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ABSTRACT 

During the past decade, mobile technology has transformed our media behavior and 
our relation to media as part of our everyday lives. The media user today has 
unprecedented control over what content to consume, when and where to consume 
it, what channels to use and for how long. One consequence is an increasing trend in 
media multitasking (i.e. simultaneous use of more than one media). At the same time, 
the rapid technological development seems to outrun the development of our human 
brains. Our brains are simply not capable of handling the constant stream of media 
and information that we encounter every day. Prior research on the expanding 
phenomenon of media multitasking is the starting point of my dissertation. Despite 
vast prior research on cognitive processes, challenges and negative consequences of 
media multitasking (stemming from the fact that the human brain is not equipped for 
simultaneous processing of several tasks), prior research efforts on media multitasking 
in the everyday context are quite scarce. New perspectives are needed to understand 
what triggers media multitasking in the current volatile media landscape and to better 
manage the seemingly endless stream of information and impulses. 

The aim of the study is to develop a new conceptual framework that helps us 
understand media multitasking and digital distraction in the everyday context, 
focusing particularly on the diginative generation (young adults born in and after 
1990). The longitudinal empirical diary study that the dissertation builds upon is 
inspired by Grounded Theory and encompasses a total of about 800 media diaries 
collected among university students in years 2013–2019. The study highlights four key 
emerging trends in the participating young adults’ media behavior, which are explored 
via the theoretical concepts of materiality, routines, addiction and media multitasking. 
In accordance with Grounded Theory logic, media multitasking is chosen as the core 
concept. The identified trends and the way the informants describe, relate to and 
justify their own media multitasking behavior in the diaries indicate that a wider 
perspective than the traditional cognitive approach is needed to enhance our 
understanding of the phenomenon. 

The study shows that most of the informants’ everyday media multitasking is 
performed unconsciously, in a routine-like manner, and that this behavior is 
perceived by the informants as problematic and disruptive. The aggregated theoretical 
dimensions of disruptive everyday media multitasking and digital distraction are 
introduced to capture this type of problematic, at times even destructive, everyday 
media behavior. Digital distraction is at the core of the conceptual framework 
developed to map out and explore different individual, technological and contextual 
dimensions that impact the decision to frequently engage in disruptive everyday 
media multitasking activities. The conceptual framework, “Dimensions of Digital 
Distraction”, is developed based on the longitudinal empirical study and the parallel 
literature review on media multitasking patterns, consequences and predictors. 
Inspiration for the dimensions is drawn particularly from Activity Theory, which 
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emphasizes the role of and interplay between the individual, technology and context 
in any activity. 

The central dimensions in the conceptual framework are also linked to the concept 
of digital metacognition. Digital metacognition is introduced as a strategy to enhance 
awareness for one’s own (problematic) media behavior, and thereby create new 
strategies for coping with everyday digital distraction. This is something that would 
need to be further established among youngsters and young adults to avoid stress and 
other forms of mental and physical disorders related to excessive, habitual, addictive 
and unconsciously performed everyday media activities. 

The relevance, and the practical implications of the study and the results are 
discussed at the end of the dissertation from 1) a generational, 2) an educational, and 
3) a marketing perspective. The dissertation provides a cross-disciplinary theoretical 
and methodological perspective on media multitasking. This novel approach allows 
for widening our knowledge on everyday media activities, underlying decision 
processes and how these are experienced by diginatives (and other generations). The 
study complements prior theories and research and offer new and exciting entry 
points for further exploration into the phenomenon of digital distraction. 
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ABSTRAKT 
Mobil teknologi har under det senaste decenniet förändrat vår medieanvändning och 
vårt förhållningssätt till media i vardagen. Medieanvändare har i dagens läge mer 
kontroll än någonsin över vilken typ av medieinnehåll hen konsumerar; genom vilka 
kanaler, när, hur och var. En konsekvens är att mediemultitasking har blivit ett allt 
vanligare fenomen. Samtidigt är våra hjärnor inte utrustade för detta, vilket leder till 
utmaningar i att hantera medieflödet i vardagen. Min avhandling tar avstamp i 
tidigare forskning inom mediemultitasking. Trots en gedigen forskning i de mentala 
processer, utmaningar och negativa effekter som multitasking innebär, är forskningen 
kring mediemultitasking i vardagskontext begränsad. Nya perspektiv behövs för att 
förstå vad som triggar mediemultitasking i en vardag kännetecknad av ett oändligt 
flöde av information och impulser och hur vi kan bli bättre på att hantera detta. 

Syftet med avhandlingen är att utveckla ett nytt teoretiskt ramverk som hjälper oss 
förstå mediemultitasking och digital distraktion i vardagskontext, speciellt bland s.k. 
diginativa (unga vuxna födda år 1990 eller senare). Den longitudinella empiriska 
studie som avhandlingen bygger på är inspirerad av grundad teori (eng. Grounded 
Theory) och omfattar totalt ca. 800 mediedagböcker som samlats in bland 
universitetsstuderande under åren 2103–2019. I studien identifieras fyra centrala 
trender som utforskas genom begreppen materialitet, rutiner, beroende, och 
mediemultitasking. I analysen växer mediemultitasking fram som kärnbegrepp. De 
identifierade trenderna och sättet som informanterna beskriver, förhåller sig till och 
även rättfärdigar mediemultitasking i mediedagböckerna, visar att vi behöver närma 
oss fenomenet ur ett bredare perspektiv än vad tidigare forskning gjort för att utvidga 
vår förståelse. 

Studien visar att en stor del av informanternas mediemultitasking i vardagen sker 
rutinmässigt och omedvetet. Detta upplevs som distraherande och problematiskt. Två 
övergripande teoretiska dimensioner, ”disruptive media multitasking” och ”digital 
distraction”, introduceras för att fånga upp just denna typ av vardagligt 
mediebeteende. Digital distraktion utgör kärnan i det teoretiska ramverket som 
utvecklats för att kartlägga och öka förståelse för olika individuella, teknologiska och 
kontextuella dimensioner påverkar beslutet att i vardagen ägna sig åt distraherande 
och problematiska mediemultitaskingaktiviteter. Ramverket bygger på den 
longitudinella empiriska studien och den omfattande litteraturgenomgången kring 
begreppet mediemultitasking. Det teoretiska ramverket, ”Dimensions of Digital 
Distraction”, är i huvudsak inspirerat av aktivitetsteori (eng. Activity Theory), där 
individ, teknologi och kontext utgör centrala delar av själva aktivitets-begreppet. 

De centrala dimensionerna i det teoretiska ramverket förknippas även med 
begreppet digital metakognition. Digital metakognition lyfts fram som en strategi för 
att öka medvetandet kring digital distraktion i vardagen och för att lära sig hantera 
detta bättre. Digital metakognition borde etableras hos ungdomar och unga vuxna i 
allt större grad för att undvika stress och andra typer av mentala och fysiska problem 
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som lätt uppstår till följd av överdrivet, vanemässigt, beroendeframkallande och 
omedvetet mediebeteende i vardagen. 

Studiens relevans och praktiska implikationer diskuteras i slutet av avhandlingen 
ur: 1) ett generationsperspektiv, 2) ett utbildningsperspektiv och 3) ett 
marknadsföringsperspektiv. Avhandlingen bidrar med ett tvärvetenskapligt teoretiskt 
och metodologiskt perspektiv på mediemultitasking som fenomen. Detta 
tillvägagångssätt erbjuder nya möjligheter att utforska vardagliga medieaktiviteter, 
underliggande beslutsprocesser och hur unga vuxna (och andra generationer) 
upplever dessa. Studien kompletterar tidigare forskning och teorier och erbjuder 
förutsättningar för att närma sig fenomenet digital distraktion ur nya perspektiv och 
utgångspunkter. 

 





TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................ i 
ABSTRACT .......................................................................................................................... iii 
ABSTRAKT ........................................................................................................................... v 

 
PROLOGUE: MY STORY .................................................................................................... 6 

 
1. INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................................... 8 

 
1.1. Observation: Marshmallows and coffee ....................................................... 8 
1.2. A new media landscape ................................................................................ 9 
1.3. Digitalization and unintended consequences .......................................... 11 

1.3.1. Blurred lines in media consumption ............................................... 11 
1.3.2. Fragmented media consumption patterns ..................................... 13 
1.3.3. A constant battle for attention ......................................................... 14 
1.3.4. New coping mechanisms .................................................................. 16 

1.4. Media multitasking: Mental processes and physical activities .............. 18 
1.5. Outline of the dissertation .......................................................................... 20 

 
2. THE SCOPE OF THE STUDY .................................................................................... 22 

 
2.1. Gaps in media multitasking research ....................................................... 22 
2.2. Aim and research questions ....................................................................... 23 
2.3. Research approach ...................................................................................... 24 
2.4. Limitations ................................................................................................... 25 
2.5. Key concepts ................................................................................................ 30 

 
3. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS .......................................................... 33 

 
3.1. Observation: A new perspective is needed ................................................. 34 
3.2. A pragmatic Grounded Theory approach ............................................... 35 
3.3. A longitudinal research design .................................................................. 39 
3.4. Conducting and presenting Grounded Theory research ....................... 40 
3.5. Capturing everyday media activities ......................................................... 42 

3.5.1. Participant observations and field notes ......................................... 45 
3.5.2. Media diaries and reflective narratives ........................................... 46 

3.6. Analyzing a rich set of data ........................................................................ 52 
3.7. Grounded Theory articulation .................................................................. 53 
3.8. Thoughts on the research process ............................................................. 54 



3 

 

 
4. MEDIA MULTITASKING: A LITERATURE REVIEW ....................................... 57 

 
4.1. Observation: Ridiculous problems? ............................................................ 57 
4.2. Media multitasking patterns ...................................................................... 58 

4.2.1. Diginatives and media 24/7 .............................................................. 59 
4.2.2. Assessing everyday media multitasking patterns .......................... 61 

4.3. Media multitasking consequences ............................................................ 63 
4.3.1. Cognitive consequences .................................................................... 64 
4.3.2. Socioemotional consequences ......................................................... 68 
4.3.3. Consequences on performance ........................................................ 71 
4.3.4. Are there any positive effects? .......................................................... 74 

4.4. Media multitasking predictors .................................................................. 76 
4.4.1. Uses and gratifications theory ......................................................... 77 
4.4.2. A model for predicting media multitasking behavior .................. 78 
4.4.3. Eight dimensions of underlying motives ....................................... 80 
4.4.4. Personality as a predictor of media multitasking .......................... 82 
4.4.5. Predicting media multitasking: An overview ................................ 84 

4.5. New perspectives on media multitasking ................................................ 88 

 
5. MEDIA BEHAVIOR 2013–2019 – EMERGING TRENDS ................................... 91 

 
5.1. Observation: Is addiction the new normal? .............................................. 91 
5.2. Data structure overview ............................................................................. 92 
5.3. Materiality .................................................................................................... 94 

5.3.1. (Re)defining media ............................................................................ 94 
5.3.2. Increasingly mediated experiences .................................................. 99 
5.3.3. Materiality and mixed experiences ............................................... 100 

5.4. Routines ...................................................................................................... 102 
5.4.1. Constant checking and scrolling ................................................... 102 
5.4.2. Increasingly fragmented media routines ...................................... 107 
5.4.3. Habits, routines or rituals? ............................................................. 109 

5.5. Addiction .................................................................................................... 110 
5.5.1. Reflections on addictive behavior ................................................. 111 
5.5.2. Media addiction on the rise ............................................................ 113 
5.5.3. Self-perceived media addiction ...................................................... 115 

5.6. Media multitasking ................................................................................... 118 
5.6.1. Reflections on media multitasking ................................................ 118 
5.6.2. Increasingly disruptive media multitasking patterns ................. 123 

5.7. An aggregated theoretical dimension: Disruptive everyday media 
multitasking ................................................................................................................... 125 

 



4 

 

 
6. EXPLORING DISRUPTIVE MEDIA MULTITASKING .................................... 130 

 
6.1. Observation: We all do it – don’t we? ...................................................... 130 
6.2. Media multitasking profiles ..................................................................... 131 

6.2.1. The good ........................................................................................... 132 
6.2.2. The bad .............................................................................................. 134 
6.2.3. The ugly ............................................................................................. 136 
6.2.4. The proud ......................................................................................... 138 
6.2.5. Thoughts on profiles ....................................................................... 140 

6.3. Disruptive media multitasking: Descriptions and justifications ........ 142 
6.3.1. Unintentional everyday activities .................................................. 142 
6.3.2. Technology-induced interruptions ............................................... 144 
6.3.3. Contextually embedded behavior .................................................. 145 

6.4. Digital distraction in an everyday context ............................................. 147 

 
7. UNDERSTANDING AND COPING WITH DIGITAL DISTRACTION ......  150 

 
7.1. Observation: Like a kid in a candy store ................................................. 150 
7.2. Media multitasking activities and digital distraction ........................... 151 

7.2.1. An Activity Theory perspective ..................................................... 152 
7.2.2. Intentionality in everyday media multitasking ............................ 156 
7.2.3. Digital distraction – An unintended consequence? .................... 157 
7.2.4. Causality ............................................................................................ 159 
7.2.5. The many selves of media multitaskers ........................................ 159 

7.3. A new conceptual framework: Dimensions of digital distraction ...... 160 
7.4. The individual dimension ........................................................................ 162 

7.4.1. The individual difference dimension ............................................ 162 
7.4.2. The conscious dimension ............................................................... 164 
7.4.3. The unconscious dimension .......................................................... 164 

7.5. The technological dimension ................................................................... 165 
7.5.1. The mediated dimension ................................................................ 166 
7.5.2. The embodied dimension ............................................................... 167 

7.6. The contextual dimension ........................................................................ 168 
7.6.1. The everyday dimension ................................................................. 168 
7.6.2. The special occasion dimension .................................................... 169 
7.6.3. The social dimension ....................................................................... 169 

7.7. Coping with digital distraction: Digital metacognition ....................... 170 

 

 

 



5 

 

 
8. DIGINATIVES AND DIGITAL DISTRACTION ................................................ 172 

 
8.1. Digital distraction: A generational issue? .............................................. 175 

8.1.1. A new generation of digital awareness ......................................... 176 
8.1.2. A new generation of learning environments ............................... 177 
8.1.3. A new generation of consumption and marketing ..................... 178 
8.1.4. A new generation of media behavior ............................................ 179 

8.2. Theoretical contributions ........................................................................ 180 
8.3. Methodological contributions and limitations ..................................... 181 
8.4. Suggestions for future research ............................................................... 183 
8.5. Final observation: We need to change! .................................................... 184 

 
REFERENCES ................................................................................................................... 186 

 
APPENDIX 1. INSTRUCTIONS FOR MEDIA DIARY 2014 ................................ 209 
APPENDIX 2. INSTRUCTIONS FOR MEDIA DIARY 2017 ................................ 211 
 
 
TABLES 
 
Table 1. Key features of the methodological framework ............................................... 41 
Table 2. Overview of the research process ....................................................................... 44 
Table 3. Overview of media diaries collected in 2013–2019 ......................................... 50 
Table 4. Overview of documented negative consequences ........................................... 65 
Table 5. Overview of media multitasking predictors ..................................................... 86 
Table 6. Reflections on media addiction 2013–2019 .................................................... 114 
Table 7. Overview of identified media multitasking profiles ...................................... 141 
 
 
FIGURES 
 
Figure 1. Model predicting multitasking behavior ......................................................... 79 
Figure 2. Developed conceptual model of media multitasking .................................... 79 
Figure 3. Initial data structure overview .......................................................................... 93 
Figure 4. Developed data structure overview ................................................................ 126 
Figure 5. Final data structure overview .......................................................................... 149 
Figure 6. Vygotsky’s original model of mediated action ............................................. 153 
Figure 7. Engeström’s Activity Theory Model .............................................................. 154 
Figure 8. Hierarchical levels of activity .......................................................................... 155 
Figure 9. Dimensions of digital distraction. .................................................................. 161 
 

  



6 

 

PROLOGUE: MY STORY 
I never really knew what I wanted to become when I grew up. The only thing I knew was 
that I did not want to become a teacher. When the time came to consider different 
possibilities for higher education, I became interested in business studies and started 
studying international entrepreneurship and marketing at Turku University of Applied 
Sciences (at that time called Åbo Yrkeshögskola). After graduating in 2005, I realized 
that I still wanted to learn more about marketing. Therefore, I applied for continued 
studies at Åbo Akademi University. A couple of years later, in 2008, while finishing my 
master’s thesis in international marketing, I was offered an opportunity to start teaching 
at the university. I hesitated to accept the offer as this was exactly what I did not want 
to do. But the position in question was a temporary solution for one year and I thought 
I would give it a go while searching for other job opportunities. 

Today, more than ten years later, I still work as a university teacher in marketing. I 
have to admit I enjoy it. I especially like experimenting with new activating methods 
and developing closer cooperation between academia and different organizations, who 
offer students interesting opportunities and environments for learning and co-creating 
knowledge. Interacting with students on a daily basis has also sparked a genuine interest 
in obtaining a better understanding of different learning styles and learning strategies. 
After completing a course in university pedagogics (and a period of maternity leave) I 
started observing the students in my classroom a bit closer. A series of observations of 
quite surprising events and behaviors led to an increased interest in these ongoing 
behavioral changes. I observed. I read. I conversed with fellow colleagues. And I came to 
the conclusion that something fascinating, but also quite alarming was happening right 
before my eyes. 

Students were becoming more and more dependent on media. They were more easily 
distracted during classes. They turned to their mobile phones rather than pen and paper 
or laptops for documenting and “taking notes”. The smartphone, especially, impacted 
on their behavior, both inside and outside the classroom. It was always present in one 
way or another. It affected their performance in different types of tasks, generally in a 
negative way. They became lazy in terms of filtering relevant information from the 
irrelevant, to name a few examples. These observations served as a trigger to study the 
ongoing changes more in detail. 

Today, the presence of smartphones and other mobile devices in nearly all aspects of 
these students lives seems fundamentally unavoidable. I refuse to believe that this is 
solely a bad thing. Mobile devices open up all imaginable doors to new knowledge and 
unexplored opportunities. This is why I would have us embrace new technologies and 
new behaviors, rather than completely disregard the ongoing development. Perhaps we 
need to change, to let go of our old habits and beliefs? Perhaps we need to find ways of 
better adapting to and handling ways of incorporating rapidly emerging digital solutions 
into university studies and teaching, as well as into our everyday lives? Perhaps we need 
to focus on the opportunities rather than the obstacles?  
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Since the initial observations in 2012–2013, I have continued to make observations 
and write down thoughts and reflections on interesting occurrences. However, for a long 
time I struggled to find a logical way to make sense out of my observations and design a 
research project around them that would be manageable for a doctoral dissertation in 
terms of scope and time frame. When an opportunity to join the EDGE media research 
group at Åbo Akademi University presented itself, I jumped on board. This provided me 
with a clearer focus on the currently disruptive and increasingly digital media landscape 
and how this affects our information and media behavior. I quickly realized that the 
changes I had observed among students were examples of a shifting media behavior. 

Media quickly became an interesting concept in terms of both my research and my 
teaching. The most intriguing feature of this concept, I found, was the struggle in 
defining what media really is. I repeatedly asked students in different courses to define 
the concept, and every time this proved to be equally difficult. In fact, the most 
commonly used word to describe media was media. This showcased not only the 
difficulty in drawing a line between what is media and what is not, but the definitions 
also mirrored the rapidly evolving media landscape. Over the years that this dissertation 
has been in the making (2013–2020), the entire media industry has experienced radical 
transformations. Among other things, we have experienced the rise of the smartphone 
and the development of new and currently predominant social media platforms. This 
has fundamentally changed our preconception of what media is. 

