Phenomenology Proposal

Understanding the uses of text messaging amongst Cal State undergraduates

Introduction


According to Wikipedia- The Free Encyclopedia, in 2004 the average rate of text messages sent worldwide was 500 billion. The texting phenomenon has experienced rapid growth since 2000 when the average rate of messages sent was only 17 billion (Wikipedia 2006). The appeal of texting is felt worldwide. At an average cost of $.10 per message, mobile phone companies are generating revenue from texting services in excess of $50 billion per year (Wikipedia 2006). Noting the impact texting has had on mobile phone providers, it is important to determine the experience of the users. Based on information learned, mobile phone providers will be able to develop products, which satisfy the needs and desires of their consumers, therefore increasing and/or maintaining profit. 


In addition, the texting phenomenon deserves investigation into the social impact and how this new technology may influence communication of individuals within society. Thus far, texting has had a profound social impact. In December 2002, 12 students at the University of Maryland, College Park were caught cheating using the texting service on their mobile phones (Wikipedia 2006). In December 2005 text messaging was used to send propaganda to people in Sydney Australia, which contributed to the fervor of the Sydney Race Riots in 2005 (Wikipedia 2006). During the 2004 Presidential elections in the Philippines, texting was used as part of the campaigning process for and against candidates (Wikipedia 2006). These are just a few examples of the social impact that text messaging is having throughout the world. 


The purpose of this study is to gain an in-depth understanding of the experience of people who use the text messaging technology. This study will attempt to understand what meaning these experiences have for the consumers and more specifically to understand the uses of text messaging ranging from social to task functions.


To study text messaging, this research will use the qualitative phenomenology method. Because text messaging is a new phenomenon and has not been researched much in academia, it is necessary to begin by using a phenomenology approach. Using this method will allow the researchers to understand the meaning of consumers’ texting experiences and allow researchers to 1) suggest product/service enhancements or developments and 2) identify how the new technology will challenge “traditional” interpersonal communication/social interaction amongst persons in society.

Research Question


This study will attempt to understand the lived experiences of those who partake in the text-messaging phenomenon. Specifically, this study will attempt to answer what purpose text messaging serves (how do they use the texting service) for users and why they choose to use text messaging as part of their communication repertoire. 


It is important to understand how people use the new technology in order to develop new products and services, which meet those needs. It is also to understand the uses of the technology in order to track changes in communication between individuals in society. Based on the insight gained, it may be possible to establish trends in society as a result of technological innovation and diffusion.

Scope

Phenomenology as a method


In the past, the phenomenology method has been used prolifically in the nursing/health care profession. Studies such as Chang & Honocks Issues and innovations in nursing practice- Lived experiences of family caregivers (2006) and Drew & Hewitt Populations at risk across the life span: Empirical studies, a qualitative approach to understanding patients diagnosis of lyme disease (2006) provide great insight into the lived experiences of people who are in particular health care situations. The impact of those situations on individuals is examined in order to design specific health care interventions and strategize ways to implement quality improvements to the industry. These cases serve as examples for how the phenomenology method will prove useful in a study on text messaging. In conducting a phenomenological study, new products and services can be developed to better meet consumer needs.

Studies on electronic communication


While the research on text messaging specifically is limited, there have been many studies conducted on electronic communications citing how electronic communications are used and the impact of the use of electronic communications. Why women use email disproportionately in Qatar: An exploratory study was published in the Journal of Website Promotion by Al-Hail in 2005. The study looks at the use of email amongst women in a specific region and why their use differs from males in society. L. W. Jeffres, et al. published The influence of expanding media menus on audience content selection (2003). This study examines people’s interests and their internet & media use, in addition to their interpersonal communications patterns. And the last example is Sinikas’ article entitled The role of electronic communication in the mix, which determines how the availability of electronic communications has affected employees preferred information sources (2002). 


None of the listed studies deal specifically with the texting phenomenon, however, they all deal with electronic communications and how these types of technology have impacted individual choice, preferences, etc. all of which can be used to help understand or support evidence found in this study.

Theories


Theories that will be used to support this study are 1) McLuhanism and 2) Uses and Gratifications Approach. Marshall McLuhan was considered a “technological determinist”, meaning that he believed changes in technology produce changes in culture and social order. His belief that “the medium is the message” supports the idea that the use of texting as communication will have a larger impact on society than what the messages are saying. In other words, it is essential to understand how the technology is being used in order to determine the impact it will have on culture and society.


