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Introduction

Over the past decade, Internet communication has become engrained in modern culture.
People check e-mail, post on forums, share pictures, send e-cards, blog, and increasingly, send
instant messages. Because the use of communication technologies has become so routine in the
daily lives of Americans, it is often difficult to conceptualize them as social phenomena. In fact,
if one were to ask students at colleges and universities across the country about their
participation in the instant messaging social phenomenon, one would be likely to receive blank
stares and protestations of “I don’t know.” Though it is not always recognized as such, instant
messaging (IM) is a social phenomenon, with Generation Y (Americans age 18-27), especially
college students, comprising the largest number of participants. According to a Pew Internet &
American Life Project (Pew) study conducted in May of 2004, “62% of Generation Y Internet
users have sent instant messages, and 20% do it on a typical day” (Lenhart and Shiu 2004: 3).
Similarly, a 2002 Pew study found that, “college internet users are twice as likely to use instant
messaging on any given day compared to the average Internet user. On a typical day, 26% of
college students use IM” (Jones 2002: 2). Because the computer technelogies change and spread
quickly, it would not be surprising if these numbers have risen considerably since these studies
were conducted.

In addition to its function as a communicationool for its users, IM drives revenue for the
large corporations that develop and maintain M networks. Companies such as AOL Time
Warner, Yahoo!, Microsoft, and Google sell advertising to their software clients that have the
potential to reach millions of people. Many corporations are also using IM as a means of

increasing communication and productivity in the workplace. Despite the growing popularity of



this medium of communication across sevgral applications of the technology, little academic
research has been done in this area and I believe it is an important void to fill.

This exploratory study is aimed at investigating how and why college students use IM.
To achieve this goal, the following theoretically grounded research questions will be addressed
by this study: What function does instant messenger serve for its subscribers? What meaning(s)
do instant messenger users attach to this activity? Does IM contribute to a sense of community?

In order to explore these questions, a theoretical framework is necessary to consider
them. This study is theoretically grounded in functionalism, social constructionism, and symbolic
interactionism. Functionalism, a theory credited to Emile Durkheim and Talcott Parsons, also
plays an important role when considering instant messaging. Functionalists focus on the role of
a social function in fulfilling a specific social need or to generate social stability. A social
function is, “the contribution made by any phenomenon to a larger system of which the
phenomenon is a part” (Hoult 1969). Social functions can be functional or dysfunctional,
manifest (recognized) or latent (unrecognized) (Merton 1968). Instant messaging is a social
function in that it is changing the communication landscape, particularly among college users.
Whether or not it is latent or manifest, functional or dysfunctional isyet to be determined.

Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann developed the‘theory of social constructionism, an
influential factor in the postmodern movement and & important school of thought in cultural
studies, in their 1966 book The Social Constriiction of Reality. Berger and Luckmann are
interested in how members of society contribute to the creation of their perceived reality,
particularly through the creation and institutionalization of social phenomena (Wikipedia.org
2006). Thus, “when people interact, they do so with the understanding that their respective

perceptions of reality are related, and as they act upon this understanding their common



knowledge of reality becomes reinforced. Since people negotiate this common sense knowledge,
human typifications, significations and institutions come to be presented as part of an objective
reality” (Wikipedia.org 2006). Because instant messaging has been a part of the culture for
several years now, it is no longer regarded as a phenomenon by its users but instead is seen as
objective reality, simply another communication tool. This theory will prove useful in
considering the meanings that users attach to instant messaging.

Howard Blumer and George Mead, the sociologists whom symbolic interactionism is
most associated with, viewed society as the sum of the interactions of individuals and groups,
focusing on a microlevel analysis rather than the macrolevel. They are particularly interested in
interaction in the form of communication of small groups. This is particularly useful for the
study of instant messaging, as communication between members of society, or interaction, takes
place most times between only two people and instant messengers often send messages to no
more than ten people at any given time (Lenhart and Shiu 2004). The symbol then, is the text of
the IM through which ideas and emotions are conveyed. By examining this form of interaction,
communication across a symbolic, technologically advanced medium, a better understanding of
the role of IM in the process of communication can be gained.