Aiming to map out emerging trends in the changing media behavior among 
university students, I started collecting media diaries among the participants on a 
particular marketing course that I taught. In 2011, the EDGE research group had 
initiated a similar media diary study aiming at identifying the typical media day. I 
followed a similar approach and quickly realized that a longitudinal approach was 
needed to explore trends and changes in students’ media behavior. Little did I know in 
2013, that this decision would lead up to this point, seven years and a total of about 800 
unique media diaries later. While the diaries constitute the central part of the study and 
the dissertation, I also wanted to include observations I have made and documented 
over the years. While the personal observations in each chapter illustrate tangible effects 
of the contemporary digital revolution, they also represent my engagement in and 
proximity to the empirical context, as well as the evolvement of my own thoughts 
throughout the process of completing the dissertation. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

… social actions and phenomena that may appear to be quite 
random, insignificant, or even absurd can end up having a larger 

potential to transform society than one might initially believe. 
(Lindgren 2017)  

During the past decades, we have seen groundbreaking advances in mobile technology 
and digital media that have changed the very foundation of our sociocultural conduct 
(Napoli 2011; Cole 2013; Gillberg 2014; Aagaard 2015). The digital revolution we 
currently experience, is considered to be one of the major transitions of human 
development (e.g. Negroponte 1995; Raschke 2003; Scholz et al. 2018). Whether we 
like it or not, mobile devices such as smartphones and laptops have become a natural 
and indispensable part of our everyday lives. As a consequence, quite radical 
behavioral changes can be seen and experienced almost everywhere we go. This 
chapter provides a general background to such consequences of the rapidly evolving 
digital media landscape and outlines the specific problem area. To conclude the 
chapter, the structure of the dissertation is presented. 

 

1.1.  Observation: Marshmallows and coffee 
As an effort to strengthen the team spirit and teamwork among students in a marketing 
course in 2013, we decided to throw them a challenge, the Marshmallow Challenge1. The 
rules are simple: build the tallest construction possible using the given materials (tape, 
string, spaghetti and a marshmallow) in eighteen minutes. The construction needs to be 
freestanding with the marshmallow on top. A clear task, simple rules and an excellent 
way to encourage students to work together as a team; still, with about 150 students 
participating in the challenge, we expected nothing short of chaos. However, having 
kicked off the challenge, only about half the room was buzzing with lively discussions on 
how to build a marshmallow-bearing tower out of spaghetti, tape and string. The other 
half of the room was completely silent. Why? Well, the students on this side of the room 
had taken out their laptops and mobiles, trying to find an easy solution on Google and 
YouTube. After a few minutes, the level of noise in the room grew. After about 10 
minutes, all the devices were tucked away, and everybody was frantically engaged in 
their constructions. The solution could not be found via Google. 

 

 

 

 
1 For more information about the Marshmallow Challenge, see e.g. 
https://www.ted.com/talks/tom_wujec_build_a_tower?language=en (last accessed 8th November 2019) 
or https://dschool.stanford.edu/resources/spaghetti-marshmallow-challenge (last accessed 8th November 
2019) 
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Another incident on the same course involved a case study on a well-known global 
company offering coffee and coffee-related products on a number of different markets. 
The task was quite straightforward: search for information online and reflect upon the 
success of this particular company on the U.S. market. What were their secret 
ingredients for success? However, while reading the students’ reflection papers, I noticed 
that several of the students came to the conclusion that the company in fact was not that 
successful at all. This made no sense! What was wrong? Well, a quick Google search 
provided the explanation. When Googling the company’s name, the first search hit was 
the company’s U.K. brand pages, and while the company was successful on several other 
markets, they were struggling in the U.K. It hit me then that almost one third of the 
students hadn’t realized they were using information related to the wrong market for 
their reflection. Apparently, they hadn’t even looked at the second hit on Google. That 
would have helped them get it right. 

There’s more to this story than marshmallows and coffee, though. These observations 
mirror larger ongoing changes in media behavior among the so-called “Google 
Generation.” What is really going on? Do these students blindly trust in Google to 
provide them with all the right answers, regardless of the task at hand? Is the first hit in 
Google the only thing that really matters? What is happening to creativity? What is 
happening to common sense? Alarm, concern as well as curiosity arose for what the near 
future would bring along. My mind was intrigued. This was the starting point for my 
research on media behavior among young university students. 

 

1.2.  A new media landscape 
Along with the introduction of mobile devices such as smartphones, tablets and 
wearables, and social media platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter, 
Snapchat and Instagram, the availability of media solutions and content has 
dramatically increased (Aagaard 2015; Kauppinen and Kivikoski 2015; Duff and 
Segijn 2019). Activities such as browsing, scrolling, checking and streaming have 
become natural parts of our everyday lives. In many ways, modern media2 have a 
facilitative impact on our lives, but at the same time there is a growing concern for 
negative consequences that increased use and dependence on mobile technology may 
have on our sociability, on our general wellbeing and on our society as a whole 
(Vahvanen 2018). Is modern mobile technology destroying our social skills? Is it 

 

 

 

 
2 The concept of media is loosely defined as all communication channels (digital, analog as well as mixed 
channels), through which information is shared and attention is sought and gained (Gillberg 2014). A 
more elaborate discussion concerning the definition of media can be found in section 2.4. 
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making us dumber? Is it slowly taking over every aspect of what we know and hold 
dear? 

While the negative consequences of modern technology have been debated for 
decades (see e.g. Carr 2008; Carr 2010; Vahvanen 2018), one thing is clear: online 
social interactions have not yet replaced the need for physical contact – and will 
probably never do so. We are still social human beings who want and need human 
contact in our lives (Jacobsen and Foerste 2011; Gillberg 2014). Parallels can be drawn 
between this current discourse of concern and similar reactions to the introduction of 
earlier groundbreaking technologies on the mass-market. For example, radio was 
claimed to kill the newspaper, television was feared to kill the radio, and the DVD 
threatened to eliminate the cinema (see e.g. McLuhan 1964; Rosen 2010; 
Vaidhyanathan 2018). Still, all these media formats continue to co-exist in one way or 
another. However, their role or function in the media user’s everyday life and in the 
evolving digital media landscape is changing in line with new mobile technology and 
media services rapidly emerging on the market (Briscoe, Sadedin, and De Wilde 2011). 

Is the concern overrated? No, the change and disruption in the media landscape 
that we see today is considerably faster and more impactful than ever before (e.g. 
Hansen 2019a). We now have access to more information than we ever knew we 
needed, but at the same time we lack appropriate skills for coping with this 
information overload (ibid.). We are more connected than ever, but at the same time 
also more isolated (Vaidhyanathan 2018). While social media bring us digitally closer 
to each other, they also make us more and more antisocial (ibid.). Modern technology 
designed to improve productivity makes us distracted, restless, and lazy (Vahvanen 
2018). Increasingly mediated everyday activities are becoming personalized to the 
degree that general knowledge and common sense seems to be taking a serious hit. 
Moreover, the lines between media, entertainment, and politics are becoming 
increasingly blurred. (ibid.) 

This contemporary and highly paradoxical media landscape keeps developing at 
such a rapid pace that companies, organizations, as well as individuals struggle to keep 
up with the changes (Lindgren 2017; Scholz et al. 2018; Hansen 2019a). A constant 
struggle to keep up with the latest trends and developments lead to reactions such as 
fear for the unknown, emotional insecurities, and feeling obliged to constantly be 
available and connected, not to mention subsequent mounting stress levels, anxiety 
related health issues and “digital depressions” (Elmore 2013; Carrier et al. 2015; Scholz 
et al. 2018; Hasan, Jha, and Liu 2018; Flayelle et al. 2019). What is really needed in 
these turbulent times is a better understanding of the impact of the current digital 
revolution on many different levels. Here, focus lies on the impact on an individual 
level, related to routinized behavioral patterns and how we are coping with a constant 
information overload in our everyday lives. Does increasing dependence on mobile 
technology only lead to negative consequences? Or is there hope that we can learn 
how to cope with this new and highly volatile media ecosystem? 
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1.3.  Digitalization and unintended consequences 
Digitalization is a concept often used to capture the fundamental impact of recent 
technological advances in mobile and digital media on many well-established 
institutions (Gulliksen 2017). The essence of this phenomenon lies in digitization, i.e. 
the development of new digital solutions that exponentially increase the speed and 
amounts of storage, processing, retrieval, and communication of digital data (Scholz 
et al. 2018). While new digital technologies have had a fundamental impact in, for 
example, transforming and increasing efficiency in production industries in the past 
decades (Brynjolfsson and McAfee 2014), digitization has also been identified as the 
trigger for fundamental societal transition and economic growth (van Ark 2016; 
Scholz et al. 2018). The concept of digitalization encompasses the societal change 
processes driven by new technological solutions, enabling new businesses, new 
opportunities, and completely new movements in society (Gulliksen 2017). 

Modern technological development has prompted new ways of communication, 
new media consumption patterns and behavioral changes among individuals as well 
as organizations (Gulliksen 2017). Lately, it has become increasingly difficult to 
distinguish digital technology from other parts of our (analogue) everyday lives. In 
many ways, digital solutions have had a positive impact on bringing people closer, 
though scattered all over the world, in advancing healthcare and medical solutions, in 
creating and enabling new virtual business opportunities, etc. However, regardless of 
many beneficial effects, any large-scale (technological) transition is bound to lead to 
unintended and often unfavorable or even unwanted changes for all actors included 
or involved (Scholz et al. 2018). A few key, presumably unintended, behavioral and 
sociocultural changes are discussed next. 

 

1.3.1. Blurred lines in media consumption 
Not that long ago, the entire media industry encompassed a limited number of 
broadcast channels, which conveyed a picture of society to the public via content 
produced by journalists, producers, and other professionals (Napoli 2011; Kilian, 
Hennigs, and Langner 2012). This traditional form of media relies a one-to-many 
logic where professional content is distributed to a passive audience (Kilian, Hennigs, 
and Langner 2012). The audience’s outlook on and understanding of the world 
mirrored the objectivity and the perspective of the media organizations and content 
producers. 

Today, as a consequence of the rapidly evolving media ecosystem, the situation is 
very different. The sheer number of channels and digital platforms available is nothing 
short of intimidating. Continuous online interaction is not only possible, but highly 
recommended as an efficient tool in engaging users and providing increasingly 
personalized stories, services and solutions (Ström and Vendel 2015). The previous 
clear line between producer and consumer has become blurred; consumers have 
turned into active and engaged producers and co-creators, or prosumers, of media 
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content (van Dijck 2009; Hanna, Rohm, and Crittenden 2011; Ritzer, Dean and 
Jurgenson 2012). In most contemporary digital platforms, users play an important 
role in generating and spreading content in the form of likes, comments, short videos 
and pictures (Hanna, Rohm, and Crittenden 2011). For example, user-generated 
content (UGC) offer instant and personalized ways of reaching out to the public (van 
Dijck 2009; Hanna, Rohm, and Crittenden 2011; Couldry and Turow 2014). However, 
in line with this development, many traditional “big players” in the media industry 
need to rethink their role, their business models, and perhaps even their very existence 
on the market (Berman et al. 2007; Napoli 2011). 

The premises of the audience’s outlook on the world have changed. While the 
number and variety of media formats increases, a trend towards a more personalized 
and narrow consumption of media content is recognized. This trend is fueled by 
increasingly advanced integrated recommendation systems, a growing trend of fast-
paced browsing behavior (e.g. Couldry and Turow 2014; Gillberg 2014) as well as 
increasing integration of artificial intelligence (AI) solutions (Lau 2019). The media 
consumption decision is no longer based merely on what media and what content is 
available; rather, it is based on factors such as cost, speed, personalized 
recommendations, and level of trust (Barnet 2009; Luoma-Aho 2012; Turcotte et al. 
2015). Social media is accelerating the trend of media content tailored to one’s 
individual preferences and interests (Vahvanen 2018). In 1995, Negroponte launched 
and discussed the idea of “Daily Me”, i.e. a virtual daily newspaper customized for 
every user’s individual tastes and interests (Negroponte 1995). The reality in terms of 
news media consumption today is really not that far from his predictions (Vahvanen 
2018). 

However, a highly personalized media environment drastically delimits our 
outlook on the world. The content we consume fits into a custom-made “box” for each 
and every one of us, but there might be a lot of important news, knowledge and 
information not included in this “box”. Not only does this affect the width of our 
general knowledge, it also affects our ability to distinguish between our social reality 
and the mediated and individually tailored view of society (De Zengotita 2006; 
Gillberg 2014). Furthermore, modern media offers numerous new and unprecedented 
opportunities to manipulate and exploit (Vahvanen 2018). For example, the U.S. 
presidential elections in 2016 showed how digital media can be used to distort and 
manipulate audiences with unexpected but highly impactful consequences on many 
different levels (Keener 2018; Vaidhyanathan 2018; Vahvanen 2018). The continuous 
use of media as a means of manipulation has led to a rapidly mounting interest in 
phenomena such as fake news (Keener 2018; Vaidhyanathan 2018; Newman et al. 
2017). While this is not a new phenomenon, it becomes highly relevant and interesting 
in light of the concurrent trend of decreasing skills among media users, especially 
among younger media users, in evaluating the relevance and trustworthiness of easily 
accessed information (Rowlands et al. 2008; Geck 2006; Wellner 2000; Rideout, Foehr, 
and Roberts 2010; Rosen 2010; Beheshti and Large 2013; Case and Given 2016). 
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As media users, new technologies offer us an unprecedented level of control 
(Napoli 2011; Jonsson, Stoopendahl, and Sundström 2015; Duff and Segijn 2019); we 
are no longer bound to scheduled television or radio broadcasts, and we do not need 
to wait for the morning paper to get the latest news. We literally have a limitless 
amount of information available at our fingertips, and we are free to choose where 
and when we want to consume information, what type of content we want to consume, 
as well as what to like or share and when and where to interact. However, as the 
boundaries between mediated and non-mediated experiences, between producer and 
consumer of media content, between personalized and excessively narrow media 
consumption, and between fake and objective news are becoming increasingly 
blurred, a new set of coping mechanisms are needed (Cole 2013; Beheshti and Large 
2013; Case and Given 2016). 

 

1.3.2. Fragmented media consumption patterns 
Often, blame is put on mobile devices, such as the smartphone, and on social media 
for our changing media-related consumption patterns (Vahvanen 2018). Just as often 
we hear that the devices themselves do not affect our behavior; recent behavioral 
changes stem from how we use these devices. While both these suggestions may be 
true to a certain degree, it seems absurd that the current behavioral changes would all 
come down to a specific device, digital platform or any individual’s weakness of 
character (ibid.). Mobile technology has radically altered the preconditions for media 
use on a societal level, and no matter how hard we try it is very difficult to avoid being 
affected by the current media landscape and the contemporary information jungle 
(Lindgren 2017; Vahvanen 2018). 

As a consequence of trying to cope with the evolving media landscape and the 
constant information overload, our media consumption behavior has become 
fragmented. Skimming is a typical example of a fragmented media consumption 
pattern. When skimming, you rapidly glance through a text without thoroughly 
reading or comprehending what you are reading (Muter and Maurutto 1991). This is 
not a new phenomenon, but the contemporary information jungle urges this type of 
quick fix solution for sorting through and managing the vast amount of information 
available (e.g. Rowlands et al. 2008; Liu et al. 2014). Also, well established search 
engines such as Google further strengthen this trend by helping us find, structure, and 
manage information in a quick and simple way, often in the form of easily digested 
chunks rather than full text alternatives (Rowlands et al. 2008). In the past decades, 
concern has been expressed in relation to diminishing reading skills. Reading is 
something you have to learn and continuously practice. If skimming and short, 
fragmented pieces of information are taking over completely, reading skills in terms 
of deeper understanding and critical analysis of what we read will further decrease 
(e.g. Wolf and Barzillai 2009; Vahvanen 2018). 

Another example of a fragmented media consumption pattern is the increased 
preference for audiovisual content (pictures and videos). The popularity and demand 
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for this type of digital content is constantly growing, especially via mobile devices 
(Kauppinen and Kivikoski 2015; Ericsson ConsumerLab 2017; Wescott 2018). For 
example, within the news media industry, the emergence of new, quick, convenient 
and increasingly audiovisual solutions and services fosters a new type of news 
consumption behavior (Napoli 2011; Potter 2012). This is manifested in, for example, 
increasingly mobile and fragmented news consumption patterns, a general 
unwillingness to pay for online news or digital subscriptions, and an increasing trend 
of news avoidance due to overexposure and perceived negative effect on mood (e.g. 
Newman et al. 2019). Similar changes have been observed within the music industry, 
which is only recently recovering from the rise of streaming services such as Spotify 
and Apple Music (e.g. Mansy et al. 2013; Hasan, Jha, and Liu 2018), and television 
industry, where traditional broadcasters are challenged by YouTube, Netflix and other 
online streaming services (YouTube and TV in the Nordics 2014; Jenner 2018; 
Merikivi et al. 2018; Hasan, Jha, and Liu 2018).  

Online streaming services add to the trend of increasingly fragmented and “quick 
fix”-oriented behavior among media users (see e.g. Beheshti and Large 2013) by 
offering easily accessed and digested “snapshot” pieces and entertainment videos. 
However, these services have also served as a gateway to the new widespread trend of 
bingeing (or binge watching), i.e. watching more than one episode of a television show 
in quick succession (e.g. Jenner 2018; Merikivi et al. 2018; Flayelle et al. 2019). 
Bingeing has quickly turned into the predominant way of consuming TV series. This 
trend seemingly implies longer, intense periods of media use as opposed to otherwise 
more fragmented media consumption patterns. However, bingeing is often combined 
with other concurrent media or non-media related activities; therefore, this trend also 
augments the development of increasingly fragmented media behavior (ibid.). 

“Quick fix”-oriented patterns can also be identified in the creation of online 
content and communication; consider, for example, the emergence of emoticons and 
emojis, the increasingly popular format of short Tweets (140 characters), and 
Snapchat videos (10 seconds), and the development of a completely new and 
widespread “Internet slang” consisting of mainly abbreviations such as LOL 
(Laughing Out Loud) or ROFL (Rolling On the Floor Laughing) (e.g. Fromm and 
Read 2018; Bich-Carrière 2019). Online communication embracing abbreviations and 
symbols is rapidly replacing personal face-to-face communication and even 
conversations over the phone (Vahvanen, 2018). But is 140 characters, 10 seconds or 
an emoji really enough to get the message across in the intended way? 

 

1.3.3. A constant battle for attention 
In this age of mobile technology, not only our behavioral patterns are affected and 
altered, but also the very way we think and process information (e.g. Napoli 2011; Cole 
2013; Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; Gillberg 2014). For example, if an office worker keeps 
checking his or her e-mails or Facebook several times an hour, maintaining his or her 
train of thought and focusing on any mentally stimulating or demanding work task 
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becomes challenging (Carr 2010). A simple cue, such as a Facebook notification, is 
enough to interrupt the work task at hand. Regular interruptions like this throughout 
the day, and continuously over weeks, months and years, threatens our capacity to 
focus on one thing at the time (Angell et al. 2016; Brasel and Gips 2017). A new mobile 
culture (Hammer et al. 2010) has invaded every part of our everyday lives, i.e. the way 
we communicate, the way we socialize, and the way we think. We use digital media at 
home, at work, during our free time and on the go, nearly every waking hour of the 
day. This means that an endless number of devices, services, digital notifications, 
social media updates, etc. constantly call for our attention. Gillberg (2014) refers to 
our modern media society as the attention society3, which encompasses the entire 
economic, cultural and social system, and is characterized by a high degree of 
medialization and a fierce competition for our attention (see e.g. Gillberg 2014; 
Leysens, le Roux, and Parry 2016). 

