850)-644-8633.  Additional 
information on human subjects can be found at the Office of Research Human Subjects Committee home 
page located at http://www.research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/index.html. 

If you choose not to participate, you may opt out at this time.  If you choose to participate you may still 
withdraw at any time during the session.  In either case your decision not to participate will have no 
impact on your student status.  If you have any questions during the session, please feel free to ask them 
at any time. YOUR SIGNATURE BELOW STIPULATES YOUR CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN 
THE FOCUS GROUP. 

Thank you. 

Sincerely yours, 

 

Richard J. Austin 
Doctoral Candidate 
College of Communication and Information 
The Florida State University 
 
 
 
SIGNATURE: ______________________________________________ 
 
DATE:___________________________ 

 

  

mailto:gburnett@ci.fsu.edu
http://www.research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/index.html
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APPENDIX K 

SURVEY INFORMED CONSENT: FLORIDA STATE 

UNIVERSITY 

Consent Form: Online Survey Subjects 

 

I am Richard J. Austin; a doctoral candidate in the College of Communication and Information at 
Florida State University.   

Your participation in this study indicates your consent, given voluntarily and without element of 
force or coercion in the research project entitled “AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF 
SYNCHRONOUS TEXT-BASED COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE 

UNIVERSITY STUDENTS”.  Only persons 18 or older may participate in this study.  Your 
participation in this study indicates you are 18 years or older.   

This study, sanctioned by the College of Communication and Information at Florida State 
University, concerns the use of synchronous text-based communication technologies by 
undergraduate university students.  The communication technologies being investigated include 
instant messaging, SMS text messaging, private messaging inside websites, and other text 
messaging formats.  Your contribution will help lay the groundwork for a better understanding of 
how these technologies are used. 

If you choose to participate, you will be asked questions related to your use of these synchronous 
text-based communication technologies.  You may skip any question you wish.  This online 
survey should take you fifteen to twenty minutes to complete.  Your feedback is very valuable to 
this descriptive effort. 

Your contribution will involve participation in this study and your participation in this study is 
voluntary. If you choose not to participate there will be no impact on your status or grade in your 
class.  You may withdraw from the study at any time.  Your answers to survey questions will 
remain confidential to the full extent allowed by law.  The results of this research study will be 
published, but your name and/or contact information will not be used in any form.   

No names or any other identifying information will be collected during the administration of this 
online survey.  The online survey results will be viewed and/or reviewed only by the principal 
investigator for analysis.  The survey results will be stored in a locked cabinet at my personal 
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residence and will remain confidential to the full extent allowed by law.  The survey results will 
be held in this secure location until May, 2011 and will be destroyed by May, 2011.   

There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts if you agree to participate in this study.  Although 
there may be no direct benefit to you, the possible benefit of your participation is the increased 
understanding of the use of synchronous text-based communication technologies by 
undergraduate university students.  

If you have any questions concerning this research study after the session has concluded please 
contact my major professor, Dr. Gary Burnett at 850-644-9992 or at gburnett@ci.fsu.edu.   

If you have any questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this research, or if you feel 
you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, 
Institutional Review Board, through the Office of the Vice President for Research at (850)-644-
8633.  Additional information on human subjects can be found at the Office of Research Human 
Subjects Committee home page located 
at http://www.research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/index.html.   

If you choose not to participate, you may opt out at this time or any time during the session.  If 
you have any questions during the session, please feel free to ask them at any time. YOUR 
SELECTION OF THE ACCEPT RADIO BUTTON BELOW STIPULATES YOUR CONSENT 
TO PARTICIPATE IN THE ONLINE SURVEY. 

Thank you.   

Sincerely yours, 

Richard J. Austin 
Doctoral Candidate 
College of Communication and Information 
The Florida State University 
 
 
 
Radio Button:  Accept 
 
Radio Button:  Reject 
 

 

  

mailto:gburnett@ci.fsu.edu
http://www.research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/index.html
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APPENDIX L 

SURVEY INFORMED CONSENT: UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH 

FLORIDA 

Consent Form: Online Survey Subjects 

 

I am Richard J. Austin; a doctoral candidate in the College of Communication and Information at Florida 
State University.   

Your participation in this study indicates your consent, given voluntarily and without element of force or 
coercion in the research project entitled “AN INVESTIGATION OF THE USE OF SYNCHRONOUS 
TEXT-BASED COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES BY UNDERGRADUATE UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS”.  Only persons 18 or older may participate in this study.  Your participation in this study 
indicates you are 18 years or older.   

This study, sanctioned by the College of Communication and Information at Florida State University and 
also approved by the University of South Florida Institutional Review Board (IRB), concerns the use of 
synchronous text-based communication technologies by undergraduate university students.  The 
communication technologies being investigated include instant messaging, SMS text messaging, private 
messaging inside websites, and other text messaging formats.  Your contribution will help lay the 
groundwork for a better understanding of how these technologies are used. 

If you choose to participate, you will be asked questions related to your use of these synchronous text-
based communication technologies.  You may skip any question you wish.  This online survey will take 
approximately thirty minutes or less to complete.  Your feedback is very valuable to this descriptive 
effort.   

Your contribution will involve participation in this study and your participation in this study is voluntary. 
If you choose not to participate there will be no penalty.  You may withdraw from the study at any time.  
Your answers to survey questions will remain confidential to the full extent allowed by law.  The results 
of this research study will be published, but your name and/or contact information will not be used in any 
form. 

No specific identifying information will be collected during the administration of the online survey.  The 
online survey results will be viewed and/or reviewed only by the principal investigator for analysis.  The 
survey results will be stored in a locked cabinet at the PI’s residence and will remain confidential to the 
full extent allowed by law.  The collected results will be held in this secure location until June, 2015 and 
will be destroyed after June, 2015.  Although no personally identifiable information will be collected, to 
insure that the study was conducted properly and to protect your rights and ensure your safety, at some 



156 
 

point the data collected could be reviewed by the University of South Florida Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) or the United States Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS). 

There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts if you agree to participate in this study.  Although there may 
be no direct benefit to you, the possible benefit of your participation is the increased understanding of the 
use of synchronous text-based communication technologies by undergraduate university students.  

If you have any questions concerning this research study after the session has concluded please contact 
my major professor, Dr. Gary Burnett at 850-644-9992 or at gburnett@ci.fsu.edu.   

If you have any questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this research, or if you feel you 
have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional 
Review Board, through the Office of the Vice President for Research at (850)-644-8633.  Additional 
information on human subjects can be found at the Office of Research Human Subjects Committee home 
page located at http://www.research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/index.html.   

If you choose not to participate, you may opt out at this time.  If you choose to participate you may still 
withdraw at any time during the survey.  In either case your decision not to participate will have no 
impact on your student status.  If you have any questions during the session, please feel free to ask them 
at any time. YOUR SELECTION OF THE ACCEPT RADIO BUTTON BELOW STIPULATES YOUR 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THE ONLINE SURVEY. 

Thank you.   

Sincerely yours, 

Richard J. Austin 
Doctoral Candidate 
College of Communication and Information 
The Florida State University 
 
 
 
Radio Button:  Accept 
 
Radio Button:  Reject 
 

 

  

mailto:gburnett@ci.fsu.edu
http://www.research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/index.html
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