This study is important for several reasons. IM isca relatively new technology, having
only been available in the past decade and gaining most of its popularity only since 2000.
Because the technology is new and is still taking hold, its full impact remains to be seen. As
Generation Y ages and corporations continue to look for ways to reduce cost while improving
productivity, instant messaging will likely become an even more significant tool for corporate
America.  Fifty three million adults already use instant messaging. Add to that the

approximately thirteen million teens (IM is also widely popular amongst teenagers) that use



instant messaging, and it is apparent that this technology plays a significant role in the life of a
large percentage of Americans (Lenhart 2001). In addition, instant messaging has real potential
to change how we communicate with one another as the use of our time and other media changes
with an added media option.

The first section of four sections of this study includes a review of pertinent literature on
both instant messaging and related fields. The literature review is followed by a description of
the methods used to conduct this study, highlighting the purposive sampling model and the
importance of quantitative research in this field. The third section includes a detailed analysis of
the collected data. The conclusion provides an analysis of the findings and draws together this
research with that of the reviewed literature and sociological theory while reiterating the

importance of the study.
Literature Review

The notion of communicating across a computer network is certainly not a new one. The
very idea of a computer network is to allow computers in remote locations to communicate with
one another. This idea was expanded to include human communicatigi 'with the inception of the
Internet and World Wide Web (WWW) in the late 1980s and th¢ early 1990s. In the process of
the development of computer networks, a new body of academic research, Computer Mediated
Communication (CMC), emerged, constituting a large body of literature that serves as the
foundation of research on instant messaging.

The Internet itself has been the subject of much broad sociological academic research.
The Pew Internet & American Life project conducts several studies on the role of the Internet in
American life each year. However, one report pertinent to this study is one conducted by UCLA

in 2003, a broad overview of Internet usage, and its categories include who is using the Internet,



media use and trust, consumer behavior, communication patterns and social effects. The study
draws on survey interviews of 2000 people and concludes that “email and instant messaging” is
the most popular activity in 2002 with 87.9% of respondents indicating it as the number one
online activity (Lebo, Suman, Schramm, Lunn, and Aquino 2003). A 2002 Pew study also
investigates Internet usage by college students. In this study, Steve Jones makes several
important conclusions. He finds that 85% of college students owned a computer and 26% use
IM on a typical day (Jones 2002). He also found that, “72% of college students say most of their
online communication is with friends” (Jones 2002). Another study conducted by Paul
DiMaggio, Hargittai, Neuman, and Robinson (2001) focus on the research that has been
conducted thus far on the social implications of the Internet. Specifically, he concludes,
“Sociologists need to study the Internet more actively and particularly, to synthesize research
findings on individual user behavior with macroscopic analyses of institutional and political-
economic factors that constrain behavior” (DiMaggio, Hargittai, Neuman, and Robinson 2001:
307). This study is an attempt to provide the analysis of individual user behavior.

Some authors have considered the ramifications of the Internet on the social involvement
of the individual, although the findings seem to be contradictory. For instance, Nie and Erbing’s
findings support the notion that time spent on the internet results in a lost contact with social ties
(Nie and Erbring 2002). Furthermore, Nie and Hillygus find support for the theory that internet
use displaces the use of other things, that is thaty“time online is largely an asocial activity that
competes with, rather than complements, face-to-face social time” (Nie and Hillygus 2002: 1).
Nie’s findings seem to support the findings of a 1998 report by Kraut, Patterson Lundmark,
Kiesler, Mukopadhyay and Scherlis, in which the conclude that,

Greater use of the Internet was associated with declines in participants’
communication with family members in the household, declines in the size of



their social circle, and increases in their depression and loneliness. (Kraut,
Patterson, Lundmark, Kiesler, Mukopadhyay, and Scherlis 1998: 1017)