The Uses and Gratifications approach assumes that there are differences among audience members (in this case consumers of the service) and based on those differences, each person will seek out different media based on their individual needs or benefits they will receive. This theory is central to understanding the consumer motivations for using text messaging. Should the mobile phone provider want to maintain or increase the revenue generated from texting services, it is imperative that we take into considerations the uses of and perceived benefits of texting, which inspire consumers to use the service.

Procedure


The target population that will be used in this study consists of State College undergraduate students who use text-messaging services. A convenience sample will be taken from the undergraduate student population at California State University Fullerton. The convenience sample will be taken from this population for two main reasons. First, undergraduate level college students tend to be on the cutting edge in terms of awareness and utilization of new forms of technology, therefore we expect that there will be a large number of students who are familiar with texting and use it on a daily basis. Second, researchers will have easy access to this population.


Two types of triangulation will be used in conducting this experiment. First, theory triangulation will be used. The theories that will be used are McLuhanism and Uses and Gratifications Theory. McLuhanism addresses one part of our research question (the impact of texting on communication within society) and Uses and Gratifications addresses the second part of our study- how text messaging is used, what meaning it has for those who experience it. 


Second, data triangulation will be used. Data will be collected in three ways. One, a survey will be administered to participants in order to obtain information regarding frequency of use, occasion of use, and with whom they engage in the texting activity with. Two, in-depth follow up interviews will be conducted in order to gain deeper insight into the participants experience. Open-ended questions will be asked to understand how they feel when they text (satisfaction, frustration, etc). Interview transcripts will be reviewed to extract key phrases, terms, and identify meanings of the individuals’ experiences. And third, participants will be asked to volunteer transcripts of their sent and received text messages. Similar to analyzing the interview data, the researcher will be able to go through actual text messages to understand the context in which the service is used.

Implications


The limitations of this study exist in the means of sampling. The convenience sample will not allow for researchers to generalize data to all individuals in society. Rather, results will be pertinent only to college students at an undergraduate level.


The results of this study will have two major impacts. One, researchers will identify the needs and desires of consumers who use text messaging which will allow companies to design tailored products or enhancements which meet consumer needs and desires. Therefore, positively impacting the company’s bottom line. Two, this study will provide a starting point for researchers who are interested in examining the effects of this technology on a societal and cultural level, as there is much to be determined on text messaging influence on communication between members of society.
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Text Messaging Survey

The survey you are about to take is for a research project examining people’s experience with text messaging services on their mobile phone. Your individual answers will be kept confidential and the information gleaned will be used solely for educational purposes.

Age:

Education Level:  Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior

1. Please indicate how often you either send or receive text messages on a daily basis. ______

2. What was the purpose of the sent/received message? Please circle the appropriate answer:

Social

Functional/Task related

3. Please indicate the types of individual you send text messages to or receive text messages from:

Family

Friends

Co-workers

Other __________

Interview Protocol

Time of interview:

Date:

Place:

Interviewer:

Interviewee:

Position of interviewee:

Description of project:

The purpose of this interview is to gain an understanding of the lived experiences of those who use text-messaging services. Additionally, we would like to understand insiders’ perspectives on the messaging system and the motivations behind the use of these services.

Questions:

1. Please describe an instance in which you sent a text message.

2. What was the purpose of sending the message?

3. Describe any emotions experienced while sending the message.

4. What do you like about the technology? What do you dislike about it?

5. Why did you choose to send a text message versus emailing or calling the individual?

Understanding the uses of text messaging amongst Cal State undergraduates

I would like to request your participation in a study of text messaging. You were selected to participate in this study because you are an experienced user of the text messaging service offered by mobile phone providers. We hope to learn more about your experience with the new technology in addition to your attitudes toward the service. This information will contribute to research in communication and technology, and may be beneficial to mobile phone providers and academic researchers. 

If you should decide to participate, you will be asked to complete a survey assessing the frequency of texting, participate in an in-depth interview regarding motivations for using the technology, and disclose examples of actual text messages sent or received that are stored on your phone.

Any information obtained in connection with this study that can be identified with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. In addition, only one trained researcher will be able to identify you by name.

If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw consent and discontinue participation at any time.

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me, Jaclyn Lele’a at 310-123-4567. Thank you.

You may keep a copy of this form for your records.

I have decided to participate in a study of communications, to complete a survey, interview, and disclose a transcript of text messages sent and received on my cell phone. My signature indicates that I have read the above information and decided to participate. I realize that I may withdraw without any consequence at anytime after signing this form should I decide to do so.

________________________________________
_____________

Participant’s Signature






Date

​​​​​​​________________________________________
_____________

Researcher’s Signature






Date