In the attention society, attention, visibility, and reputation are viewed as capital or 
value parallel to, or even exceeding, value measured in monetary terms (Eisenegger 
and Imhof 2008; Luoma-Aho 2012; Qualman 2013; Gillberg 2014). Hence, companies 
spend a fortune on brand building in order to stand out from the crowd and gain the 
attention of and recognition among their potential customers (Laurell and Parment 
2015). Increasingly, individuals also create and develop their own personal brands on 
different social media platforms to gain the attention of their peers (Gillberg 2014). 
This means that our closest friends, family, neighbors and colleagues compete for our 
attention alongside the companies and their brands in the digital and physical 
environment. However, this constant attention-seeking does not necessarily create the 
expected outcome or value in terms of gained attention or economic profit (Rosen 
2012; Gazzaley and Rosen 2016). For example, compulsively and narcissistically 
searching for attention or a “picture perfect” image in the social media environment 
easily leads to stress and anxiety related disorders (Qualman 2013; Gillberg 2014; 
Rosen 2012). At the same time, similar conditions emerge among those who fail to 
live up to the perfect pictures and these new social media “norms” (Rosen 2012). 

Advances in mobile technology currently outrun cognitive development (Hansen 
2019a; Hansen 2019b). Our brains become strained by trying to manage the growing 
number of external cues and calls for attention in the increasingly diverse and hectic 
digital media landscape. The human brain is not equipped for this constant 
stimulation (Rosen 2012; Gazzaley and Rosen 2016; Hansen 2019a). Rooted in 
Kahneman’s Capacity Model of Attention (Kahneman 1973), for example, Leysens et 

 

 

 

 
3 The concept is based upon the idea of the attention economy as presented by Davenport and Beck 
(2002), which is an extension of the so-called information society, a term that originally stems from the 
early 1970s (see e.g. Karvalics 2007). 
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al. (2016) state that we are incapable of paying attention to several things at the same 
time due to the limited capacity of our brain. This limitation leads to increased power 
of the media users in the attention society (Qualman 2013; Gillberg 2014); it serves as 
our very own “on/off button”. As we cannot pay attention to everything, we have to 
choose what we pay attention to, what we ignore (Jonsson, Stoopendahl, and 
Sundström 2015), or what we simply unconsciously “block out” (Schiffman and 
Wisenblit 2015; Gazzaley and Rosen 2016). Dealing with this constant battle for our 
attention in our everyday lives is challenging. New attention and information 
management skills are needed; skills that we could never have imagined that we would 
need only a few years ago (e.g. Bowler and Nesset 2013; Laxman 2013; Vahvanen 
2018). 

 

1.3.4. New coping mechanisms 
Studies on media and information behavior identify an array of novel coping 
mechanisms (also referred to as personal information management skills) that have 
emerged as a consequence of trying to cope with this new media landscape (e.g. Case 
and Given 2016). Observing visible and tangible effects of these contemporary 
behavioral changes among young adults served as the starting point of this entire 
research project. The previously presented observations related to marshmallows and 
coffee (section 1.1.) were made at the verge of the “invasion” of smartphones and 
social media platforms such as WhatsApp and Snapchat among young adults. The 
time period of this dissertation (2013–2019) encompasses many technological 
advances as well as subsequent intended and unintended behavioral changes. One 
significant (presumably unintended) consequence of the digital revolution concerns 
the emergence of a completely new generation of media behavior. 

The new Google Generation is not defined by age, rather by a few predominant 
characteristics of media behavior, for example, quick fixes, fragmented behavioral 
patterns, and a constant desire to be available, updated and acknowledged (Rowlands 
et al. 2008; Geck 2006; Wellner 2000; Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts 2010; Rosen 2010; 
Beheshti and Large 2013; Case and Given 2016). In line with an increased dependence 
on search engines and other digital services, these types of characteristics have 
gradually emerged since the launch of Google and other similar search engines around 
the late 1990s and early 2000s (Vaidhyanathan 2012). Google has managed to create 
and maintain an active and loyal user-base, a brand that has been among the world’s 
most recognizable and valuable during the past decades (Barwick 2019), and 
numerous new business opportunities linked, e.g., to Search Engine Optimization 
(SEO) (Baker 2017). However, one can question the intentionality behind the 
emergence of the evolving media consumption patterns and coping mechanisms 
among this widespread Google Generation. Was this part of the plan, or an 
unintended consequence of the concurrent digital development and business 
expansion? 
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A very concrete example of a recent unintended consequence relates to a new user 
interface innovation, the infinite scroll interface (Hansen 2019b). In a TV 
documentary on the effects of today’s digital society on our brains4, Aza Raskin, 
programmer and inventor of the infinite scroll interface, explains how modern 
features in social media are designed based on novel knowledge of the human brain. 
The infinite scroll interface allows the user to infinitely scroll through social media or 
web content without having to deliberately choose to change to the next page or the 
next post. This seemed a brilliant way of capturing and maintaining the user’s 
attention and interest. However, Raskin later regretted introducing this invention, as 
it led to people wasting more than 200 000 human lifetimes per day on simply 
scrolling through social media content without experiencing any kind of “stopping 
cues”. (Hansen 2019b). As most digital interfaces today are deliberately designed to 
get us “hooked” and engaged for hours, days or even weeks (Alter 2017; Morgan 2017; 
Hansen 2019b), there are numerous examples of similar unintended behavioral 
consequences. As these are becoming routinized and embraced by more and more 
people, fundamental changes become recognizable on an individual, organizational as 
well as a societal level.  

Most of us lack appropriate cognitive skills, strategies and tools to efficiently cope 
with the rapidly evolving contemporary media landscape. One way of coping with the 
increasingly hectic and sometimes overwhelming attention society is to divide one’s 
attention and try to do several things at the same time, i.e., engaging in multitasking. 
This seems like an efficient way to get more done in a limited amount of time, and a 
quite natural response to the information jungle and constant overload of calls for 
attention. One of the most prominent trends highlighted in contemporary media 
behavior research is, in fact, a steadily increasing level of media multitasking (Beheshti 
and Large 2013; Carrier et al. 2015; Case and Given 2016; Wu 2017; Aagaard 2015; 
May and Elder 2018). While many other consequences of digitalization (intended as 
well as unintended) will remain unaddressed here, the trend of increasing media 
multitasking, implying further fragmented behavioral patterns, increasingly blurred 
lines and escalating challenges of gaining, maintaining as well as managing attention 
is the focal point of this study. The decision to focus on media multitasking as the core 
concept was supported by empirical findings in the present study and the concurrent 
trend of rapidly mounting research within this specific area. 

 

 

 

 

 
4 The documentary is available (in Swedish) at https://www.svtplay.se/video/23802911/din-hjarna/din-
hjarna-sasong-1-vart-digitala-liv?start=auto (last accessed 8th November 2019) 
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1.4.  Media multitasking: Mental processes and physical 
activities 

Simply put, multitasking means performing two or more tasks simultaneously 
(Kirschner and Karpinski 2010), and this is something we do unconsciously nearly all 
the time. For example, toddlers learning to walk focus all their attention on moving 
one foot at the time while staying upright. The slightest interruption will disrupt their 
focus and most likely lead to a fall. Eventually though, after hours and hours of 
practice, walking becomes easier and easier, and eventually they will be able to also 
concentrate on other things while walking. As adults, a simple and well-rehearsed 
activity, such as walking, barely requires any cognitive processing and, therefore, 
allows us to do many other things at the same time; for example, talk, listen to music 
or chew gum. These types of basic multitasking skills develop over time and can be 
explained by the concept of automaticity. For example, if you repeatedly perform a 
certain simple task, the mental processes required become automated and do not 
require any active thinking or cognitive resources, which allows you to perform other 
simple tasks simultaneously. Any cognitive functions required for those tasks are 
“free” (see e.g. Kirschner and Karpinski 2010).5 

In cognitive psychology, multitasking is described as the simultaneous execution 
of two or more concurrent mental processing activities (Kirschner and Karpinski 
2010). Multitasking is primarily studied in traditional laboratory experiments where 
a person is asked to perform two tasks simultaneously. The tasks can vary in terms of 
goal and scope but need to be clearly distinct from each other. In this type of setting, 
it has been proven that some basic automated tasks, for example pressing a button 
when hearing a certain sound, can be mentally processed and performed 
simultaneously without any cognitive interference. (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015).  

However, early research on multitasking (Borger 1963; Creamer 1963) found that 
two non-automated tasks cannot be processed or performed simultaneously, i.e.m 
dividing or switching attention between two or more such concurrent tasks will always 
cause some type of cognitive interference (Kirschner and Karpinski 2010). Most often, 
these interferences are recognized as the tiniest of delays in reaction times. Switch costs 
have been described as the cognitive “cost” of switching to a new task while 
performing another task (Carrier et al. 2015). Even though a switch cost, e.g. a 
millisecond delay in reaction time, may seem insignificant in a laboratory setting, this 
could have detrimental effects in other situations or contexts, for example while 
driving a car (e.g. Strayer, Drews, and Crouch 2006). In some studies, a clear 

 

 

 

 
5 A similar, but more elaborated, explanation rooted in the Threaded Cognition Theory, was introduced 
by Salvucci and Taatgen in 2008. This approach is presented and discussed further in chapter 4. 
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distinction is made between multitasking and task switching (or sequential task 
engagement, i.e., switching quickly and frequently between tasks), because the latter 
implies successive processing at a fast pace rather than simultaneous processing 
(Kirschner and Karpinski 2010). Here, due to the similarities in the strain both these 
types of activities cause on our limited attentional capacity, task switching is 
acknowledged as part of the concept of multitasking (in accordance with e.g. Dzubak 
2008). 

When defining the concept of media multitasking, a distinction needs to be made 
between the cognitive definition described above and the actual physical activity of 
media multitasking in the everyday setting. A cognitive definition of multitasking is 
not considered apt when moving media multitasking studies outside the laboratory 
into the real world (Dzubak 2008). In accordance with this approach, media 
multitasking can be defined as engaging in several different simultaneous activities, 
out of which at least one is media related (Zhang, Jeong, and Fishbein 2010; 
Poplawska, Osowiecka, and Kramarczyk 2015; Szumowska et al. 2018). 

In other words, media multitasking occurs when engaging in: 
1) two or more types of devices, e.g., checking your smartphone while watching 

TV or listening to radio while working on your laptop (Szumowska et al. 
2018); 

2) multiple activities on one single device, e.g., checking e-mails and watching 
a video on your laptop at the same time (Yeykelis, Cummings, and Reeves 
2014; Kononova and Chiang 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015); 

3) some form of media while engaging in non-media activities, e.g., checking 
your smartphone while having coffee with your friend (van der Schuur et 
al. 2015; Yeykelis, Cummings, and Reeves 2014). 

In the modern media landscape, most media multitasking activities involve some 
form of digital or mobile media (e.g., laptops, tablets and smartphones). However, the 
concept of media can also include traditional forms of media (e.g., broadcast 
television, radio and printed newspapers)(e.g. Viitanen et al. 2012; Szumowska et al. 
2018). In line with increased connectedness and presence online, especially via mobile 
devices, opportunities for media multitasking continues to grow, as does our 
propensity to engage in media multitasking activities (van der Schuur et al. 2015; 
Kononova and Chiang 2015; Salas Guzman 2016). The new mobile culture finds it 
natural and legitimate, if not even necessary, to engage in media multitasking activities 
(Hammer et al. 2010; Jacobsen and Foerste 2011). 

However, while regular media multitasking keeps us updated, connected and 
provides us with a feeling of productivity, it also causes distractions (Brasel and Gips 
2011; Dabbish, Mark, and González 2011; Adler and Benbunan-Fich 2013; Ralph et 
al. 2014; Aagaard 2015; Cain et al. 2016; May and Elder 2018). Due to our limited 
attentional resources (Kirschner and Karpinski 2010; Yap and Lim 2013; Leysens, le 
Roux, and Parry 2016), media multitasking activities have been found to negatively 
impact our executive functions which form the basis for our everyday behavior 
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(Moisala 2017). In fact, most prior research on media multitasking reports negative 
consequences on our memory capacity, comprehension, performance and our ability 
to focus (Bardhi, Rohm, and Sultan 2010; Dabbish, Mark, and González 2011; Ralph 
et al. 2014; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Carrier et al. 2015; Moisala 2017; May and Elder 
2018). Frequent media multitaskers have been found to be more susceptible to feelings 
of overwhelm, over-stimulation, stress and exhaustion (Stone 2009; Kirschner and 
Karpinski 2010; van der Schuur et al. 2015). Some researchers even claim that media 
multitasking may represent a unique risk factor for mental health problems such as 
depression (Becker, Alzahabi, and Hopwood 2012), or Attention Deficit Trait (ADT) 
disorder (Wägar 2018). 

Regardless of these well-documented and reported negative consequences, people 
continue to engage in media multitasking more and more every day (May and Elder 
2018; Duff and Segijn 2019). Media multitasking is here to stay, and as online access 
becomes even faster and easier along with advances in mobile technology and services, 
our media behavior and attention spans will likely become even more fragmented and 
dispersed (Wu 2017; May and Elder 2018). A deeper understanding for this highly 
paradoxical behavioral trend is needed. 

 

1.5.  Outline of the dissertation 
This first chapter contains an overview of the background to the research project and 
outlines the specific problem area. 

The second chapter defines the scope of the dissertation and the study in terms of 
aim, central research questions and key limitations. Also, some key concepts are 
presented and defined. 

The third chapter includes a discussion of the inductive research process as well as 
underlying methodological considerations and decisions. As the applied research 
approach is unusual within the area of media multitasking, the iterative longitudinal 
Grounded Theory inspired approach is thoroughly described, discussed and 
motivated. 

In the fourth chapter a literature review on the core concept of media multitasking 
is presented. Central theoretical perspectives and empirical findings in prior media 
multitasking research within all three major areas of study (predictors, patterns and 
consequences) are presented and discussed. This is followed by a discussion on new 
perspectives within the media multitasking research field. 

The fifth chapter provides an overview of key empirical findings on changing 
media behavior among young adults during 2013–2019. Four key emerging trends are 
highlighted and discussed from the perspectives of 1) identified patterns, 2) emerging 
trends, and 3) a brief overview of key theoretical concepts. To conclude the chapter, 
the aggregated theoretical dimension of disruptive everyday media multitasking is 
introduced and defined. 
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In chapter six, the concept of disruptive media multitasking is explored in terms of 
the informants’ described relation to their own disruptive media multitasking 
activities and explanations (even justifications) for such behavior. Four profiles 
describing different ways of relating to disruptive everyday media multitasking are 
identified. To conclude the chapter, the aggregated theoretical dimension digital 
distraction is introduced. 

Based on the empirical findings and the literature review, a new conceptual 
framework is developed and discussed in chapter seven. The theoretical dimension of 
digital distraction is further explored, and some key issues for understanding and 
coping with everyday digital distraction are highlighted. 

In chapter eight, the proposed framework and its implications are further discussed 
from different perspectives, including the academic and the marketing contexts. 
Furthermore, theoretical, methodological and practical contributions and 
implications are discussed, and suggestions for future research are presented. 

Every chapter (except chapter 2) includes a section that features personal 
observations made throughout the time period of the study. While these observations 
are not really part of the actual empirical study, they are included to illustrate observed 
and highly tangible consequences of recent changes in media [multitasking] behavior 
and some personal thoughts on them. 
  



22 

 

2. THE SCOPE OF THE STUDY 
This study approaches everyday media multitasking from a highly pragmatic 
perspective, addressing methodological as well as conceptual gaps in prior media 
multitasking research. This chapter provides a brief overview of these gaps and defines 
the aim and central research questions of the present study. Furthermore, the research 
approach and some key limitations and concepts are presented and defined. 

 

2.1.  Gaps in media multitasking research 
Media multitasking is certainly not a new a phenomenon, but in line with the recent 
trend of increasing media multitasking behavior, the interest in this phenomenon has 
rapidly grown (see e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; Wu 2017). Media multitasking has been 
studied within an array of different disciplines, for example, cognitive psychology, 
human-computer interaction (HCI), information science, communication studies as 
well as in education and in marketing (Viitanen et al. 2012). Earlier research has 
focused primarily on three key areas: 1) patterns, 2) predictors, and 3) consequences 
(see e.g. Kononova and Chiang 2015; Szumowska et al. 2018). The last of these areas, 
consequences, is the most extensively studied area, primarily embracing cognitive 
psychology laboratory studies where a dual-task setup is used to explore cognitive 
strains caused by trying to perform two tasks simultaneously in a controlled setting 
(van der Schuur et al. 2015; Carrier et al. 2015; May and Elder 2018). Media 
multitasking research outside the laboratory has embraced the Media Multitasking 
Index (MMI)6 developed by Ophir, Nass and Wagner (2009), aiming to identify heavy 
media multitaskers and map their reported behavioral patterns and consequences 
related to a few predetermined combinations of two media-related tasks (Carrier et al. 
2015). These efforts have provided insights into differences in cognitive as well as 
performance-related effects between heavy and light media multitaskers (Ophir et al. 
2009; Minear et al. 2013) as well as theories for providing an approximation of what 
happens in our brains when we perform two tasks simultaneously (Salvucci and 
Taatgen 2008; 2010). 

However, media multitasking in the everyday context is much more complex than 
this (e.g. Ralph et al. 2014; Carrier et al. 2015). This is due to the fact that real-life 
multitasking most often entails more than two tasks and embraces a high degree of 
flexibility and conscious as well as unconscious prioritization (Carrier et al. 2015). 
Furthermore, media multitasking in different everyday contexts can lead to direct 

 

 

 

 
6 For a more extensive discussion on the Media Multitasking Index, see section 4.2.2. 
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dangerous consequences; for example, while driving (e.g. Nijboer et al. 2016), in 
healthcare (e.g. Walter et al. 2014) and in aviation (e.g. Loukopoulos, Dismukes, and 
Barshi 2001). There is a need to further study everyday media multitasking to 
understand the potential risks as well as the factors in the environment that affect the 
decision of whether or not to media multitask (Janssen et al. 2015). Studies embracing 
this type of pragmatic approach to everyday media multitasking are quite rare; for 
example, van der Schuur et al. (2015) identify this as one of the most important gaps 
within the entire research field that needs to be addressed. For this, the highly 
controlled laboratory test setting and the traditional dual-task approach are not 
enough  (van der Schuur et al. 2015; Carrier et al. 2015; Janssen et al. 2015). 
Researchers call for new methodological approaches and solutions to move media 
multitasking research out of the traditional laboratory setting (Carrier et al. 2015). 

In addition to gaps in methodology, there is also a need for a more extensive focus 
on developing theoretical frameworks to advance the field (van der Schuur et al. 2015; 
Carrier et al. 2015; Janssen et al. 2015). Van der Schuur et al. (2015)  and Janssen et al. 
(2015) suggest that very few studies on media multitasking encompass a clear 
theoretical framework. This is required for enhancing the cohesion and 
conceptualization of further media multitasking research (van der Schuur et al. 2015). 
While some fundamental models and theories may be relevant in some specific 
discipline or context, they often fail to embrace an increased need for a more holistic 
perspective, stepping away from only one specific theory, model, or proposition and 
opting for wider, more general and multidisciplinary frameworks instead (e.g. 
Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011; Swedberg 2012; Carrier et al. 2015). Such 
general frameworks are needed to establish a common vocabulary, to identify 
differences between settings and to support meta-analyses (Janssen et al. 2015). 

Overall, the field of everyday media multitasking studies is quite dispersed. Some 
fundamental research review articles on this topic were published in 2015, 
highlighting the need for new methodological approaches as well as conceptualizing 
efforts as mentioned above (see e.g. van der Schuur et al. 2015; Carrier et al. 2015; 
Janssen et al. 2015). Numerous efforts have been made over the years to bridge these 
gaps; however, recently published review articles still acknowledge the prevalence of 
similar gaps in media multitasking research (see e.g. May and Elder 2018; Aagaard 
2019). 

 

2.2.  Aim and research questions 
The aim is to develop a conceptual framework for understanding digital distraction by 
exploring changing media behavior and perceived disruptive media multitasking among 
diginatives. The framework is grounded in a longitudinal empirical media diary study 
conducted among university students between 2013 and 2019. Roughly 100 media 
diaries have been collected and analyzed annually, applying an exploratory research 
approach inspired by Grounded Theory (e.g. Corbin and Strauss 1990; Creswell 1998). 
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This exploratory study addresses the following key research questions: 
• How has the media behavior of diginatives changed between 2013 and 

2019? 
• How do diginatives describe and relate to their own media multitasking 

activities? 
• Why do diginatives frequently engage in disruptive media multitasking? 
• How can diginatives develop strategies to cope with digital distraction? 