By contrast, Neustadtl and Robinson found that increased time spent on the Internet does not
decrease the amount of time spent with friends and family. His study found that, “there is
virtually no difference in the overall visiting of lesser-versus-greater-versus non-Internet users”
(Neustadtl and Robinson 2002: 73). ” Kraut, Kiesler, Boneva, Cummings, Helgeson, and
Crawford also retracted their previous claims when they found that, “this sample generally
experienced positive effects of using the Internet on communication, social involvement, and
well-being” (Kraut, Kiesler, Boneva, Cummings, Helgeson, and Crawford 2002: 49). Keisler
concurs finding that, “many people, especially those with good social resources, have integrated
the Internet into their ordinary lives to their advantage” (Kiesler, Kraut, Cummings, Boneva,
Helgeson, and Crawford 2002: 120). In 2002, Coget published the results of a sample of survey
of 2096 Ameﬁcans conducted in 2000. Coget’s results are similar to the findings of Neustadtl
and Kiesler. The report concludes, “there is no evidence of displacement of face-to-face
relationships with online ones, and Internet use is slightly associated with a decreased level of
loneliness” (Coget, Yamauchi, and Suman 2002: 180).

These studies present two contradictory views that could-oe applied to instant messaging.
Nie would suggest that as an Internet activity, instant m¢ssaging, a technology that promotes
communication might somehow detract from socialiinvolvement. On the other hand, Neustadtl
would argue that Internet usage, including instant messaging, would not negatively affect the
amount of time spent in face-to-face interaction. The interplay of these two views will be
examined in the conclusion section of the study.

In relation to the Internet and the individual, two authors have focused on online

relationships. McQuillen focused on the quality of online relationships, concluding that,




“...CMC [has] started to replace Face-to-Face interaction. Relationships are not being initiated
with ‘real’ people, but with the projected, edited, ‘spun’ images the users share online”
(McQuillen 2003: 616). Rather than focusing on the quality of online relationships, Wolak,
Mitchell and Finkelhor looked to describe the scope of online relationships amongst adolescents.
In their findings they state that despite the fact that a large percentage of adolescents were in
contact with people whom they hadn’t met in the physical world, most online communication,
“did not lead to close relationships or face-to-face meetings” (Wolak, Mitchell, and Finkelhor
2002: 451).

While these authors focused on the social aspects of the Internet in relation to the
individual, other authors have given considerable attention to the Internet as a social network.
Barry Wellman is a leading researcher in online social networks. His studies began as early as
1996 with a study on computer-supported social networks (CSSNs), in which he found that
CSSNs create social ties in varying degrees of strength and that relationships created in a CSSN
environment with its own “norms and structures” often function both on- and oft-line (Wellman,
Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton, Gulia, and Haythornthwaite 1996). Wellman (1999) also notes that
computer networks as social networks do not exist outside of societal influences. He states,
“even when only two persons communicate, they are not>dancing duets in isolation. Their
interactions are conditioned by the availability of othefs to supply resources, cause problems, or
enforce norms” (Wellman 1999: 17). Wellman:then, considers a computer network to be more
than a social network. Instead he finds it a “technological infrastructure that enhances the ability
of people and organizations to communicate for better or worse” (Wellman 1999: 17). Wellman
also collaborated with Garton and Haythornthwaite to highlight the importance of the social

network approach to studying CMC (Garton, Haythornthwaite, Wellman, and Jones 1999).



A number of researchers have also considered the communal aspects of Internet
interaction. For instance, Robert Plant identifies several categories that allow for easy
classification of online communities (Plant 2004). In a very comprehensive Pew report,
Horrigan’s findings support Barry Wellman’s theory of “glocalization”, which states that Internet
users are now engaged both globally, by Internet interaction, and locally, by physical ties
(Wellman 2002). The 2001 report finds that, “The Internet...also helps them increase their
contact with groups and people they already know and it helps them feel more connected to
them” (Horrigan 2001: 2). Barry Wellman also examines the possibility of community online.
He concludes that,

The Internet adds to existing face-to-face and telephone contact. Rather than

increasing or destroying community, the Internet can best be seen transforming

community such that it becomes integrated into rhythms of daily life, with life

online integrated with offline activities (Wellman, Boase, and Chen 2002: 151).