The research questions have evolved over time in accordance with the progress of 
the inductive and iterative research process. The first question has guided the 
empirical data collection and analysis process throughout the entire study. The second 
question was introduced in conjunction with the decision to focus on media 
multitasking as the core concept7 to gain a deeper understanding of this particular 
phenomenon. Two aggregated theoretical dimensions8 are defined and introduced in 
the study, grounded in the empirical data analysis process, and influenced by the 
concurrent literature review: disruptive media multitasking and digital distraction. 
The third research question was included parallel to the recognition of the aggregated 
theoretical dimension of disruptive media multitasking. This question is derived from 
the theoretical framework related to media multitasking predictors. The fourth 
research question emerged in conjunction with the recognition of the aggregated 
theoretical dimension of digital distraction. This question served as inspiration for 
developing the conceptual framework, Dimensions of Digital Distraction, and for 
introducing the concept of digital metacognition into the study (see chapter 7). 

 

2.3.  Research approach 
This study approaches the phenomenon of everyday media multitasking in a novel 
way. The study builds upon three fundamental assumptions: 

1) To study changing behavior and trends, a longitudinal perspective is 
needed. This assumption is made in accordance with, for example, Singer 
and Willett (2003, p. 3), who state that change is pervasive in everyday life, 
that change occurs over time, and that longitudinal data are necessary for 
studying change. 

2) To study everyday media [multitasking] activities, the activities and 
experiences, as recollected and perceived by the media users themselves, 

 

 

 

 
7 This decision was made in 2016, after four rounds of data collection and analysis. 
8 The concept of aggregated theoretical dimension refers to the inductive methodological framework 
developed by Gioia et al. (2013). See chapter 3 for a more elaborate discussion. 
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need to be acknowledged (without proposing any predetermined 
definitions or alternatives). This assumption is made in accordance with, 
for example, Bolger, Davis , and Rafaeli (2003) and Reis, Gable, and Maniaci 
(2014), who suggest that a new everyday experience-based logic is needed 
for capturing “life as it is lived” (Bolger et al. 2003, p. 580), and studying 
natural social-psychological activities or experiences as they occur “in the 
ebb and flow of everyday life” (Reis et al. 2014. p. 190). 

3) By studying the behavior of diginatives, we may also gain a general 
understanding of evolving media multitasking behavior among other 
generations. This assumption is made in accordance with, for example, 
Rowlands et al. (2008), Voorveld and van der Goot (2013), and Kauppinen 
and Kivikoski (2015), who found that older generations rapidly are 
following in the footsteps of diginatives, in terms of adopting new mobile 
technology and altered media behavioral patterns. 

The longitudinal and exploratory methodological approach inspired by 
Grounded Theory (e.g. Corbin and Strauss 1990; Creswell 1998) is applied in the 
present study to learn more about digital distraction, the nature of disruptive 
everyday media multitasking activities and the underlying decision process. The aim 
is not to offer conclusive answers or generalizable results, rather, to discover new 
things and interesting new entry points (e.g. Burrell 2009) that can serve as a 
foundation for future theorizing and research efforts (e.g. Corbin and Strauss 1990; 
Swedberg 2012; Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013). The research process is iterative 
by nature and has been continuously developed and adjusted along the way 
according to empirical findings and insights as well as concurrently published 
research related to the topic. For example, the very focal point of the entire research 
project has been adjusted several times, starting from an ambition to study changes 
in media behavior on a general level, and moving towards the later emerging core 
concept of media multitasking and aggregated theoretical dimensions of disruptive 
media multitasking and digital distraction. 

This study does not contribute to advancing cognitive research on media 
multitasking; rather, it offers a new perspective for further research related to this 
phenomenon by developing and proposing a conceptual framework rooted in Activity 
Theory, and emphasizing some key dimensions of everyday media multitasking that 
have been overlooked in prior studies. The framework does not contribute to any 
deeper knowledge of neurological responses or cognitive resource allocation in 
everyday media multitasking, but it gives us better insights into why we multitask with 
media to begin with, and why it is difficult to stop even though we may be aware of 
the disruptive and potentially damaging consequences. 

 

2.4.  Limitations 
The quite ambitious aim of the study implies that the researched topic needs to be 
carefully delimited. Similar to the focal point of the study, some limitations have been 
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altered and adjusted along the way. Here, a few geographical and key methodological 
limitations related to the scope of the entire study are presented, discussed and 
motivated. Additional limitations associated with theoretical perspectives, 
methodological considerations, and practicalities of the study are discussed in 
chapters 3 and 4. 

Geographical limitation: the Finnish media market 

This study is conducted in, and characterized by, the Finnish media market. In 
general, Finland has played an important role and been a forerunner in the 
development and the emergence of the new mobile media landscape (Statistics 
Finland 2007). The early development of novel mobile media consumption habits 
among the Finnish population is closely connected to the success of Nokia in the late 
1990s (Statistics Finland 2007; Nokia 2017). In 1999, there were more Finnish 
households with mobile phones than those with traditional landline phones. By 2007, 
less than ten years later, nearly every person of working age in Finland owned a mobile 
phone (Statistics Finland 2007). Around the same time, the smartphone was 
introduced on the world market and almost immediately became a hit (Tefficient 
2017). Though the former Finnish flagship of mobile phones, Nokia, ran into serious 
trouble and failed to keep up with its competitors on the rapidly rising smartphone 
market, the Finnish population eagerly adopted this new technology. By 2013, the 
majority of Finnish mobile phone users owned and used a smartphone (Idean 2013). 
Even today, Finland still remains at the top of the charts concerning mobile 
technology and development of technological infrastructure that allows for further 
increased mobile content usage (e.g. Tefficient 2017; Newman et al. 2018; Newman et 
al. 2019). Currently, Finland is also a forerunner in the development of 5G technology 
and new devices, services and solutions for this new, even smoother and faster mobile 
environment.9 The Finnish media market is a natural limitation since all participants 
in the empirical media diary study are part of this particular market. 

Methodological limitation: diginatives 

The term “digital natives”, or “diginatives”, was introduced in 2001 to describe the 
new generation of students born in and after 1990 (Prensky 2001). This generation is 
also often referred to as “Generation Z”, “the iGeneration” and “Generation M” (see 
e.g. Geck 2006; Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts 2010; Beheshti and Large 2013; Kiviluoto 

 

 

 

 
9 The media diaries have also been used as input to a 5G development research project funded by Business 
Finland, Wireless for Verticals (WIVE), as part of a continuous process of identifying and monitoring 
trends in mobile media behavior. Quarterly media consumption trend reports from the years 2017 and 
2018, including a few preliminary results from the media diary study can be found at 
https://wive.turkuamk.fi/documents/ (last accessed 11th November 2019). 
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2015). The young adults of the diginative generation were born around the same time 
as the first graphical web browser was introduced on the market; they are the first 
generation to be born into a truly digital world (Geck 2006). Thus, diginatives have 
grown up with new technologies and have spent their entire lives using tools of the 
digital age (Kiviluoto 2015). 

Being constantly connected when growing up, diginatives are often believed to 
have evolved into natural digital multitaskers (see e.g. Geck 2006). However, many 
studies report severe negative effects of frequent multitasking among children and 
youngsters due to their young age and the corresponding critical stages of their 
cognitive development (see e.g. Baumgartner et al. 2014; Crone and Konijn 2018; May 
and Elder 2018). People of all ages are affected by the modern disruptive media 
landscape, but according to, for example, Rowlands et al. (2008), the effect on young 
people is assumed to be greater than on older generations. Recent studies and reports 
suggest that the smartphone, especially, has radically changed everything from 
youngsters’ social interactions to their mental wellbeing (e.g. Twenge 2017). Some 
even fear that the smartphone has destroyed this entire generation (e.g. Twenge 2017; 
Vahvanen 2018). These reports and expressed concerns have fueled an increased 
research interest in this particular generation, and today the majority of empirical 
studies on media multitasking focus on the diginative generation (or younger 
generations) (see e.g. Rosen 2010; Jacobsen and Forste 2010; Voorveld and van der 
Goot 2013; Moisala 2017). 

Most studies indicate that, while diginatives certainly exhibit traits such as 
excessive everyday media multitasking and heavy dependence on mobile technology, 
in general, they are not really that different from older generations (e.g. Voorveld and 
van der Goot 2013). Some even claim that the distress and debate raised concerning 
the effects of technology on diginatives is overestimated, even somewhat of a myth 
(see e.g. Selwyn 2009; Margaryan, Littlejohn, and Vojt 2011). Still, this is an interesting 
generation to study due to 1) their frequent media multitasking behavior (e.g. May 
and Elder 2018), 2) their critical cognitive developmental stages (e.g. Crone and 
Konijn 2018), and 3) the fact that they have no real recollection of a time without 
constant, quick, and convenient access to the Internet. 

Even though age is used here as a characteristic in defining the diginative 
generation, the new generation of media behavior as described earlier is not really 
defined by age. While young people in general may be somewhat faster in terms of 
adopting new technologies and digital services, older generations are catching up at a 
staggering pace (e.g. Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; Kauppinen and Kivikoski 
2015). Rowlands et al. (2008) suggest that sooner rather than later, we all become part 
of the Google Generation. No efforts will be made to compare diginatives to any other 
generations. The study is delimited to diginatives because of the reasons mentioned 
above, and because of convenient access to young adults in the university context. 
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Methodological limitation: media diaries 

Between 2013 and 2019, approximately 100 media diaries were collected annually as 
part of this longitudinal study. These constitute the foundation of the entire 
dissertation. However, throughout the time period of the study, several parallel and 
complementary data collection activities related to media behavior have been 
conducted. In the first few years of the study, the EDGE Research Group at ÅAU, 
conducted questionnaire studies on, for example, social media use and attitudes 
among young adults, and on mobile media use in general across different generations. 
In addition, a series of focus group interviews on media use has also been conducted 
at ÅAU between 2015 and 2018. Participants in these focus groups have mainly been 
young adults of different nationalities, mostly students at ÅAU. 

Furthermore, different types of additional methods for data collection, for 
example, mobile tracking systems or applications and more systematic observations 
or other action-oriented methods, have been discussed as part of widening the 
perspective on data collection related to everyday media [multitasking] behavior over 
the years. Also, possibilities to conduct diary studies among other age groups have 
been considered, and collaboration on media diary studies among young adults in 
other Nordic countries have been initiated. 

Continuously throughout the process, possibilities to include already collected 
additional data, and opportunities to widen the scope of the study through new 
methodological approaches, have been thoroughly considered. However, in the end, 
due to practical limitations associated with completing the dissertation within a 
reasonable time frame and amount of pages, and with staying true to the overall aim, 
all other data collection efforts beside the media diaries (and participant observations 
to a certain extent) have been excluded from this study. These will be addressed in 
future research projects and scientific articles to provide wider, more varied and 
generalizable results and insights. 

Methodological limitation: the academic context 

Digitalization has been the topic of an ongoing discussion within universities and 
academia in the past decades (see e.g. Baumöl and Bockshecker 2017; Liukas 2018; 
Efimov and Laptevа 2018; Kim 2019). What does digitalization really mean for 
students, teachers and researchers? While new initiatives and processes have been 
frequently introduced lately, an earlier almost blind trust in digitalization and its 
benefits have been increasingly questioned (Aagaard 2017; Vahvanen 2018). For 
example, Vahvanen (2018) claims that the benefits of digitalization in learning and 
learning environments have been critically overrated. However, there is still much 
untapped potential for digitalization within the academic context, especially using 
social media and other social platforms as part of enriched learning experiences (e.g. 
Saykili 2019). What happens, though, when media and multitasking become a natural 
part of any learning task or learning environment? 
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This question has been addressed by many researchers in the past decades, making 
the academic context the most studied area within prior media multitasking research 
(see e.g. van der Schuur et al. 2015). Studies have been conducted on the effects of 
media multitasking on academic outcomes, study-related attitudes, and behavior and 
perceived academic learning (ibid.). Results show that frequent media multitasking 
leads to negative consequences concerning performance and learning (Carrier et al. 
2015). Uncapher et al. (2017) claim that gaining more knowledge about frequent 
media multitasking among young adults in order to understand the implications of it 
in 21st-century learning environments is an urgent matter. While observed changing 
media behavior among university students was the starting point for this dissertation, 
the academic context is treated as a mere limitation in terms of the empirical study. 
Implications of the empirical findings within the academic context will be addressed 
further in the final chapter. 

Methodological limitation: the marketing context 

Similar to the academic context, the marketing context is not really prioritized as an 
essential part of the discussion in the dissertation. It is primarily considered a 
limitation in terms of the empirical study in the sense that the participants in the 
media diary study all participate in a basic course in marketing at Åbo Akademi 
University. As part of the course, the diary task has been used to inspire discussions 
on the relation between the current media landscape and the field of marketing. Some 
very interesting thoughts derived from these discussions, which will be addressed in 
the final chapter. 

The inclusion of a discussion on this particular context is also supported by a recent 
augmented interest in the phenomenon of media multitasking in consumer behavior 
research and advertising and marketing communication studies (e.g. Duff and Segijn 
2019). The fact that it has become increasingly challenging to catch the attention of 
and engage consumers, especially young consumers, in the digital media landscape 
has also led to an increased interest in this phenomenon among marketing 
practitioners and advertisers (e.g. Bardhi, Rohm, and Sultan 2010; Angell et al. 2016). 
For example, advertising studies have found evidence of decreased recall and 
recognition when multiple tasks are attended to simultaneously (e.g. Armstrong and 
Chung 2000; Bellman, Steven et al. 2012; Bellman et al. 2014; Duff and Sar 2015) as 
well as evidence of reduced comprehension and persuasion effects (e.g. Jeong and 
Hwang 2012). 

However, some researchers have also found more positive results; for example, 
young consumers eventually learn to cope with paradoxical experiences of media 
multitasking and thereby develop new skills for attending to and decoding marketing-
related media content (e.g. Jenkins 2006; Bardhi, Rohm, and Sultan 2010). 
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Furthermore, the phenomenon of second screening10 has been found to even improve 
consumers’ performance on memory tests on advertising recall, recognition and 
comprehension (Jeong and Hwang 2012; Angell et al. 2016). This would imply that, 
for example, embedded marketing and cross- or multichannel advertising strategies 
may be efficient in certain media multitasking contexts, and that media multitasking 
is not always bad, at least not for advertisers. 

 

2.5.  Key concepts 
A few central concepts are presented and defined here. Additional definitions and 
discussions on specific concepts will be found throughout the dissertation. 

Diginatives 

The concept diginatives is used here to describe young adults born in or after 1990 (in 
accordance with e.g. Prensky 2001). 

Media 

The central concept of media is loosely defined here as all channels (digital, analog as 
well as mixed channels), through which information is shared and attention is sought 
and gained (in accordance with e.g. Gillberg 2014). However, this concept will be 
further addressed and discussed later in the dissertation as defining media constitutes 
a central part of the media diary task (see e.g. section 5.3.1.). In the media diary, the 
informants were encouraged to first define the concept of media, and then follow that 
definition when documenting their daily media use. This allows for a varying 
definition, which will also be reflected in the discussion throughout the dissertation. 

Media behavior 

The concept of media behavior is essential in this study. Prior definitions are most 
often linked to a specific form of media, for example, electronic media behavior 
(Meyrowitz 1986), Internet behavior (LaRose and Eastin 2004), or social media 
behavior (Kilian, Hennigs, and Langner 2012; Heinonen 2011), and/or deeply rooted 
in one specific theoretical discourse, for example, Mass Communication Theory 
(McQuail 1983), Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura 1986; LaRose and Eastin 2004) or 
Uses and Gratification Theory (Blumler and Katz 1974; Katz, Blumler, and Gurevtich 

 

 

 

 
10 Second screening refers to using “a digital device (i.e., smartphone or laptop) while watching television 
to access the Internet and social network sites in order to obtain more information about or discuss the 
program” (Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2015). 
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1974). Here, the concept of media behavior is not tied to any specific theoretical 
framework or form of media; rather, it is used in a general and broad sense to include 
all types of interactions with and uses of media content, services and technology. 
Media behavior describes how we behave with media in our everyday lives. 

Mobile technology 

Frequently, present-day studies use the smartphone as the focal point when studying 
media multitasking behavior in an everyday context. Though the smartphone 
certainly has manifested its place as an almost invaluable tool and companion in our 
everyday lives, there is a vast number of other mobile devices and technological 
innovations that have affected, and will continue to affect, the nature of our social 
interactions and behavior (Duke and Montag 2017). For example, laptops and tablets 
are mobile devices preferred by many users for many different purposes (Carrier et al. 
2015). Wearable technology and wearable devices such as smartwatches and activity 
trackers are also becoming increasingly popular, as well as devices featuring virtual 
reality (VR), augmented reality (AR) and mixed reality technologies (Ericsson 
Consumerlab 2017). Furthermore, Internet of Things (IoT) appliances, allowing 
devices to communicate directly with each other, are also a rapidly growing trend on 
the consumer market (ibid.). This study is not restricted to any one device or form of 
mobile media; the term mobile technology encompasses all types of portable digital 
technologies. As part of the Activity Theory discourse, the concept of technology is 
used in a quite broad sense to include all forms of technological mediating tools. In 
the context of this study, concepts such as technology (see e.g. chapter 7) and 
technology-induced (see e.g. section 6.3.2.), refer to mobile technology as defined above. 

Media diary 

A diary can be defined as “a record of events, transactions, or observations kept daily 
or at frequents intervals” or as “a daily record of personal activities, reflections, or 
feelings” (Merriam-Webster, 2020). Journal is often used to describe an equivalent 
“record of experiences, ideas, or reflections kept regularly for private use” (ibid.). 
Here, the term diary is preferred over journal, because it is more frequently used to 
describe a similar data collection methodology as the one applied in the present study 
(see e.g. Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003; Czerwinski, Horvitz, and Wilhite 2004; 
Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; Kirchberg, Roe, and Van Eerde 2015). A media diary 
is defined as a daily record of personal media activities and reflections on these. 

Media multitasking 

Media multitasking is defined here as a physical activity that includes engagement in 
1) two or more devices, 2) multiple activities on one single device, or 3) some form of 
media while engaging in non-media activities (Yeykelis, Cummings, and Reeves 2014; 
Kononova and Chiang 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Szumowska et al. 2018). 
Everyday media multitasking implies media multitasking activities that are recurrently 
performed as part of our everyday lives. 
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Distraction/interruption 

In prior media multitasking literature, media multitasking activities are often 
described as distractive or interruptive (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 
2015; Aagaard 2019). These concepts are defined here in accordance with the 
Cambridge Dictionary (2020). Distraction is “something that prevents someone from 
giving their attention to something else.” Interruption is “an occasion when someone 
or something stops something from happening for a short period.” 

Disruptive media multitasking 

Disruption is most often associated with a definition such as “changing the traditional 
way that an industry operates, especially in a new and effective way” (Cambridge 
Dictionary 2020). Concepts such as disruptive industries and disruptive technologies 
are becoming more and more commonly used. However, the concept of disruption 
can also be defined as “the act or process of disrupting something: a break or 
interruption in the normal course or continuation of some activity, process, etc.” 
(Merriam-Webster 2020), as “causing trouble and therefore stopping something from 
continuing as usual” (Cambridge Dictionary 2020) or as “a continuing act of disorder” 
(ibid.). In this study, the concepts of disruption and disruptive are associated with the 
latter definitions and describe distractive or interruptive media multitasking activities 
which are repetitively performed and subsequently alter our “usual” everyday 
behavioral patterns. While media multitasking can be both distractive and 
interruptive (see definitions above), the concept of disruptive media multitasking is 
introduced in this study to illustrate the repetitive and habitual nature of distractive 
and interruptive everyday media multitasking activities, which leads to identified and 
experienced problematic consequences. 

Digital distraction 

In prior media multitasking research, digital distraction is often associated with 
technology-induced interruptions and subsequent distraction that prevents someone 
from concentrating on something else (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; Agrawal, Sahana, and 
Dé 2017). Here, the concept is defined as distraction associated with everyday 
activities that 1) involve multitasking with digital media, and 2) are perceived as 
disruptive and problematic by the person engaging in the activity. While mobile 
technology is a central part of the activity, the activity is not necessarily triggered by a 
technology-related cue; rather, digital distraction is a consequence of disruptive media 
multitasking. Following the logic of preferring disruptive media multitasking over 
distractive media multitasking (see definition above), the concept of digital disruption 
may seem an alternative option. However, this particular concept is closely associated 
with the industry- and business-oriented definition of disruption and may easily lead 
to misunderstandings. Therefore, the concept of digital distraction is introduced to 
describe the disruptive consequences of everyday media multitasking on an individual 
as well as societal level. 
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3. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

We touch our mobile phone 2600 times per day and pick it up 
approximately every 10 minutes – during all waken hours. And the 
waken hours are seemingly not enough, one out of three checks their 

phone at least once during the night too. (Hansen 2019a) 

This study encompasses the years 2013–2019, a time period which has been 
characterized by rapid development and implementation of technology such as 
smartphones and wearables in our everyday lives. It also features the rise and 
struggles of some of the largest and most impactful social media platforms to this 
day, such as Facebook, WhatsApp, and Snapchat. Novel perspectives and 
approaches are needed to capture the increasingly hectic media landscape and 
attention society (e.g. Law 2004; Van Maanen 2006; Van Maanen 2011; Czarniawska 
2013; van der Schuur et al. 2015). For example, how can we capture and study 2600 
daily smartphone interactions? How do we approach fragmented and changing 
media behavior? 

We need to rethink traditional research methods in order to capture the quickly 
evolving patterns of media consumption and sociality online (Lindgren 2017). This 
is especially the case within media multitasking research where traditional 
experiential dual-task methodology fails to provide a deeper understanding of 
media multitasking in an everyday context (see e.g. Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and 
Mavlanova 2011; Ralph et al. 2014; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Segijn et al. 2017). 
Jensen and Aagaard (2018) suggest that HCI research has evolved according to three 
waves. The first wave is characterized by cognitive science and individual factors, 
whereas the second wave acknowledges a shift from human factors to human actors 
and mediated activities (ibid.). In the third wave, technology is situated in 
everything we do, and interaction has become phenomenologically situated, tapping 
into habitual and embodied activities (e.g. Harrison, Tatar, and Sengers 2007; Jensen 
and Aagaard 2018). A similar development can be recognized within media 
multitasking research (primarily from an HCI perspective). 

The longitudinal inductive research design proposed here is fundamentally 
different from the first wave of media multitasking research, moving away from 
cognitive experiments towards a highly exploratory research approach. From a 
methodological perspective, this study can be positioned somewhere in between the 
second and the third wave, due to its activity-centered and cross-disciplinary (not 
pure HCI) approach. Inspired by Grounded Theory logic (e.g. Corbin and Strauss 
1990; Creswell 1998) and the inductive methodological framework developed by 
Gioia et al. (2013), this exploratory study widens the existing methodological and 
theoretical debates within the field through novel perspectives and empirical 
findings. Furthermore, the longitudinal scope offers valuable insights into recent 
changes and emerging trends in media multitasking behavior among diginatives. 
This chapter encompasses a discussion on key methodological considerations and 
the iterative and “messy” research process. 
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3.1.  Observation: A new perspective is needed 
In the fall of 2018, I invited a guest lecturer to my marketing course. When the guest 
lecture had started, I decided to conduct an experiment: I took a seat at the very back of 
the auditorium and started observing what the students were actually doing. This 
particular auditorium is designed like a movie theater with several fixed rows of chairs 
and small tables. The view from the back of the room was good; not only did I see the 
guest lecturer, but I also saw everything that the students in the room were occupied 
with. This proved to be a highly interesting and enlightening experience. 

I can’t say that I was particularly surprised to see a vast number of screens with 
completely irrelevant content among the students. Still, it was a real eye-opener. The 
lecture was highly relevant for the upcoming course project. Still, some students already 
had their “parallel activity” on their laptop or smartphone ready to go before the lecture 
had even started. Some students tried to follow the lecture for a while, but after some 5 
minutes it seemed like they gave up and gave in to the impulse of checking something on 
the laptop or smartphone instead. Only a handful of students (out of about 100) took 
notes, and a few took photos with their smartphones of slides they thought were 
important. 

What surprised me the most was the complete ignorance among the students to the 
fact that very little attention was paid to the lecture or the lecturer. Is this really how 
students attend lectures now? They were there – but not really there. Honestly, I do 
admit I have done the same thing myself several times, i.e. sitting in a classroom not 
really focused on the lecture. However, when I got bored, I stared out the window for a 
while and then got back to making notes. Now, very few seemed capable (or even 
interested) in turning away their focus from their various screens and back to the lecture. 
It seemed that once the focus was gone, there was little chances to regain attention again. 
Also, I started thinking that if I were to ask the students after the lecture what they 
remembered from the lecture, they probably wouldn’t be able to remember or explain 
much. Furthermore, if I would have asked the guest lecturer afterwards what the 
students were doing during the lecture, she probably couldn’t say much either. I guess 
she would have noticed that most of them were focused on something else, but you need 
to swap your perspective and move to the back of the classroom to understand what’s 
really going on. 

What does this mean? Impaired learning? Inefficient learning methods and 
environments? Sure. But, for me, this simple experiment served as a reminder of the 
importance of looking at things and situations from different perspectives. To discover 
new and efficient ways of working, or in this case learning, we need to take a step back, 
swap perspectives and really try to understand what’s going on. The same goes for media 
multitasking; if we really want to understand motivations for disruptive everyday 
multitasking behavior, we need to look at this from a new perspective. 
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3.2.  A pragmatic Grounded Theory approach 
When embarking on any research journey, we are facing a number of fundamental 
philosophical and methodological considerations. As an initial step in the research 
process, for example, Guba and Lincoln (1994) highlight the distinction between 
different central research paradigms and the importance of aligning the study to any 
one of these as guidance for further inquiry and questions of method. Research 
paradigm is here defined as “the basic belief system or worldview that guides the 
investigator, not only in choices of method but in ontologically and 
epistemologically fundamental ways” (Guba and Lincoln 1994, p. 105). The 
definition includes: 1) ontological assumptions, i.e. beliefs about the nature of the 
social world and what can be known about it, 2) epistemological assumptions, i.e. 
the nature of knowledge and how it can be acquired, as well as 3) methodological 
assumptions, i.e. the process of conducting, studying, and interpreting research 
(Guba and Lincoln 1994; Crotty 1998; Snape and Spencer 2003; Fleetwood 2005). 

Prior research within the field of media multitasking (mostly conducted within the 
field of cognitive psychology) has primarily embraced a positivist tradition11 (see e.g. 
Ralph et al. 2014; Aagaard 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015). In this study, focus is 
shifted towards exploring media multitasking activities in an everyday context; in 
accordance with, for example, Leitch et al. (2010), Creswell (1998), Mackenzie & 
Knipe (2006), the very nature of the aim steers the research design away from the 
positivist tradition, and into the interpretive tradition.12 Interpretive (or 
constructivist) research often embraces inductive reasoning13, a qualitative 
methodological approach and primarily qualitative data collection methods (e.g. 
Creswell 1998; Snape and Spencer 2003; Scotland 2012). However, this traditional 
distinction between opposite research paradigms can be questioned (e.g. Kristensson 
Uggla 2019). Is there really such a thing as “pure” positivist, or interpretive, research 
methods? 

 

 

 

 
11 The positivist paradigm is traditionally associated with the natural sciences and adopts an ontological 
position of realism, and an epistemological position of objectivism (e.g. Scotland 2012). Furthermore, the 
positivist methodology leans primarily towards quantitative data and data collection methods, as well as 
deductive reasoning (e.g. Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 2009; Scotland 2012) 
12 The interpretive tradition is the dominant paradigm within social sciences, leaning towards an 
ontological stance in relativism and an epistemological position of subjectivism, which is based on real 
world phenomena (e.g. Snape and Spencer 2003; Scotland 2012). 
13 While deduction is said to generate propositions and hypotheses from a theoretical perspective, 
induction looks for patterns and associations derived from observations of the world. Induction is 
generally acknowledged as the predominant approach within qualitative research. (e.g. Snape and 
Spencer 2003) 
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Snape and Spencer (2003, p. 1) argue, that “it is important to be aware of the 
philosophical debates and the methodological developments arising from them in 
order to secure the quality of the research produced (and therefore the degree to which 
its findings are accepted, and by whom)”, but paradigm “purism” may well undermine 
the researcher’s ability to choose and implement relevant research designs for 
addressing the posed research questions. The pragmatist paradigm stems from this 
critique and is not committed to any one system or reality (e.g. Snape and Spencer 
2003; Mackenzie and Knipe 2006). Within social sciences, this paradigm is influenced 
by, for example, Dewey’s (1859–1952) pragmatism philosophical tradition. 
Pragmatists emphasize the importance of choosing the appropriate methods for 
addressing and understanding specific research questions and issues on a practical 
level (e.g. Creswell 1998; Snape and Spencer 2003; Seale 2012; Maxwell 2013; Lindgren 
2017). The methodological pragmatism approach accepts both qualitative and 
quantitative methods as part of the researcher’s toolkit, which forms a basis for a 
mixed methods research logic, without assigning itself to any particular philosophical 
tradition (Snape and Spencer 2003).  

If assigning this study to any a priori defined paradigm, pragmatism, would be 
closest at hand. This exploratory study aims at learning more about what is going on 
and what meanings people give to their actions without explicit preconditions or 
expectations (e.g. Schutt 2014). While this approach cannot offer results that are 
generalizable to any population at large, it can offer significant insights into specific 
situations (ibid.) and new interesting entry points into the researched phenomenon 
(Burrell 2009). However, to truly gain new insights and find new entry points, the 
process requires 1) openness towards changing the direction of the study along with 
discovering new data and new insights, and 2) flexibility in choice, usage and 
adaptation of research methods (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 2009). Consequently, 
the research process becomes iterative and often quite “messy” (e.g. Law 2004). 

As mentioned, media multitasking research is currently moving into a third wave 
(or paradigm). Jensen and Aagaard (2018), propose a postphenomenological 
approach as appropriate for addressing and studying technology as an integrated part 
of our everyday lives in the rapidly evolving media landscape. Postphenomenology 
can be defined as a philosophical method for studying human-technology interactions 
and relations, rooted in phenomenology and pragmatism (e.g. Ihde 2012; Zwier, Blok, 
and Lemmens 2016). Ihde (2012) suggests that adopting a pragmatism perspective is 
essential for advancing the entire research field and the limited phenomenological 
approach (see also e.g. Zwier, Blok, and Lemmens 2016; Jensen and Aagaard 2018). 
This study brings inspiration from this postphenomenological philosophical 
perspective in terms of acknowledging the importance of pragmatism and of the lived 
and embodied experiences of the researched phenomenon (in accordance with e.g. 
Starks and Brown Trinidad 2007). However, the iterative and quite “messy” research 
approach is also influenced by the sociological Grounded Theory (GT) perspective, 
defined as “a general methodology for the discovery of theory” (Holton and Walsh 
2017). The goal of GT is “to develop an explanatory theory of basic social processes, 
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studied in the environments in which they take place” (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Starks 
and Brown Trinidad 2007, p. 1374). 

The GT approach was outlined by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a reaction to the 
dominant positivist and almost exclusively quantitative approach within social 
sciences at the time (see e.g. Bryant 2009; Seale 2012). In the classic GT approach, the 
researcher is open to discovering latent patterns as the basis for theorizing and 
explaining social behavior (e.g. Corbin and Strauss 1990; Creswell 1998; Holton and 
Walsh 2017). Seale (2012, p. 393) defines the GT approach as “a set of techniques 
which emphasize the creation of theoretical statements from the inspection of data”, 
most often large sets of qualitative data. This approach suggests a sequential research 
process including several periods of data collection as well as analysis in the form of 
coding and categorizing (e.g. Creswell 1998; Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013; 
Holton and Walsh 2017). 

Acknowledged strengths of the GT are its systematic approach to empirical data 
generation, coding and categorization (Holton and Walsh 2017)  and its relevance in 
practice-centered disciplines and studies (Bryant 2009). New theoretical insights, 
whether in the form of grand theories or conceptual models, are gained from 
systematically exploring people’s practical understanding, actions and interactions in 
social settings (Creswell 1998; Bryant 2009). However, the GT approach has also been 
questioned and criticized, for example, for its fundamental “inductivist self-
misunderstanding” (Kelle 2005; Reichertz 2009). Also, quite shortly after the 
introduction of the initial GT approach, which was a collaboration between Glaser 
and Strauss, GT split into two different directions: the ”Glaserian” (a more classic 
approach true to its origins) and the “Straussian” (a more conceptually descriptive 
approach that encourages directive inquiry), which has led to subsequent confusion 
and criticism (Boychuk Duchscher and Morgan 2004; Reichertz 2009; Bryant 2009). 
GT has been associated with inductive reasoning since the very beginning, largely due 
to the self-professed radical stance against the predominant deductive approach in the 
1960s (Bryant 2009). The fundamental assumption is that theoretical or conceptual 
models are grounded in empirical data, i.e. concepts emerge from the data and theories 
emerge from the concepts as result of an inductive process (ibid.). The “inductivist 
self-misunderstanding” refers to this essential assumption made by the founders, 
which has later been thoroughly questioned (even by the founders themselves) and 
has led to confusion among those adopting the GT approach (Reichertz 2009). 

While inductivism still plays an important role in current GT research, the 
premises of the radical inductive stance of the original approach need to be 
questioned. For example, it is crucial that researchers understand that they take an 
active role in generating the data, it is not a question of “harvesting something that is 
naturally occurring” (Bryant 2009). Also, the suggestion that “researchers should not 
immerse themselves in the authorized literature, should not prepare hypotheses for 
testing and validation, should aim primarily at developing their own concepts and 
categories as a result of some personal and direct engagement with a specific research 
domain, rather than from secondary or tertiary sources” (Bryant 2009) needs to be 
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reconsidered. For example, Latour (1987) stresses that some sort of prior knowledge 
of the researched phenomenon is always needed, at least to decide when and where to 
start and when and where to end the research process. 

It has been suggested that abductive reasoning14 would need to be incorporated in 
the GT approach as a means of addressing the “inductivist self-misunderstanding” 
(see e.g. Reichertz 2009; Bruscaglioni 2016). The fact that most often a certain degree 
of deduction, abduction, as well as induction is involved at different stages of any 
qualitative research process needs to be acknowledged (e.g. Snape and Spencer 2003) 
and later GT methodology literature does, indeed, address this issue (see e.g. Corbin 
and Strauss 1990; Boychuk Duchscher and Morgan 2004; Holton and Walsh 2017). 
However, the GT approach has also been linked to the pragmatist perspective as a 
means of re-assessing some central features that have been subject to critique and 
disparate interpretations (Bryant 2009). Pragmatism offers opportunities to reassess 
some of the more radical and awkward aspects of GT (ibid). 

This study can be described as a pragmatic Grounded Theory study, drawing 
inspiration from the GT approach for the systematic data analysis process and the 
subsequent theorizing efforts (while acknowledging the above-mentioned 
shortcomings of GT) and approaching the researched phenomenon in a highly 
pragmatic, iterative, exploratory and open-minded manner. Rather than guided by 
any specific philosophical paradigm, the research design is steered by three underlying 
assumptions (see also section 2.3.) which will be addressed and discussed next: 

1) to study changing behavior and trends, a longitudinal perspective is needed 
(in accordance with Singer and Willett 2003); 

2) to study everyday media [multitasking] activities, the activities and 
experiences, as recollected and perceived by the media users themselves, 
need to be acknowledged (without proposing any predetermined 
definitions or alternatives) (in accordance with Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 
2003; Reis, Gable, and Maniaci 2014); 

3) by studying the behavior of diginatives, we may also gain a general 
understanding of media multitasking behavior among other generations 
(in accordance with Rowlands et al. 2008; Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; 
Kauppinen and Kivikoski 2015). 

 

 

 

 
14 Combining both deduction and induction as part of the research process can be described as abductive 
reasoning (Snape and Spencer 2003). However, for example, Dubois and Gadde (2002), Reichertz (2009) 
and Mantere and Ketokivi (2013) suggest that abduction should be considered more than a mere 
combination of deductive and inductive approaches. Abduction is an iterative process where the original 
framework is successively modified as a result of unanticipated empirical findings, as well as theoretical 
insights gained throughout the process (Dubois and Gadde 2002). 
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3.3.  A longitudinal research design 
In addition to the exploratory nature of this study, what really sets it apart from most 
prior media multitasking studies is the longitudinal perspective. The study embraces 
a vast set of empirical data collected annually between the years 2013 and 2019. While 
longitudinal research is an emerging trend within the field (see e.g. Baumgartner et al. 
2018; van der Schuur et al. 2018), the time frames are usually quite different from this 
study. For example, Baumgartner et al. (2018)  conducted two longitudinal studies on 
the relation between heavy media multitasking behavior and attention problems; one 
study spanning over three months, the other one over six months. This study spans 
over seven years, which implies many unique opportunities, but also certain 
challenges. 

One of the major advantages of longitudinal research is that it offers a nuanced 
understanding of ongoing phenomena that evolves over time (Carduff, Murray, and 
Kendall 2015). The longitudinal design that this study embraces, offers valuable 
insights into changes and trends in diginatives’ everyday media multitasking behavior 
that have taken place over the past seven years. A shorter time frame or a different 
research design would not have offered the same premises, width of empirical data or 
insights. However, the fact that the study spans over several years and includes several 
rounds of data collection and analysis further adds to the iterative and messy nature 
of the research process. For example, it makes it difficult to depict the research process 
as a set of distinctly separate stages or phases as is often suggested in methodology 
literature, starting with presenting a problem and asking a question and ultimately 
answering the question (e.g. Creswell 1998; Bryman and Bell 2011). Here, the focal 
area of the study as well as the central research questions have evolved and been 
adjusted along the way. This study could more accurately be compared with the 
concept of methodological bricolage (see e.g. Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Kincheloe 
2001; Lindgren 2017) or the concept of method assemblage (Law 2004) than the 
traditional step-by-step research design. Both these concepts entail an iterative 
process where methods and guiding questions are not chosen beforehand but emerge 
as a patchwork, or are assembled, in response to challenges and questions faced along 
the progression of the study (e.g. Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Law 2004; Lindgren 2017). 

The study adopts a qualitative methodology. The relevance of using qualitative 
data and methodology in longitudinal research is highlighted by Snape and Spencer  
(2003, p. 5): “qualitative methods are particularly well suited to exploring issues that 
hold some complexity and to studying processes that occur over time”. Qualitative 
longitudinal research, driven by a desire not only to understand what changes occur, 
but also how and why changes occur in a social-cultural context, holds an established 
role in the social sciences in general (Carduff, Murray, and Kendall 2015). Such studies 
capture the interplay between time and the cultural dimension of social life, thus 
depicting time as non-linear (Neale and Flowerdew 2003). In general, longitudinal 
studies are characterized by involving more than one episode of data collection and 
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can be divided into two main categories: 1) panel studies in which the same people are 
interviewed more than once, and 2) cross-sectional studies (or cohort studies) in which 
subsequent samples of new participants are interviewed (e.g. Holland, Thomson and 
Henderson 2006). This study can be defined as a cross-sectional study, a design often 
used for exploring macro-level change, focusing on the wider context and general 
patterns of change rather than the individual (ibid.). 