This notion was based on Wellman’s study of the Internet in relation to social capital and
community (Wellman, Hasse, Witte, and Hampton 2001). A final, yet crucial study in this field
is that of Pippa Norris. Norris (2004) highlights a Putnam theory of bridging versus bonding
relationships. The Putnam theory suggests that bridging “refers tosocial networks that bring
together people of different sorts, and bonding...brings together people of a similar sort” (Norris
2004: 31). Upon examination of a Pew survey, Norris fiiids that the Internet is both a bridging
and bonding technology for most users. This study'is an attempt to discover if this conclusion
can be extended to instant messaging as well.

Offline community is also a popular and relevant field of interest and academic research.
Wellman’s early work lies in this field. In a 1990 study, he discusses the role of community ties

in the provision of social support (Wellman 1990). Of course there are also the recognized

works of Robert Putnam and Mark Granovetter, whom most of the aforementioned authors cite
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in their works. Putnam’s work is in the area of declining social capital in the form of civic
engagement, neighborliness and social trust in America. He claims the decline is the partial
result of the transformation of how Americans spend their leisure time (Putnam 1995).
Granovetter (1973) argues that through small-scale networks of interpersonal communication,
macro level patterns can be observed (Granovetter 1973).

There has been some scholarly research and much popular commentary on instant
messaging itself, most of which has focused on teenagers. Rebecca Grinter is a leading
researcher in this area. Grinter, in addition to her work in the area of teen text messaging on
cellular phones (Grinter and Eldridge 2001), published a qualitative study on teenage instant
messaging use (Grinter 2002). In this study she examines several areas of teenage instant
message usage that are also applicable to my study including: use frequency & connectivity,
technology choice and adoption, social congregation: means and purpose, and privacy
management (Grinter and Palen 2002). Specifically, she highlights three main uses of instant
messaging amongst teenagers; chatting, planning and schoolwork. She finds “differences in the
nature of use between high school and college teens” (Grinter and Palen 2002: 1). She attributes
these differences to several factors including connectivity access and degree of autonomy. She
also finds that the “practice is also tied to concerns around peer pressure, peer group membership
and creating additional opportunities to socialize” (Grinter and Palen 2002: 1). Amy Quinn took
a different approach in her 2003 study of teen instant messaging. She restricted her focus to the
content of conversations, user’s communication partners, and conversation multi-tasking. Two
notable findings from this study are that, “while using IM, teens mainly talk to friends from daily
life and rarely with those they met online” and that, “Conversations often consist of

inconsequential small talk, but can offer opportunities for more substantial social support...teens
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report that they enjoy IM conversations far less than they enjoy face-to-face visits and phone
conversations” (Quinn, Boneva, Cummings, Shklovski, Kraut, Kiesler, and Brynin 2003: 1).
Arguably, Lenhart and Shui’s (2004) provide the most comprehensive quantitative study
on adult instant messaging habits. They provide an overview of statistics on the demographics of
instant messaging usage in a national sample, focusing on instant messaging in the workplace,
age of user, services used, multi-tasking, and key feature usage (Lenhart and Shiu 2004). Key
findings include that 53 million American adults have used instant messaging, 35% of those who
instant message belong to Generation Y, and that the AOL Instant Messenger (AIM) application
was most popular amongst college students (Lenhart and Shiu 2004). A few authors have even
noted instant messaging usage among college students. Jerry Finn, studied online harassment via
e-mail and instant messaging among college students (Finn 2004). Another author, Abraham
Nachbaur of Stanford, considered instant messaging amongst college students for the use of
flirting. He also examined the usage of away messages and provided a detailed analysis of the
content of conversations (Nachbaur 2003). It is important to note that this study is not published,
provides few references and is not generalizable due to the implementation of convenience
sampling methods. However, it may prove useful to compare my results with that of Nachbaur
due to the fact that study was conducted in a university settiag similar to the setting of this study.
One final notable study in this field is that of Yifeng Hu, Wood, Smith, and Westbrook in which
“the relationship between the amount of Instait Messenger use and the level of perceived
intimacy between friends” was examined (Hu, Wood, Smith, and Westbrook 2004). Hu et al.
found a positive association between verbal and social intimacy and instant messaging usage
(Hu, Wood, Smith, and Westbrook 2004: 1). This would indicate that instant messaging usage

actually encourages intimacy, a finding that will be interesting to test.
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Despite this vast body of applicable literature, no research has been conducted to
ascertain why instant messaging is such a popular media choice amongst college students and
what meanings college students attach to this activity. In addition, despite the fact that many
college students live in a close-knit communal environment in a physical space, the notion of
digital community through instant messaging in a college setting has gone overlooked. This

study provides a base from which that void can be filled.

Methods

This study began with a search for literature on instant messaging, social networks and
community. Because the research questions of this study cannot be easily answered through
statistics, qualitative interviews are a logical choice as the method of data collection. In order to
obtain qualified subjects, as well as to provide a basis for the qualitative research, a survey
(Appendix A) was developed and administered over the Internet via surveymonkey.com. The
survey questions were adapted from the 2004 Tracking Survey of adults age 18 and older
conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates for the Pew Internet & American Life
Project, as well as from Yifeng Hu’s 2004 study entitled “Friendships: through IM: Examining
the Relationship between Instant Messaging and Intimacy.” The final survey contained forty-
three questions, with fifteen pertaining to demographic information and the remaining questions
focusing on instant message usage. Because AOL lnistant Messenger (AIM) is undoubtedly the
most popular instant messaging technology used by college students (Lenhart and Shiu 2004),
the survey was advertised on an AIM account for a period of approximately two months.
Respondents were asked to pass the survey link along to several friends, as the snowball portion
of the sampling method. During the two-month period, one hundred sixty (160) people

responded to the survey. Of the contacts that indicated they would be willing to answer
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additional questions, ten (10) were purposively selected to participate in in-depth interviews.
The candidates were selected based on the following criteria: they 1) Fell within the targeted age
range of 18-27, 2) currently attend or attended in the past Albright College, and 3) proved to be
experienced instant messaging users based on their survey responses. Subjects were gender
stratified, consisting of five Caucasian females and five Caucasian males between ages twenty
(18) and twenty-four (24), with an average age of approximately 21. The sample included two
post-graduates with the remaining eight subjects still attending Albright College. None of the
subjects are married or have children. Subjects reported personal income levels of between
$3,000 and $44,000, with an average of approximately $18,000 per year and two subjects
choosing not to respond. Only three respondents chose to share their parent’s household income.

Interviews were scheduled and five were conducted in person. The remaining five
interviews were conducted over the phone, with each interview lasting approximately thirty-five
(35) minutes. Each interview consisted of twenty-eight (28) total questions (Appendix B). The
first fourteen questions were designed to obtain demographic information from each subject,
while the remaining fourteen focused on topics relating to the four research questions presented
in the introduction of this study. Interviews were unstructured, so as to allow the subject to feel
comfortable as well as to allow for impromptu discussiow and questions not included in the
general outline. All interviews were digitally recorded, and all subjects were afforded the
opportunity ask questions following the interview and to have a digital copy of their interview
forwarded to them. Each subject consented to participate and, at the time of the interview, had
already agreed to the informed consent form required for the web survey. To ensure the
subject’s privacy, subjects shall be referred to as “S” followed by their number (i.e.- S2).

Albright College’s Institutional Review Board reviewed and approved both the web survey and
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the interview questionnaire. Once the interviews were completed, each was transcribed. Using
QSR N6, a qualitative data analysis software program, each transcribed text file was coded so

that the data could be further examined and organized.
Analysis

The Function of IM
Entry & Service Choice

Given the categories provided by Plant, IM would be regarded as a for-profit, open and
regulated community (Plant 2004). It is for-profit as it is the product of corporations whose goal
is to generate revenue and turn a profit, mostly through the sale of advertisements. It is open in
the sense that anyone with a connection to the Internet may join, however its users are governed
by an end-user license agreement and are subject to the regulations established by the
corporation operating the servers. With that in mind, entry into the instant messaging
community is relatively easy; it is simply a matter of downloading and installing the software.
The average age of entry for my sample was 14.5. Several subjects indicated using instant
messaging as early as middle school.