A challenge in social science research in general (e.g. Latour 1987; Burrell 2009; 
Czarniawska 2013), and in Grounded Theory research in particular (e.g. Holton and 
Walsh 2017; Aldiabat and Le Navenec 2018), is the question of when to stop collecting 
data and when it is time to conclude the study. The common approach is to stop when 
your categories are saturated, i.e. when nothing new is happening, no new patterns 
are recognized or when “gathering fresh data no longer sparks new theoretical 
insights, nor reveals new properties of these core theoretical categories” (Charmaz 
2006, p. 113). However, when conducting longitudinal studies and studying ongoing 
changes, a sense of saturation in the collected data will never be reached, which makes 
this decision more difficult (e.g. Carduff, Murray, and Kendall 2015). For example, in 
line with technological advances and sociocultural changes, media users’ multitasking 
behavior is bound to continue to change and new patterns and insights will continue 
to emerge. Here, the time frame is defined in a very pragmatic manner according to 
practicalities and convenience related to work and employment arrangements; media 
diaries collected in 2013–2019 are included in the study as empirical material. While 
the quite unique longitudinal research project and continuous empirical data 
collection will continue, media diaries collected after 2019 are not included here. 

 

3.4.  Conducting and presenting Grounded Theory research 
While Grounded Theory and exploratory research in general is increasing in many 
different research disciplines (e.g. Holton and Walsh 2017), challenges arise when 
presenting and writing up iterative and “messy” research processes that do not follow 
a clear sequential logic. Here, the research process and the results are described and 
presented according to the logic of a methodological framework developed by Corley 
and Gioia (2004)  and Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013). This framework is rooted 
in the GT logic and designed for surfacing new concepts and generating persuasive 
new theories, allowing for flexible orientation toward qualitative, inductive research 
rather than a fixed method or recipe to follow step by step (Gioia and Pitre 1990; Gioia, 
Corley, and Hamilton 2013). According to this approach, qualitative rigor in inductive 
research is achieved by a systematic presentation of both a) a 1st-order analysis using 
informant-centric terms and codes, and b) a 2nd-order analysis using researcher-
centric (theory-centric) concepts, themes and dimensions (Van Maanen 1979; Gioia, 
Corley, and Hamilton 2013). The framework allows for a clear demonstration of the 
links between the data and concept development as well as theory building (Gioia, 
Corley, and Hamilton 2013). 
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Gioia et al. (2013) highlight a few key features that are essential in the proposed 
methodological framework (for an overview, see Table 1, p. 41). Although the stages 
of the research process and the key features are depicted in a sequential manner in the 
table, in practice, these have continuously been resurfaced, intertwined, adjusted and 
developed throughout the entire study. For example, the initial research questions 
articulated in the beginning of the process (in 2013) have been iterated and developed 
several times along the iterative research process. Still, the “how” nature of the 
questions have remained the same. In the same way, the research design has been 
iterated and reassessed according to new empirical discoveries and insights. 

The longitudinal approach of this study has blurred the lines especially between 
the data collection and data analysis stages; coding and categorization have been done 
continuously in between the annual data collection rounds, consequently affecting 
and altering the focal point of the entire study. While this further adds to the 
“messiness” of the design, the flexibility of the proposed methodological framework 
encourages, rather than hinders, such adjustments to the protocol based on changed 
preconditions or new discoveries (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013). 

 

Table 1. Key features of the methodological framework  
(developed based on the framework proposed by Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013, p. 26) 
 

STAGE OF RESEARCH 
PROCESS KEY FEATURE 

Initial research design Articulate a well-defined phenomenon of interest and research 
question(s) framed in “how” terms. 

Research design 
Keep an open mind that allows for discovery and new insights 
regardless of prior knowledge of and existing literature on the 
phenomenon. 

Data collection 
Consider and use data collection methods that emphasize the voice of 
the informants and allow for flexibility to adjust protocol based on 
informants’ responses and changed preconditions. 

Data analysis 

Perform initial data coding maintaining the integrity of 1st-order 
terms (informant-centric terms) and develop a comprehensive 
overview. 
Categorize and organize 1st-order codes into 2nd-order themes 
(theory-centric), and if needed or appropriate, condense 2nd-order 
themes into larger key theoretical dimensions. 
Assemble “data structure” which is composed by relevant terms, 
themes and dimensions. 

Grounded Theory 
articulation 

Formulate dynamic relationships among the 2nd-order concepts and 
additional consultation with existing literature to refine articulation 
of emergent concepts and relationships. 

 

Similar to the classic GT approach (see e.g. Glaser and Strauss 1967; Holton and Walsh 
2017) the framework proposed by Gioia et al. (2013) leaves consultation with existing 
literature to the very final stages of the research process. However, in this study, an 
extensive literature review was initiated earlier due to the longitudinal scope and the 
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length of the periods in between the data collection rounds. The first years embraced 
a wider selection of general science and methodology literature, whereas most of the 
field-specific literature review presented in chapter 4 was conducted in 2016–2019. 
During this time, a number of comprehensive review articles on media multitasking 
among adolescents and young adults were published, covering a large portion of the 
media multitasking research field, which was of great help in this stage of the research 
process (see e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015; May and Elder 2018). 

 

3.5.  Capturing everyday media activities 
Grounded Theory can incorporate diverse types of data; both qualitative and 
quantitative approaches can be applied (e.g. Boychuk Duchscher and Morgan 2004). 
However, most often, the GT approach is associated with qualitative methods, such as 
ethnography and interviews (e.g. Charmaz 2006; Holton and Walsh 2017). What 
methods are chosen depends on the researched topic and access (Boychuk Duchscher 
and Morgan 2004; Charmaz 2006). Similarly, the pragmatist perspective stresses that 
the choice of appropriate data collection methods is steered by the articulated research 
questions (rather than any philosophical tradition or paradigm) (Creswell 1998; Snape 
and Spencer 2003; Seale 2012; Maxwell 2013; Lindgren 2017). While a mixed methods 
logic is often associated with pragmatism, embracing qualitative as well as quantitative 
approaches, it is not a prerequisite (e.g. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004; Saunders, 
Lewis, and Thornhill 2009). In the present study, a mix of qualitative data collection 
methods (participant observations and media diaries) is applied for data collection. 
While a mixed methods logic, which also included quantitative analysis methods was 
considered as a viable complement to the qualitative reasoning, the quantitative 
approach has been excluded. 

Snape and Spencer (2003, p. 5), suggest that “qualitative methods are used to 
address research questions that require explanation or understanding of social 
phenomena and their contexts”. Qualitative data is generally collected in the form of 
e.g. narratives or pictures and is often analyzed in an inductive or abductive manner, 
focusing on building a complex, holistic picture based on the views of the participants 
(e.g. Creswell 1998). In qualitative research in general, interviews are the most 
common data collection method used, varying in form from structured, to semi-
structured and unstructured (Elliott and Timulak 2005). Within longitudinal 
exploratory studies and GT research in specific, unstructured interviews seem to be 
the predominant way of collecting data (see e.g. Keaveney 1995; Saunders, Lewis, and 
Thornhill 2009; Schutt 2014). In this form of interview, the participants are asked to 
give elaborated accounts about their experiences of a particular issue or phenomenon 
(Elliott and Timulak 2005). To further widen the scope, interviews can be 
complemented by other qualitative methods, for example observations (see e.g. 
Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 2009; Schutt 2014; Swedberg 2012). 

However, to “capture life as it is lived” (Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003, p. 580) and 
evolving behavioral changes, interviews may not be the most suitable method. Reis, 
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Gable and Maniaci (2014) suggest that everyday experience methods are better suited 
for exploring ordinary and spontaneous activities. Everyday experience methods do 
not refer to any specific instrument; rather, this is a paradigm for studying social-
psychological ongoing activities or experiences as they occur in the ebb and flow of 
everyday life (ibid.). Everyday experience methods can imply, for example, experience 
sampling methods (ESM) (e.g. Hektner, Schmidt, and Csikszentmihalyi 2007), diary 
methods (e.g. Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003) and intensive longitudinal designs 
embracing a mixed method logic (e.g. Bolger and Laurenceau 2013; Reis, Gable, and 
Maniaci 2014). Here, for the purpose of capturing everyday media activities through 
media users’ own recollections and perceived experiences (without proposing any 
predetermined definitions or alternatives), a diary method was chosen. 

This study embraces a combination of participant observations and media diaries 
to capture everyday media [multitasking] activities among diginatives. In psychology 
as well as in social sciences, diary instruments are often used for collecting data at 
specific moments (e.g. Seitamaa-Hakkarainen et al. 2013) or longer periods of time, 
i.e. days or weeks (e.g. Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003; Bolger and Laurenceau 2013). 
Diary methods are particularly well suited for studying change processes and patterns 
during major events and transition periods (e.g. Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003). In 
diary studies, participants frequently report on events and experiences of their 
everyday lives, which provides possibilities to generate more data, as well as more 
varied data, than traditional designs (ibid.). Furthermore, diaries offer better 
possibilities to collect data from a large number of participants during a longer period 
of time than many other data collection methods (e.g. Vandewater and Lee 2009; 
Czarniawska 2007). Also, this approach offers a wider understanding of the full extent 
of changes and fluctuations in everyday media use and routines throughout the entire 
time period of the study, which, for example, a snapshot survey design would not 
provide (e.g. Vandewater and Lee 2009). 

Though the iterative research process employed here has been far from linear, an 
overview of the data collection and data analysis rounds is presented in Table 2 (p. 
44) in a chronological manner. This is not an attempt to simplify the process, rather 
an attempt to highlight some of the key stages of the process that have impacted the 
iterated design and process as well as the entire scope of the study. Table 2 illustrates 
not only the annual data collection rounds and the subsequent intersecting data 
analysis stages (key empirical findings are presented in chapters 5 and 6), but also 
the iterative process or redefining the focal research area as part of the development 
of the conceptual framework (presented in chapter 7). In 2016, after four rounds of 
data collection and initial 1st-order and 2nd-order analyses, the decision was made to 
highlight media multitasking as the core concept (in accordance with e.g. Glaser and 
Strauss 1967; Hämäläinen 2014). This affected the scope of the study and the 
research design in terms of primary reasoning, shifting focus from a primarily 
inductive, towards a more abductive direction (in accordance with e.g. Gioia, 
Corley, and Hamilton 2013).  



44 

 

Table 2. Overview of the research process 

 

Year Data collection Data 
analysis 

Primary 
reasoning 

Conceptual 
framework 
development 

Pre-
study 
2011 

Initial observations (also before 2011) 
Pilot diary study conducted by EDGE research group. 
Focal area: media consumption patterns and the typical media day 

2012 

Literature review on general changing media and information behavior. 
Initial research plan and research design. 
Focal area: changing media behavior among diginatives. 
Accepted as doctoral student in October 2012. 

2013 
Observations 
First round of media diaries 
N = 167 

1st-order 
2nd-order 
analysis 

Induction 

Focal area: 
Media consumption 
patterns among 
diginatives 

2014 

Observations 
Second round of media diaries 
N = 107 
Specific focus on micro 
moments 
(collaboration with KSF Media) 

1st-order 
2nd-order 
analysis 

Induction 

Focal area: 
Media consumption 
patterns in academic 
learning 
environments 

2015 

Observations 
Third round of media diaries 
N = 126 
Specific focus on radio 
consumption 
(collaboration with Svenska Yle) 

1st-order 
2nd-order 
analysis 

Induction 

Focal area: 
Media consumption 
patterns in academic 
learning 
environments, 
emotions 

2016 

Observations 
Fourth round of media diaries 
N = 105 
Specific focus on digital services 
(collaboration with KSF Media) 

1st-order 
2nd-order 
analysis 

Induction -
abduction 

Focal area: 
Media multitasking 
patterns and effects 
among diginatives 

2017 

Observations 
Fifth round of media diaries 
N = 122 
Specific focus on media 
multitasking; a set structure 
offered for diary outline 

1st-order 
2nd-order 
analysis 

Abduction 

Focal area: 
Disruptive media 
multitasking patterns 
and effects among 
diginatives 

2018 

Observations 
Sixth round of media diaries 
N = 100 
Specific focus on media 
multitasking; a set structure 
offered for diary outline 

1st-order 
2nd-order 
analysis 
& aggregate 
dimensions 

Abduction 

Focal area: 
Disruptive media 
multitasking 
activities, predictors 
and recent trends in 
media behavior 

2019 

Observations 
Seventh round of media diaries 
N = 94 
Specific focus on media 
multitasking; a set structure 
offered for diary outline 

1st-order 
2nd-order 
analysis 
& aggregate 
dimensions 

Abduction 

Focal area: 
Emerging media 
behavior trends, 
unconscious and 
habitual disruptive 
media multitasking 
activities, digital 
distraction 
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3.5.1. Participant observations and field notes 
Observations as a data collection method has been used in a variety of disciplines for 
collecting data about people, processes and cultures (Kawulich 2005). According to 
Swedberg (2012), observations are an important way to collect initial data for the 
forthcoming theorizing process. He defines the concept of observation in a very wide 
sense to include not only participant observations, but also personal interactions, 
discussions, etc.15 This way of collecting data is often associated with ethnographic 
research, which stems from anthropology and focuses on studying people, 
communities, and cultures (e.g. Van Maanen 2011; Czarniawska 2007; Berg 2015). An 
ethnographic study usually involves the researcher participating in the lives of people 
or a specific culture for an extended period of time, observing and collecting whatever 
data are available (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007), the aim being to analyze the 
social reality of the observed group of people through one’s own experiences of their 
world (Van Maanen 2011). The digital era poses many challenges for traditional 
ethnography as interactions and experiences take place in both physical and digital 
environments (ibid.). As a response, traditional ethnographic methods have been 
developed to also include social and intercultural interactions online; for example, as 
part of the concept of netnography (Berg 2015). 

While observations in physical as well as digital environments are a useful way of 
generating data on social phenomena, this data collection method is seldom used in 
media multitasking research (see e.g. Ruggiero 2000; Voorveld and Viswanathan 
2015). While only a few observational studies have been conducted (or at least 
published) within the area of media multitasking, there is a need for more studies like 
this to advance our understanding of media multitasking in the everyday context (e.g. 
Rosen, Carrier, and Cheever 2013; Voorveld and Viswanathan 2015). Also, there is a 
need for less intrusive observational methods and techniques for capturing everyday 
media multitasking activities than those applied by Rosen et al. (2013) and Voorveld 
and Viswanathan (2015), where the observers were present in the subjects’ homes and 
thereby affected the subjects’ natural routines and behavior. The observations in this 
study encompass 1) initial personal observations as background for the research 
project, and 2) participant observations in sporadic situations and events throughout 
the years 2013–2019. The form of observations ranges from passive participation 
where the observer adopts a bystander role, to active participation where the 
researcher is an active part of the observed situation (see e.g. DeWalt, DeWalt, and 
Wayland 2000). 

 

 

 

 
15 For a more elaborate discussion on the interpretation and definition of observation throughout the 
history of science, see e.g. Daston and Lunbeck (2011). 
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The observations have been conducted sporadically throughout the years, 
primarily in teaching and learning situations and environments; sometimes in a highly 
spontaneous manner, but also sometimes in a more structured manner according to 
an a priori established observation guide. Furthermore, reflections on my own media 
behavior, as well as insights from discussions and dialogues with family, friends, 
colleagues and fellow researchers, are also considered part of participant observations 
here. DeWalt et al. (2000) state that observations are not really data unless they are 
recorded into field notes. Field notes can include descriptive records of what is 
observed, including conversations, activities, critical events, feelings, the overall 
ambience and the process itself (ibid.). Field notes can also serve as a sense-making 
and analysis tool (Kutsche 1998). 

All observations in this study have been documented in writing, either at the 
moment of observation or afterwards. The field notes include descriptions of the 
various situations or events observed as well as reflections and thoughts on these 
experiences. A total of 63 separate field notes, written between years 2013 and 2019 
have been included as part of the study.16 While these reflective field notes have not 
been considered as part of the main empirical data analysis process, they have had 
significant influence on the research process as a whole, serving as a sense-making 
tool and as a way of documenting developing thoughts and insights throughout the 
process. Some of the most significant observations and field notes constitute the basis 
for the observation sections that can be found in each chapter.17 The role of these 
observation sections in the dissertation is to highlight a specific issue or event from a 
highly personal and informal point of view to provide a wider basis for a pragmatic 
understanding of the social phenomenon of everyday media multitasking. This is also 
a way of illustrating my own proximity to the phenomenon as well as the empirical 
context. 

 

3.5.2. Media diaries and reflective narratives 
The main source of primary data in this study is 821 media diaries that have been 
collected annually between the years 2013 and 2019. This longitudinal and qualitative 
media diary study has encouraged participants to provide regular reports on media-

 

 

 

 
16 Initial observations were made also prior to 2013, however, as these were not documented in writing, 
they have not been included as part of the empirical study. Still, these observations have had an impact 
on the design of the initial research plan, the research process and the scope of the study. 
17 As the observations are based on personal experiences and highly reflective field notes, I have 
deliberately opted for a more informal style of writing in these sections. The text and the headings in the 
observation sections are italicized to mark the difference between the more informal sections and the rest 
of the content. 
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related activities and experiences in their everyday lives (in accordance with e.g. 
Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003). 

Media diary methods: strengths and challenges 

Media diaries as a data collection method is commonly used to attain information 
concerning the media use of a specific group of people during a particular period of 
time (Vandewater and Lee 2009). Daily media diaries are more useful than, for 
example, a web or a mobile tracking system for capturing changes and natural 
fluctuations in everyday behavior, as well as for capturing more comprehensive 
information about the purpose and experiences of concurrent media use (Bolger, 
Davis, and Rafaeli 2003; Vandewater and Lee 2009). Diary methods in general are not 
that common in media multitasking research. However, there are a number of studies 
where a diary-based logic or method has been used to collect data (see e.g. Papper, 
Holmes, and Popovich 2004; Czerwinski, Horvitz, and Wilhite 2004; Jeong et al. 2010; 
Jacobsen and Foerste 2011; Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; Kirchberg, Roe, and Van 
Eerde 2015). The time frame varies from one day to four weeks and these studies 
encompass an array of different perspectives on media multitasking. 

While these efforts to capture media multitasking activities in their natural 
environment are highly appreciated and needed in a field dominated by laboratory 
experiments (see e.g. Czerwinski, Horvitz, and Wilhite 2004; Voorveld and van der 
Goot 2013), there are a number of methodological challenges that need to be 
addressed. For example, the participants’ engagement in keeping the diary heavily 
affects the outcome and the extent of the activities recorded (e.g. Kaun 2010). Keeping 
the diary can be tedious for the informants and thereby affect the natural flow of their 
everyday activities and reported daily events (Czerwinski, Horvitz, and Wilhite 2004). 
Also, the media diary method is quite limited concerning, for example, noticing 
simultaneous use of different media platforms; informants may not realize or even 
remember to register this kind of simultaneous use (ibid.). Still, this type of diary 
approach is appropriate if the study does not aim to draw quantitative conclusions 
from the collected data (Czarniawska 2007). 

Selection of participants 

Parallel to the choice of data collection method(s), the issue of selecting participants 
for the empirical study needs to be considered (e.g. Taherdoost 2016). This is often 
referred to as “theoretical sampling” or “theoretical saturation” within the GT 
approach (see e.g. Glaser and Strauss 1967; Corbin and Strauss 1990; Thomson 2011). 
These concepts imply that the selection process may involve 1) selecting participants, 
so-called “experts”, who have experienced or are experiencing the researched 
phenomenon, or 2) an evolving process where participants (and potential additional 
participants, if needed) are chosen based on the emerging patterns and themes (e.g. 
Strauss and Corbin 1998; Thomson 2011). 