In examining the function that instant messaging serves in the lives of college students, it
is necessary to consider how and or why subjects first began instant messaging. The
overwhelming response in this sample was an allusion to peer pressure. Several subjects
indicated that they began instant messaging because their peer group was already instant
messaging. For instance, S2 and S7 indicated that their offline peer group’s adoption of the
technology influenced their decisions in the following statements:

Umm, I started in high school and I used it cause everybody else was starting to
get on it... (Personal Interview 2, July 18" 2005)
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Well, 1 remember when it first came out I was living in Germany. One of my
friends told me about it and then basically by whole class because we have a real
small class over there in my school. Basically, everyone got it and started talking
to each other. (Personal Interview 7, July 22™ 2005)
In the case of S2, a peer actually set up the instant messaging account for him. S6 shares a

similar experience:

Well, there was this really good looking girl down the hall that asked me for my

screen name and I didn’t have a screen name so, I figured hey, I should probably

go and get an instant messenger screen name so she stopped by and helped me set

up a screen name and I’ve had the same one ever since. (Personal Interview 6,

July 27" 2005)

Four subjects; S1, S3, S4, and S5, indicated that they began using instant messaging
because it was a built in function of their Internet Service Provider, America Online (AOL).
Because the instant messaging service was packaged with the internet service provider software,
AOL gained a clear advantage in the IM market and now holds the number one position in the
number of users (Lenhart and Shiu 2004). S3 explains why he believes the AOL service has
gained such popularity:

Umm, the only reason I prefer AOL’s service right now is because a majority of

the people that I know use AOL, I mean that’s just because I think they got the

jump on the service and they’ve I mean they’ve had it around for many years and

most people who started off using the internet using the AOL that’s how they’re

familiar with this. Umm, therefore they don’t want:to have to go and learn

something new. However, feature wise, AOL is prabably one of the most limited

clients I have seen. (Personal Interview 3, August 20™ 2005)

If AOL’s instant messaging service is truly as limited as S3 indicates, why then is it the most
popular (Lenhart and Shiu 2004)? In fact, nearly 98% of respondents to this study’s web survey
indicated that they used AOL instant messaging most frequently. Several interview subjects

indicated that they knew about other services and some had even used other services, yet all

respondents indicated that the AOL client is their current client of choice. S4 illustrates this in

the following statement:
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L, I think I knew of them but I don’t remember anyone ever using them. Pretty
much everyone was either AIM or AOL. (Personal Interview 4, August 19 2005)

Subjects may use AOL due to the fact that peer groups often determine the service that
will be used, providing individuals little choice if they hope to remain connected. Consider the
following statement made by S5 when asked why she chose AOL as her instant messaging
client:

Cause that’s what all my friends had and so if I wanted to talk to them it didn’t

make any sense to get a different one because I wouldn’t have had access to them.

(Personal Interview 5, July 18 2005)

S6 was entering a new peer group and the adoption of a specific technology for that group’s
communication had already occurred. Rather than trying to change the entire peer group’s
service, it would be far simpler for S6 to adopt the existing service used by the peer group in
order to remain connected to that group. Thus, the peer group he joined predetermined which
service he would use.

Subjects may also continue to use the AOL service because they have had little reason to
change clients. It is possible that subjects were satisfied with the AOL service, or it was an
inconvenience to change to another service. S6 and S7 cited thes¢ reasons in the following
statements:

I don’t know. I never really felt like I needed another screen name or anything.
(Personal Interview 6, July 27" 2005)

Uh, it was the first one I had and never had the problem with it. It’s easiest just to
stay with it. (Personal Interview 7, July 22" 2005)

Even subjects who had used other services in the past, switched to the AOL service. For some it
was the function of a change in Internet service provider, while others found their peers
switching to AOL. Whether or not users chose to use AOL’s instant messaging service out of

convenience, as a provision of an internet service provider, or as a function of peer group
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adoption, it is evident that AOL’s instant messaging service became the primary client of the
members of this sample.

Because most of the subjects of this study adopted instant messaging early in their lives,
they have had an average of seven years of experience using the technology. Had Instant
Messaging not been functional to the subjects, they would likely have discontinued using the
service or found a more functional way to communicate. It is because of this experience that the
subjects of this sample provided excellent insights into the functional aspects of instant
messaging through their usage habits and by citing advantages and disadvantages of the medium,
particularly in comparison to other communication media.

Usage, Advantages and Disadvantages
Usage

Perhaps one of the largest contributing factors to the popularity of instant messaging
among college students is the ease of access to the medium. Broadband networks have made it a
possibility to remain signed onto IM services virtually twenty-four hours a day, seven days a
week. Several subjects indicated that they noticed a difference in their IM habits once they
became college students due to the ease of access.

Uh, I’d say it changed much more once I got to ccliege because then you’re on
almost 24 hours a day. (Personal Interview 7, JulyZ2" 2005)

Sure. Well college because you’re signed o1 basically 24 hours a day because of
the...we can do that at school. Umm, @&nd your computer is right next to you
basically any time you are you know wherever you’re in your residence. So it’s
just there. (Personal Interview 4, August 19" 2005)

“Oh yeah, my frequency of use has skyrocketed cause now we have the TI
connection and it’s so fast and I’'m on the internet so much more than I was in
high school.” (Personal Interview 10, March 14™ 2006)
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However, as broadband enters more and more American homes, it would be expected that
differences between home and college usage would diminish. S2 indicated that changes occurred
when his family switched to cable as a freshman in high school.

Umm, I did but I was leery of it cause I mean, I didn’t have a cable Internet so I

was getting charged by the time I was online and I couldn’t really get online for

long periods of time to talk. But, then when I got cable as a freshman I started

using it more and more. (Personal Interview 2, July 18" 2005)

With further regard to access, students who bring their own computer to college most likely
aren’t sharing that computer with others like they might share a computer at home. S7 also cited
this reason in the following statement:

And most people have their own computers. They don’t have to get on and off,

you know, sharing with brothers or sisters or something like that. So you tend to,

I guess, especially I guess on your away messages you ask like if you need

information you can just tell people if they’ll leave it there because no one else is

going to sign you off because they have their own computer. I guess you’re just

on much more when you’re at school. (Personal Interview 7, July 22" 2005)

It is evident, then, that access to instant messaging networks, via an Internet connection or
availability of one’s own computer, is a key factor in one’s usage habits including time spent
communicating with one’s “buddies”. The more a user is online, the more opportunities a user
has to communicate with others, for offline communication is 1ot possible using the AOL
protocol.

As was previously mentioned, most subjects indicated that at college they are signed onto
instant messenger for most, if not all of the day:> However, most subjects indicated that though
they are signed on most of the day, they spend a majority of that time with an away message
posted.

Freshmen year, I used it a lot and now it’s... I think I have spent more time with

an away message up than I do actually on it talking. (Personal Interview 5, July
181 2005)
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But a lot of times I’m probably actually on the Internet all day everyday but I'm

away. I have an away message up most of the time so... (Personal Interview 8,

July 25™ 2005)
The amount of time spent actually instant messaging varies greatly. According to the web
survey, 45.9% of respondents indicated using instant messaging for less than one hour per day,
with another 45.9% reporting usage from between one and three hours per day. The interview
subjects also indicated a broad range of time spent instant messaging, some as short as ten
minutes per day, some as long as two hours. When asked how long they spent actually “talking”
with people via instant messenger, S1 and S3 responded:

Probably like ten minutes. (Personal Interview 1, July 20" 2005)

Umm, actually instant messaging, probably I mean, when I am at work it’s about

two hours out of my entire day I spend, instant messaging, give or take oh a half

hour or so depending on what’s going on. (Personal Interview 3, August 20

2005)
Advantages

The popularity of IM among college students indicates instant messaging may be more
advantageous than other forms of communication. The interview subjects were able to cite
several of the advantages to using instant messaging in compérison to other forms of
communication, including e-mail as a text based alternative ta'IM. The most frequent answer
was a derivative of convenience. In a society that places #iuch emphasis on instant gratification,
the fact that instant messaging is well, instant, appeais to be very important to its users.

Uh, if someone’s online and you’re talking to them you get answers real fast.