Based on these presumptions, selection of participants becomes tricky in this 
particular study as most people today could be considered “experts” on the researched 
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phenomenon, and “theoretical saturation” is not sought due to the longitudinal scope. 
Therefore, limitations in terms of sampling refers back to the underlying assumptions 
mentioned earlier, i.e. studying the behavior of diginatives may help us gain a general 
understanding of similar behavior also among other generations. This assumption is 
based on the fact that the perceived gap between diginatives and older generations is 
rapidly diminishing in terms of everyday media consumption patterns and media 
multitasking behavior (e.g. Rowlands et al. 2008; Voorveld and van der Goot 2013). 
The decision to focus on diginatives in the academic context can be described as 
convenience sampling (e.g. Taherdoost 2016); this context offered convenient access 
to this specific generation during the time period of the study. Furthermore, the 
academic context is interesting due to the detrimental effects of media multitasking 
that have been documented on learning outcomes and academic performance (see e.g. 
Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015; May and Elder 2018). 

The media diary study has been integrated as part of a project-based learning 
approach in the same basic marketing course offered at Åbo Akademi University 
(ÅAU) between the years 2013 and 201918. This course was chosen for the following 
reasons: 1) it is a mass course which is attended by more than 100 students annually, 
and 2) the students taking part in this course represent a wide array of majors, study 
experience and backgrounds. About half of the participants every year are first-year 
students at the ÅAU School of Business and Economics, and the others are students 
from other parts of the university, most of whom have already studied for some years. 
Most of these students are part of the diginative generation, defined here as people 
born in and after 1990. As the study is longitudinal and spans over several years, new 
people have participated in the study every year. Thus, the study is defined as a cross-
sectional study with successive samples of new participants. 

The media diary study in practice 

The informants taking part of the study were asked to keep a media diary on their 
personal media consumption for one predetermined week (seven consecutive days). 
The media diary consisted of three core elements: 

1) Regular reports/loggings of media consumption. The informants were asked 
to keep track in written form of what media they use, when, where, for how 
long and for what purpose according to the division of their media day into 
four parts: morning (06-12), day (12-18), evening (18-00), and night (00-

 

 

 

 
18 While it is basically the same course every year, due to structural changes on a larger scale, the course 
name has changed over the years. It was called “Grundkurs i marknadsföring” in 2013–2016 
(encompassing 10 credits), “Marknadsföring i praktiken” in 2017–2018 (5 credits) and “Strategisk 
marknadsföring” in 2019 (5 credits). 
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06). The participants were encouraged to register their media use frequently 
throughout the entire day to avoid forgetting their media-related activities. 

2) Reflections. The informants were asked to reflect upon their own media 
consumption behavior as reported in their diary.  

3) Pictures. The informants were encouraged to add photos in their diary that 
reflect typical media consumption situations throughout the week. 

In the instructions, media is loosely defined to include newspapers, radio, TV, 
computers, Internet, social media, tablets and mobile phones. However, the definition 
of what media to actually include in one’s media diary was left to the discretion of the 
informants. In other words, it was up to each student to decide and define what he or 
she perceived as media, and then use this as an indication for what to include in the 
diary. This provides indicative evidence of how these young adults conceptualize 
media use in general and what they perceive as media.  

In 2014–2016, the diary was an essential part of specific course projects which were 
implemented in collaboration with media organizations, for example, KSF Media and 
Svenska Yle (see Table 2, p. 44). The instructions for the diary task were adjusted in 
collaboration with these organizations to fit the recent project or challenge. For 
example, in 2014 the project dealt with developing media services for KSF Media in 
respect to media consumption during so-called micro moments, i.e. short periods of 
free time while, for example, waiting for the bus or waiting for a class to start. 
Therefore, the instructions for the media diary included instructions for observing 
and reflecting upon micro moments specifically. Similarly, since the 
acknowledgement of media multitasking as the core concept in 2016, instructions 
were adjusted to include observations on concurrent media use from 2017 onwards. 
However, while the instructions have been adjusted in an iterative manner according 
to different course projects and new empirical and theoretical insights from year to 
year, the very core elements of the diary task have continuously remained the same, 
providing similar loggings of media consumption, reflections and pictures throughout 
the entire study. 

The development of the instructions has also been affected by some unintentional 
overlaps and circumstances. For example, in 2013 and 2014 the diary task and a major 
student event (Pampas Nationaldag) lasting for several days overlapped, which was 
clearly mirrored in the diaries. Media consumption patterns in relation to such events 
is considerably different from media consumption during any “normal” day. 
Therefore, the week for the diary task varies from year to year to avoid events that 
compromise the mundane everyday aspect of the diary task. Also, between the years 
2013 and 2016, participants were free to choose the format of the media diary 
themselves (see Appendix 1 for instructions from 2014), whereas since 2017 a more 
structured guideline for how to structure the media diary has been suggested (see 
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Appendix 2 for instructions from 2017)19 to get more conformity in the scope and 
design of the diaries. All diaries were written in Swedish and were submitted in 
electronic form, using the Moodle virtual learning platform, or e-mail if the diary 
exceeded the file size accepted in Moodle. The study encompasses seven rounds of 
media diary collection, and a total of 821 diaries (for an overview, see Table 3 below). 

 

Table 3. Overview of media diaries collected in 2013–2019 
 

Data collection 
rounds 

Total 
number 
of diaries 

Diaries 
included 
in the 
study 

Gender Age 
Excluded 
from 
study 

Round 1 
2013, week 12 
18–24 March 

167 157 Female: 81 
Male: 76 

Age span: 19–24 
(1990–1995) 
Average age: 21 

10 

Round 2 
2014, week 12 
17–23 March 

107 98 Female: 36 
Male: 62 

Age span: 19–25 
(1990–1996) 
Average age: 21 

9 

Round 3 
2015, week 12 
16–22 March 

126 121 Female: 48 
Male: 73 

Age span: 19–26 
(1990–1997) 
Average age: 21 

5 

Round 4 
2016, week 3 
18–24 January 

105 101 Female: 43 
Male: 58 

Age span: 18–27 
(1990–1998) 
Average age: 21 

4 

Round 5 
2017, week 3-4 
20–26 January 

122 118 Female: 49 
Male: 69 

Age span: 19–26 
(1990–1999) 
Average age: 21 

4 

Round 6 
2018, week 9 
26 February– 
4 March 

100 92 Female: 40 
Male: 52 

Age span: 19–28 
(1990–2000) 
Average age: 21 

8 

Round 7 
2019, week 5 
28 January– 
3 February 

94 90 Female: 39 
Male: 51  

Age span: 19–28 
(1990–2001) 
Average age:  

4 

TOTAL 821 777 Female: 336 
Male: 387 

Born: 1990–2001 
Average age: 21 44 

 

As the media diary task has been an integrated part of different course projects over 
the years, it has been a compulsory assignment for every student taking part in the 

 

 

 

 
19 The adjusted guidelines and structure for the media diary instructions were developed in collaboration 
with colleagues from the EDGE research group. 
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course. However, giving up one’s diary for the sake of research has been voluntary and 
every student has been given the opportunity to decline from participating in this 
study. This has been clearly communicated to the participating students while 
introducing the diary task every year, and it is also clearly mentioned in the diary 
instructions. No diaries have been included here without the consent of its creator. 
Also, a total of 44 diaries that did not meet the set criteria for the study (for example, 
participants born before 1990, incomplete diaries, or diaries in a format no longer 
available) have also been excluded. 

All of the diaries included in the study have been treated anonymously. To 
guarantee anonymity of the informants, all names, matriculation numbers and other 
background information irrelevant for the study were disregarded and unbiased 
codes, for example, “diary 3–2015” were used to identify each diary in the analysis 
process. The names mentioned after each quote in the following chapters are 
fabricated; they are chosen only for the sake of illustrating the gender of the participant 
whose diary is cited. No other material or documentation produced by students as 
part of the course or course projects is used in this study in any form. 

Capturing life as it is lived or as it is narrated? 

The collected data is treated as a narrative report of events, memories and experiences 
with regard to everyday media consumption (in accordance with e.g. Czarniawska 
2007). The data analysis phase(s) presented in the next section deals exclusively with 
the reflections found in the diaries, referred to as reflective narratives (in accordance 
with Nygren and Blom 2001). The pictures are acknowledged in the empirical findings 
(presented in chapter 5) as a contributing factor in the decision to focus on media 
multitasking as the core concept but are not analyzed further. The decision to exclude 
the daily regular reports/loggings of media consumption (i.e. the main part of the 
media diary) is linked to the overwhelming amount of data these encompass, the 
overall unstructured nature of this data, and the limitations that analyzing these from 
a strictly qualitative perspective would imply; these will be further dealt with after the 
completion of this dissertation. 

Nevertheless, referring back to the underlying assumptions that have shaped the 
research design, the reflection part of the diaries are still well suited for capturing the 
participants’ everyday media [multitasking] activities through their own recollections 
and perceived experiences (in accordance with e.g. Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli 2003). 
Also, for example, Kaun (2010) stresses the importance of space for personal 
reflections in this type of diary study. However, a distinction has to be made here 
between capturing lived experiences as they occur and narrated experiences as they 
are remembered (Kaun 2010). For example, Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman, 
makes a distinction between the “remembering self” and the “experiencing self” (see 
e.g. Jarden 2011; Zajchowski, Schwab, and Dustin 2017). The experiencing self is 
present in the moment when an event occurs, whereas the remembering self is the one 
that narrates the experience afterwards; discrepancies often emerge between these 
(ibid.). 
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Assuming that the reflective narratives in the collected media diaries are written in 
retrospect, i.e. after the actual occurrence of the activities and experiences, this is an 
issue that needs to be considered. For example, concern has been expressed whether 
or not diaries are really accurate recordings of certain events or experiences (Kaun 
2010) as some content or activities may be deliberately left out since they could be 
perceived as offensive, harmful or even illegal. However, while acknowledging these, 
this reflective narrative perspective allows for opportunities to study the informants’ 
relation to media multitasking in general, but their own media behavior in particular, 
including emotional expressions and gained insights from their media diaries, in a 
way that most other methods would not (in accordance with Kaun 2010). The 
reflective narratives in the media diaries represent the informants remembered and 
self-perceived media behavior, rather than their actual media behavior. Thus, the 
concept of self-perception20 is emphasized in this study, even though this is a widely 
overlooked concept in prior media multitasking research. 

 

3.6.  Analyzing a rich set of data 
The reflective narratives in the media diaries are analyzed according to a thematic 
logic, focusing on what is told rather than how it is told or who is telling (Riessman 
2005). While this type of logic is traditionally associated with other qualitative 
traditions, not specifically the Grounded Theory approach (Creswell 1998), it 
resembles the inductively generated conceptual and thematic grouping logic of GT 
(Glaser 2012; Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013). Systematic coding and categorizing 
of the vast amount of reflective narratives in this study has been conducted 
continuously throughout the entire study. The initial analyses were performed 
manually with printed diaries and different colored pencils. However, the rich set of 
empirical data rapidly required more sophisticated methods. Since 2014, the Nvivo 
software21 has been used for storing, coding and managing the vast set of collected 
media diaries. 

While the overall scope and focal point of the study have been readjusted several 
times, the coding and categorizing work has essentially followed the systematic logic 
of classic GT (e.g. Glaser and Strauss 1967; Hämäläinen 2014; Holton and Walsh 2017) 
and the framework presented by Gioia et al. (2013) throughout the entire study. The 
core elements of this analysis process are data collection, data coding and writing 
memos (e.g. Glaser 1978; Hämäläinen 2014). “These elements are partially sequential 
and partially simultaneous, and they can occur and be repeated in various orders and 

 

 

 

 
20 For a more elaborate discussion on the concept of self-perception, see section 7.2.5.  
21 https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo/home (last accessed 14th November 2019) 
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combinations” (Hämäläinen 2014). The initial data coding stage(s) includes open 
coding of data, aiming to identify emerging categories and concepts (e.g. Glaser 2012; 
Hämäläinen 2014) and develop a comprehensive overview of the 1st-order terms, i.e. 
the informants’ own words (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013). In this study, this 
open coding process has been repeated after each round of data collection and each 
developed 1st-order overview has been compared to earlier ones. Through this 
continuous coding and comparison, a few key categories and concepts emerged. In 
2016, after four rounds of data collection and open coding, the concept of media 
multitasking was singled out as the core concept. For the remainder of the study 
(2017–2019), this affected the subsequent coding and categorizing activities. 

According to Glaser (1978), the analysis process moves into selective coding when 
a core concept has emerged. This phase includes a search for relationships between 
categories and the assembly of higher order themes (e.g. Strauss and Corbin 1998; 
Holton and Walsh 2017). Gioia et al. (2013) refer to these categorization activities as 
organizing 1st-order concepts into 2nd-order (theory-centric) themes. They further 
suggest that aggregated theoretical dimensions rooted in the 2nd-order themes can be 
developed if appropriate or needed (ibid.). Here, after the final coding and 
categorization rounds (in early 2019), four key theoretical themes were chosen to serve 
as the foundation for the continued theorizing and Grounded Theory articulation 
phase. In accordance with the framework proposed by Gioia et al. (2013), an initial 
data structure overview was developed (see Figure 3, p. 93), illustrating the central 1st-
order concepts (referred to as identified patterns) and 2nd-order themes (referred to as 
key theoretical concepts) in the study. Note that the original data structure model as 
presented by Corley and Gioia (2004) and Gioia et al. (2013) has been adjusted 
according to the longitudinal scope of this study and that the category of (1st-order 
centric) emerging trends has been added.22 Later, two aggregated theoretical dimensions 
were added to the data structure overview (see Figure 4, p. 126 and Figure 5, p. 149). 

 

3.7.  Grounded Theory articulation 
Throughout the open and selective coding phases of Grounded Theory, the researcher 
is generalizing to concepts rather than any population(s) (Hämäläinen 2014). 
Towards the final stages of the research process, these concepts are applied to people’s 
social psychological behavior and prior research, thus, contributing to the generation 
of theory (e.g. Glaser 2012; Hämäläinen 2014). Gioia et al. (2013) refer to this phase 
of conceptualization as Grounded Theory articulation (see e.g. Table 1, p. 41). This is 
where the static data structure picture is transformed into a “motion picture” that 

 

 

 

 
22 For a more elaborate discussion, see section 5.2. 
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illustrates the dynamic researched phenomenon (ibid.). The ultimate goal is “a vibrant 
inductive model that is grounded in the data (as exemplified by the data structure), 
[and] that captures the informants’ experience in theoretical terms” (Gioia, Corley, 
and Hamilton 2013, p. 22). To achieve this, in the final phase, the interrelationship 
between the emergent concepts, themes and trends are articulated and explored by 
consulting existing literature (ibid.). 

Similar to the classic GT approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967), the framework 
proposed by Gioia et al. (2013), the comparative literature review is left to the very 
final stage of the research process in a highly inductive manner. Hämäläinen (2014; 
inspired by Glaser 1978) suggests that the researcher should not initiate a comparative 
literature review until the draft of a new theory is ready. The aim of the literature 
review from this perspective is to position the new theory in the context of prior 
academic research (ibid.). As mentioned earlier, a comprehensive literature review 
was initiated much earlier in this study as part of the more pragmatic approach and 
the longitudinal research design. This implies that the overall nature of the study (at 
least in 2017–2019) follows a more abductive logic than the classic GT approach 
(which is also illustrated in Table 2, p. 44). 

The initiation of a literature review at a quite early stage of the research process has 
affected and contributed to the iterative nature of the overall research design. This is 
also mirrored in the presentation of empirical findings in the dissertation; for 
example, conceptual discussions on the key concepts have been included in the 
empirical findings sections (chapters 5 and 6) as this has been an integral part of the 
advancement of the research process and the development of the conceptual 
framework (presented in chapter 7). 

 

3.8.  Thoughts on the research process 
This chapter presents an overview of the iterative and “messy” longitudinal research 
process which is inspired primarily by a pragmatic take on Grounded Theory, but also 
influenced by e.g. postphenomenology and narrative analysis. The contributions and 
limitations of this longitudinal, iterative, “messy” and exploratory methodological 
approach are further discussed in the final chapter (see section 8.3.). Still, due to the 
novel perspective this approach offers to the entire field of media multitasking 
research, a few key issues are emphasized and discussed already at this stage. I 
especially want to stress a few key benefits and opportunities with this research 
approach in terms of complementing prior media multitasking research and research 
approaches. In accordance with Jensen and Aagaard (2018), media multitasking 
research is moving away from the first “cognitive-centered” wave and going towards 
a third “mediated activities-centered” wave. The methodological framework applied 
in this study offers possibilities to approach everyday media multitasking and 
mediated activities from a new perspective and to find new entry points and insights 
into the ongoing phenomenon and current sociocultural changes. However, some 
central limitations of the methodology are also acknowledged. 
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Capturing unconscious behavior through media diaries 

One of the most fundamental insights gained from the media diary study is the 
emerging trend of everyday media behavior that is performed unconsciously, for 
example, in a habitual or even addictive-like manner.23 When deciding on a diary 
method, tapping into this unconscious dimension of everyday media [multitasking] 
activities was not intended or even considered. However, from the systematic coding 
and categorization processes of the reflective narratives, most emerging patterns and 
concepts could in one way or another be linked to a certain level of unconscious 
everyday behavior. Krüger and Johanssen (2016) note that with media and technology 
becoming more and more integrated into our everyday lives, we need to focus more 
on unconscious processes. The media diary method, particularly in combination with 
observational data, can offer an opportunity to further explore this unconscious 
dimension. However, as a large portion of everyday media behavior is performed 
unconsciously, this dimension may also have affected the scope of the media behavior 
included in the media diaries. 

The dimension of time and reflection 

The media diary task served as a real eye-opener for the vast majority of the 
informants. Taking a break to reflect on their own everyday media behavior is 
something that most of them had never done before. An important strength of the 
media diary method applied here is the opportunity to continuously keep track of 
media activities for a relatively long period of time (one entire week) as well as enough 
space for personal reflections (in accordance with Kaun 2010). This has helped many 
informants gain increased awareness of their own problematic media use and has 
inspired them to take actions to limit the perceived problematic effects before this 
behavior becomes uncontrollable.  However, keeping a diary for several days can also 
be perceived as tedious work, especially since the diary concerns media-related 
activities that are most often frequently repeated throughout the day and week. This 
can affect the motivation of the informants in a negative way; for example, some media 
consumption may be deliberately be left out because including every detail is 
considered too much work. This subsequently affects the scope and truthfulness in the 
reported media activities and reflections. 

Media diary as an integrated course assignment 

Another issue that needs to be considered is the fact that the media diary in this study 
has been integrated as a compulsory assignment in a basic marketing course. While 
this offered easy access to a large number of diginatives, the fact that the chosen course 

 

 

 

 
23 See chapter 5 for a more elaborate discussion. 
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is a marketing course and that the informants were working with media-related 
projects may have affected the scope of their media definitions, their reported media 
use and their reflections. Furthermore, the fact that the diary was a compulsory part 
of the course may have affected the informants’ motivation and willingness to 
thoroughly work with the task. For some, the diary task has been treated as yet another 
course assignment that needs to be completed to pass the course. A lack of effort can 
clearly be recognized in some diaries, which could have been avoided by choosing 
informants on a more voluntary basis. However, for others, this served as a motivation 
to really do a thorough job with the diary, which can also be detected in their diaries. 
Again, I want to stress the fact that while the diary was a compulsory part of the course, 
the decision to participate in this study was voluntary and no diaries were included 
here without the consent of its creator. 

Lost in translation? 

The issue of translation is evident here as the media diaries were written in Swedish 
and the dissertation is written in English. All citations from the diaries have been 
translated into English and in the process of translating, some grammar and spelling 
mistakes have been corrected. However, while not all citations are translated exactly 
word by word (as some citations would make no sense at all following that logic) I 
have strived to continuously remain as close to the essence of the citations as possible. 
Furthermore, the original reflective narratives (in Swedish) have been used when 
coding and categorizing the empirical data, and therefore, eventual mistakes or 
meanings lost in the translation of the citations included here have not affected the 
analysis process in any way. 