You don’t have to wait for a reply like email. You don’t have to wait for a return

call if you were to use the cell phone. (Personal Interview 7, July 22" 2005)

Umm, it’s really fast and easy and even if, actually, the one thing I like about it a

lot is that even if someone is online they have an away message up you can just

leave them a message. Like, I’ve had a lot of instances with cause I'm on the
tennis team and I have some of the girls screennames so if I have to tell them

something about a practice change or you know we’re having a team dinner,




20

something like that, I can just leave them messages and I don’t have to worry
about calling them or anything like that. So it’s really convenient and it lets me
keep in touch with a lot of my friends from home. I think that if I didn’t have
that, I would probably only talk to them like once a week or something. (Personal
Interview 8, July 25% 2005)

Like I dunno, it just seems easier sometimes to get ahold of somebody sometimes.
Rather than e-mail and waiting for them to get back, you know. It’s convenient.
(Personal Interview 2, July 18 2005)

In comparison to usage of other communication media, subjects preferred instant messaging for
less formal interactions that required immediate response. Subjects indicated that instant
messaging is less invasive than a phone conversation and subjects claimed to reserve e-mail for

more formal, less time sensitive communication.

Calling someone I feel is showing a lot of effort to get in touch with someone
where instant messaging is kind of more like oh that person is there so I’ll say hi
and start a conversation. It’s not quite as like in your face, like I am trying to talk
to you kind of thing. (Personal Interview 4, August 19" 2005)

It’s actually I think it’s more common to ask someone for their screen name like
especially for class and stuff than for their phone number because it’s kind of less
invasive but it’s more convenient. (Personal Interview 8, July 25" 2005)

Umm I use e-mail to people older than me like adults, coaches, teachers and stuft.
(Personal Interview 1, July 20™ 2005)

E-mail is one of the services where it’s nice if you want'to send somebody a
lengthy letter or files or something like that. But Ldnean if I want to get a
response to something instant messaging is the way t¢"go just because it’s fast and

it’s easy. (Personal Interview 3, August 20™ 2005)

If I send an email I can’t guarantee that fliey’re going to get that right away.

Unless they’re people like me who religiously check their email at school.
(Personal Interview 5, July 18™ 2005)

In fact, in direct contradiction of the Pew Study (Lenhart and Shiu 2004) where 70% of

respondents indicated using e-mail more frequently than IM, this study’s web survey indicated

that 72.9% of respondents preferred instant messaging to e-mail.
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It is important to note that while subjects found instant messaging advantageous, most
subjects seemed to have a hierarchical ladder of communications with instant messaging being
the bottom rung. That is, most subjects preferred higher forms of communication if possible. S3
discusses this in the following excerpt.

I mean it’s just, it’s just convenient is the only reason. I mean it’s, it’s something,
and it’s just another way to stay connected for me. Um, I mean the higher, more
detailed in depth conversation I can have with people, like I mean if I can have a
face-to-face conversation with somebody, I much prefer that rather than doing it
over the phone. Or I’d much prefer having a phone conversation with somebody
than by doing it by instant messenger. (Personal Interview 3, August 20" 2005)

Umm sometimes, I think that it can be to me it’s important to be face to face but
then other times it’s not really important like if it’s just a quick conversation you
know I don’t need to run to another dorm and talk to them about it you know it’s
just like a short conversation that takes five minutes yes, but if it’s like an in depth
conversation about like a family matter or a sensitive subject I’d rather be face to
face. (Personal Interview 2, July 18" 2005)

Subjects also indicated that instant messaging provided them with a medium that allowed
for communication on their own terms, meaning they had greater control over how, when and for
how long they communicated. S1 and S8 highlight this in the following statements:

You can just type something if you don’t feel like talking to_someone that you

know will yap your ear off you can just like leave them ariessage. You don’t

have to, umm call them up wait for it to ring you can just type it and send it and

they can get the message whenever and just type it back. (Personal Interview 1,

July 20" 2005)

But If something comes up you can just be like ok gotta go. Kind of like, when

you are on the phone you kind of get stuck in conversations and... (Personal

Interview 8, July 25" 2005)
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