The role of the researcher 

In all qualitative research, the role of the researcher needs to be addressed (e.g. 
Creswell 1998). While the role of the researcher in classic Grounded Theory has been 
debated and has led to some confusion, Hämäläinen (2014) describes the researcher 
as holding a central and active role in all stages of the research process. In this study, 
my own close proximity to and continuous interactions with the research context, the 
informants, the researched phenomenon, etc. has affected every stage of the research 
process from fundamental methodological decision to the collection of data (almost 
verging on activity research), analysis and development of the conceptual framework. 
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4. MEDIA MULTITASKING: A LITERATURE REVIEW 
As mobile technology has become a natural and indispensable part of diginatives’ 
everyday lives, the possibilities for multitasking involving at least one electronic device 
or media platform has drastically increased (e.g. van der Schuur et al. 2015; Kononova, 
Anastasia and Chiang 2015; Salas Guzman 2016). Stemming from a stream of research 
on excessive technology and media use in general, the past decades have seen an 
augmented interest specifically in media multitasking (e.g. Ralph et al. 2014; May and 
Elder 2018). This chapter provides an overview of earlier research and theoretical 
perspectives applied within this still emerging research domain. This literature review 
serves as a foundation and as inspiration for the emerging conceptual framework 
developed and discussed in chapter 7. 

Prior research on media multitasking has focused on three main areas:  
• Predictors – identifying predictors and motivations for media 

multitasking behavior; 
• Patterns – exploring what media, content and activities people combine; 
• Consequences – studying immediate cognitive effects as well as other 

forms of short- and long-term consequences. 

This chapter includes a brief overview of prior empirical studies and theoretical 
perspectives in each of the above-mentioned areas. Some new theoretical perspectives 
within media multitasking research are also presented and discussed. While the 
conceptual framework developed in this study relates to the area of predictors, all 
three main areas are included in the literature review due to 1) the predominant focus 
on the areas of patterns and consequences in prior media multitasking research, and 
the “spillover effects” in terms of theoretical perspectives and methodological 
approaches from these areas within the area of predictors, and 2) the challenging issue 
of causality in media multitasking research (in accordance with e.g. van der Schuur et 
al. 2015). In everyday media multitasking activities, the areas of predictors, patterns 
and consequences are intertwined. It is difficult to establish any type of cause-effect 
relation, and therefore, exploring predictors becomes tricky without understanding 
the subsequent patterns and consequences.  

 

4.1.  Observation: Ridiculous problems? 
In the late summer of 2016, I was sitting in a café close to campus, looking out the 
window. It was raining outside, and I was watching people walk by in the street. 
Seemingly ordinary people. But quite quickly, I realized something was weird. These 
people were all completely absorbed by their smartphones. What were they doing? 
Checking social media? Reading the news? Why were they all standing in the same place? 
Why didn’t they look up from their screens? Did they not notice the rain? Did they not 
even notice each other? I couldn’t understand this strange behavior at all. What was 
going on? 
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I took out my own smartphone and started googling, as an attempt to find out if I 
had missed something important. Only a few seconds later, I found the simple answer 
to all these questions on the local news site – Pokémon Go! This augmented reality 
mobile game was launched in July 2016 and became an instant success, demonstrating 
unprecedented rates of growth and engagement worldwide24. The launch of Pokémon 
Go saw players all over the globe walking around staring at their mobile screens, failing 
to pay attention to anything else. People were falling in the streets, falling into the water 
and bumping into a variety of things and people. The following weeks saw pieces on 
traffic accidents and other occurrences caused by Pokémon Go players featured in all 
kinds of news feeds, almost as often as stories about the sensational success and 
popularity of the game itself.  

However, news about these kinds of seemingly quite ridiculous problems caused by 
people getting caught up in screens, smartphones or digital realities was no new 
phenomenon. Every now and then, similar stories, not connected to Pokémon Go, 
popped up in all sorts of more or less trustworthy news forums. For example, people quite 
often seem to stumble, fall into the sea, or even fall down cliffs and die in search of the 
ultimate Instagram picture. Is it really worth it, though? Sacrificing your well-being, or 
even your life, for one picture? One picture! And, at best, a potential fifteen minutes of 
fame among your Instagram followers. And this is only getting worse as people try to 
outshine each other all the time in the fierce competition for our attention. 

We might think we are in control of our media use, but almost too easily we seem to 
get caught up in our screens, no matter if we’re chasing sweet-looking virtual creatures, 
perfect pictures or just checking our social media feeds. We get distracted, we stumble, 
we fall, we get lost, we lose track of time, and we have a hard time getting back on track. 
Why do we keep engaging in this disruptive and at times even hazardous behavior? 

 

4.2.  Media multitasking patterns 

… you should be very careful with generalizing. Within this age 
group, there is naturally a large group of individuals who all behave 

differently in their media consumption. […] the world isn’t black and 
white, and we shouldn’t divide people into “us” and “them”. (Kallinen 

and Berg 2019) 

Media consumption patterns that feature a constant search for attention, obsession-
like tendencies towards games and social media, and a number of “ridiculous 
problems” as the ones mentioned in the observation above, have seemingly become 

 

 

 

 
24 75 Incredible Pokemon Go Statistics and Facts (February 2017) 
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the new normal. This is true for people of all ages and does not characterize any 
generation or age group in specific. Still, generally assumed generational differences 
in media consumption patterns and stereotypical prejudices prevail, even though 
these generational gaps have been repeatedly challenged and discharged (see e.g. 
Carrier et al. 2009; Selwyn 2009; Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; Carrier et al. 2015). 
While the gaps between generations in terms of media consumption is rapidly 
diminishing (e.g. Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; Carrier et al. 2015; Hardy and 
Castonguay 2018), the past decades have seen a dramatic increase in everyday media 
multitasking behavior especially among younger generations (e.g. Wang and 
Tchernev 2012; Uncapher et al. 2017; Segijn et al. 2017). This concerns both 
frequency, time spent with media multitasking as well as the number of concurrent 
media related activities (Carrier et al. 2015). Here, no attempts are made to separate 
“them” (i.e. the diginatives) from “us” (i.e. other generations) or to compare 
patterns between different generations; rather, this section offers an overview of 
recent studies and theoretical perspectives on media multitasking patterns 
specifically among diginatives. 

 

4.2.1. Diginatives and media 24/7 
Most diginatives in the developed world spend an astounding amount of time on 
consuming media content and using technological devices. They live in an 
environment that can only be described as media saturated (e.g. Uncapher et al. 2017). 
About ten years ago, Rideout et al. (2010), found that diginatives managed to fit 10 
hours and 45 minutes’ worth of media content into 7 hours and 30 minutes of media 
use every day. In 2018, the corresponding number of media use was closing in on 12 
hours per day (Newman et al. 2018; Newman et al. 2019). Young adults mainly use 
media in digital platforms (ibid.), which is easily accessed at all times, and which 
persistently increases the opportunities to media multitask. Quite logically, 
simultaneous media use is a precondition for such excessive media consumption. 
While there are exceptions that disprove the rule, it is safe to assume that the majority 
of today’s young adults are avid media multitaskers (in accordance with e.g. Voorveld 
and van der Goot 2013; Carrier et al. 2015; Newman et al. 2018). 

Hwang, Kim and Jeong (2014) found that 90 % of diginative university students 
engage in multitasking whenever they use media. They suggest that more than half of 
the time spent on using media, in fact, involves multitasking. In a study by Mokhtari, 
Delello and Reichard (2015), diginatives reported performing an array of different 
media related activities while engaged in four main activities; reading for fun, reading 
for academic purposes, watching TV and using the Internet. For example, browsing 
web sites while watching TV and checking e-mails while watching online videos were 
frequently reoccurring concurrent activities (ibid.). Diginatives also show a preference 
for multitasking with music, social media and online video content (Voorveld and van 
der Goot 2013). The preferred devices for media consumption as well as multitasking 
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are mobile phones (smartphones) and laptops (e.g. Madden et al. 2013; May and Elder 
2018). 

Diginatives’ media multitasking behavior is characterized by fragmented checking 
and consumption patterns and frequent task switching behavior. For example, typical 
media related activities among diginatives are repeated frequently throughout the 
entire day but engaged in only for short a moment every time (see e.g. Vandewater 
and Lee 2009; Oulasvirta et al. 2012; Boase and Ling 2013; Baumgartner et al. 2014; 
Baumgartner et al. 2016). Yeykelis et al. (2014) found that diginatives switch between 
content every 19 seconds on average when multitasking with several types of content 
on one device. Later studies show that this estimate may be too generous and that this 
time span had receded to about an average of 11 seconds (see e.g. Yeykelis 2018; 
Yeykelis, Cummings, and Reeves 2018). This dramatically affects the user’s experience 
of media content that is often planned and produced for much longer time spans, for 
example a 30-minute episode of a TV series or a newspaper story. The experience 
becomes even more jumbled when concurrently engaging in two (or more) different 
devices or radically different types of media content (ibid.). 

Frequent task-switching can be provoked by external stimuli such as mobile 
notifications. In accordance with more developed and personalized notification 
systems built into mobile technology and media content, the probability for 
technology-induced interruptions and subsequent task switching increases all the 
time (Carrier et al. 2015). However, self-interruptions, or self-initiated interruptions, 
are also very common. This involves abandoning an ongoing task before it is 
completed and changing focus to another task without prompting by any external 
stimuli (see e.g. Dabbish, Mark, and González 2011; Adler and Benbunan-Fich 2013). 
Regular interruptions and frequent task switching activities, regardless of whether 
they are technology-induced or self-initiated, easily divides our attention and leads to 
distractions and fragmented working patterns in any everyday endeavor (e.g. Dabbish, 
Mark, and González 2011; Adler and Benbunan-Fich 2013; Carrier et al. 2015; 
Katidioti et al. 2016). As most diginatives perceive their mobile devices as 
indispensable, regularly repeated technology-induced interruptions and frequent self-
interruptions have become a way of life for most young adults. 

The context of education has been the focal point for the majority of studies on 
youngsters’ and young adults’ everyday media multitasking patterns (e.g. Carrier et al. 
2015; May and Elder 2018). Schools and universities offer easy access to young people. 
Furthermore, different learning environments have developed into natural 
commonplaces for frequent media multitasking behavior (Brasel and Gips 2011). 
What makes this context particularly interesting is the notion that learning requires 
focused attention, and that mobile technology enhances the possibilities for media 
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multitasking and subsequent distraction25. For example, Rosen et al. (2013) found that 
the more distracting technologies were available, the less likely students were to stay 
focused on their learning tasks. Using an array of different media while participating 
in lectures is common among diginatives (e.g. Wallis 2006; Wallis 2010). Junco (2012) 
found that 69 % of students in a classroom were text messaging and 28 % used 
Facebook and read email in class; a total of 21 % of the students used media for off-
task purposes. If a lecture is perceived boring or hard to follow, the temptation is 
elevated to switch to another task with higher emotional appeal, e.g., checking social 
media (Carrier et al. 2015). 

In an exploratory study conducted among college students in their own homes, 
Rosen et al. (2013) observed media multitasking activities performed while studying. 
They found that the students had great difficulties in staying on task as they 
simultaneously engaged in numerous non-study related media activities. During a 
study-period of 15 minutes, the observed students remained focused on the primary 
task for approximately 10 minutes, whereas the rest of the time was spent, e.g., texting, 
watching TV or checking Facebook (ibid.). Carrier et al. (2015) suggest that in any 
learning environment, the more a learning task is interrupted by media activities, the 
harder it becomes to resume focus. It can take up to 20 minutes to regain focus after a 
learning process is interrupted (e.g. Brasel and Gips 2011). 

 

4.2.2. Assessing everyday media multitasking patterns 
Fragmented media consumption patterns as described above, characterized by 
frequent task-switching and multitasking involving multiple devices, platforms and 
digital services is common among diginatives. A high degree of integration of mobile 
media is evident in basically any everyday activity and situation, not only in learning 
processes or environments. In the near future, new mobile technologies, e.g. 
functional sensors and wearables, will offer unprecedented possibilities for up to 24 
hours of media use every day (e.g. Bagot et al. 2018). While a large portion of that type 
of media use may be performed unconsciously and without interfering with other 
everyday activities, it will undoubtedly offer numerous new possibilities for engaging 
in media multitasking. This rapid development leads to confusion related to defining 
what media is and what it is not26. It also leads to further challenges in capturing and 
assessing everyday media multitasking patterns. As everyday media multitasking is 

 

 

 

 
25 See section 4.3.3. for an overview of consequences on academic performance. 
26 Definitions of the concept of media is briefly discussed in chapter 2. However, the issue of defining 
media will be discussed further in chapter 5, as encouraging participants to define media was an integral 
part of the empirical diary study. 
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often performed instinctively and unconsciously, it is difficult to capture and study 
such patterns. For example, when asked to estimate media consumption times, people 
struggle to do this aptly as they are not consciously aware of a large portion of their 
own media consumption, not to mention their media multitasking behavior 
(Baumgartner et al. 2016). Accurate estimations of media use are especially difficult 
for younger people (Vandewater and Lee 2009), and it becomes even more difficult 
due to increasingly fragmented media behavior (Baumgartner et al. 2016). While 
many attempts have been made to recognize and assess the prevalence of everyday 
media multitasking behavior, this phenomenon still remains quite unexplored (Segijn 
et al. 2017). 

The most widely used measure of media multitasking patterns to date is the Media 
Multitasking Index (MMI) developed by Ophir, Nass and Wagner (2009). The MMI 
assesses the total number of hours per week spent with 12 different forms of media 
(Baumgartner et al. 2016). The assessment is conducted using The Media Survey 
Questionnaire, which is designed “to determine the mean number of media a person 
simultaneously consumes when consuming media” (Ophir et al. 2009, p. 15583). For 
each form of media, participants indicate how often they subsequently use the other 
11 forms of media in the questionnaire, which adds up to a total of 132 different media 
multitasking combinations (Baumgartner et al. 2016). The common application of 
MMI suggests a categorization of participants in the study into two separate groups of 
multitaskers. Based on their reported media use and multitasking patterns in the 
questionnaire, a distinction is made between heavy media multitaskers (HMM) and 
light media multitaskers (LMM) (Ophir et al. 2009). This categorization is often used 
as the steppingstone for comparative studies related to, for example, media 
multitasking frequency and cognitive control (e.g. Ophir et al. 2009; Baumgartner et 
al. 2016; Wiradhany and Nieuwenstein 2017). 

The MMI is an exhaustive approach which covers media multitasking in its full [a 
priori designed] extent. However, it also comprises a series of challenges and 
limitations (e.g. Minear et al. 2013; Carrier et al. 2015; Baumgartner et al. 2016; 
Wiradhany and Nieuwenstein 2017). One challenge with the MMI approach is the 
mere length of the questionnaire which easily leads to participant fatigue, low 
motivation, high dropout rate and poor response quality, especially in studies with 
young participants (e.g. Borgers, de Leeuw, and Hox 2000; Konrath, Meier, and 
Bushman 2014; Baumgartner et al. 2016). Another challenge with MMI is that the 
results are often skewed due to the a priori set media combinations in the 
questionnaire. Some combinations are rarer than others in diginatives’ everyday life, 
for example, reading a book while calling someone (Baumgartner et al. 2016). 

Furthermore, results from comparative MMI studies have showed vastly 
contradictory results. For example, Ophir et al. (2009) found a deteriorated 
performance among HMMs on their ability to ignore irrelevant external stimuli in a 
dual task setting, compared to the performances of LMMs. In a similar setting, Minear 
et al. (2013) found no significant difference in the performance between HMMs and 
LMMs. The results of the latter study were confirmed in a replication study made by 
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Wiradhany and Nieuwenstein (2017), which suggest very little support for the idea 
that differences in media multitasking frequency would be directly related to 
differences in information processing capacity. Evidence of such an association may 
be detected in studies with larger sample sizes, however, the contradictory results can 
also be an indication of the difficulties with drawing a clear line between HMMs and 
LMMs based on the MMI approach. The difference could be very small, vary over time 
or in different situations, and also be heavily affected by biases and measurement 
issues of the MMI approach (ibid.). 

Still, while the MMI approach has been heavily criticized and questioned, it is 
frequently used for assessing media multitasking patterns (Baumgartner et al. 2016). 
This could partly be because of the general lack of cohesion, conceptualization and 
targeted theories within in this particular area of media multitasking research (e.g. van 
der Schuur et al. 2015). It could also be because of the absence of any other more 
comprehensive approach to studying everyday media multitasking patterns. Studies 
within this area where the MMI approach is not used often restrictively assess only a 
very specific set of media multitasking combinations (e.g. Levine, Waite, and Bowman 
2007; Collins 2008; Bowman et al. 2010; Junco and Cotten 2012; Baumgartner et al. 
2016) or apply only single item measures (e.g. Duff et al. 2014; Baumgartner et al. 
2016) which also lead to inconclusive and insufficient measures and assessments. 
Overall, the area of media multitasking patterns remains very disperse in terms of 
theory and theorizing efforts. Most pattern-related studies seem to draw on theoretical 
perspectives from the other two areas of predictors and consequences, which further 
increases confusion concerning causality and conceptualization (e.g. Lin and Parsons 
2018; Aagaard 2019). 

 

4.3.  Media multitasking consequences 

More comfortable online than out partying, post-Millennials are 
safer, physically, than adolescents have ever been. But they’re on the 

brink of a mental-health crisis. (Twenge 2017) 

The ability to multitask efficiently is often considered a desirable and positive 
characteristic by diginatives (e.g. Wang and Tchernev 2012). Multitasking seemingly 
allows them to divide their attention between two or more tasks concurrently, and 
thus saves time and enhances their productivity (Judd 2013). However, this has 
repeatedly been proven a false feeling of productivity (see e.g. Watson and Strayer 
2010; Brasel and Gips 2011; Robinson 2017). Instead, extensive research on immediate 
as well as long-term consequences indicate negative results almost exclusively; 
multitasking always comes with a cost due to our limited attention capacity (e.g. 
Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Robinson 2017). This has led to a 
widespread concern, especially regarding the long-term implications of repeatedly 
trying to do many things at the same time already at a young age. 
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Most studies on media multitasking consequences are conducted in laboratories 
with a dual-task setup; the immediate effects are measured in terms of how cognitive 
distractions affect the primary task performance or overall comprehension (see e.g. 
Bardhi, Rohm, and Sultan 2010). In an everyday context, long-term effects, such as a 
persistent inability to focus, a decreased ability to process and remember information, 
reduced levels of creativity and problem-solving performance  (e.g. Stone 2009; Carr 
2011) and effects on psychological as well as physiological wellbeing (e.g. van der 
Schuur et al. 2015) have been identified. Prior research on media multitasking 
consequences have focused on three main categories of “costs” or negative 
consequences: 

• Cognitive consequences – consequences related to focusing and sustaining 
attention, to processing information, and to the ability of switching 
between tasks; 

• Socioemotional consequences – consequences related to disrupted 
behavioral patterns and routines, social interactions and general well-
being; 

• Consequences on performance – consequences associated with 
performance in different activities, e.g. learning, creativity and problem-
solving capabilities. 

Table 4 (see p. 65) offers a brief overview of some documented negative 
consequences within these three main areas, along with some key studies and 
references. As mentioned, positive effects of media multitasking are rare, or at least 
they are rarely reported in academic literature, which is quite exhaustively focused on 
the negative consequences. However, a few positive findings are also highlighted in 
this section. 

 

4.3.1. Cognitive consequences 
As mentioned earlier, media multitasking always implies some form of cognitive 
interference or cognitive overload, resulting in consequences such as task switching 
costs and slower task performance times (e.g. Kirschner and Karpinski 2010; Rosen 
2010; Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015). Classic cognitive theories on 
attention, information processing and working memory, are often applied to explain 
how our limited attention and information processing capabilities affect cognitive 
control mechanisms and subsequent socioemotional behavior and task performance 
in relation to frequent media multitasking. Our ancient brains are simply not 
equipped for or in sync with the modern world we live in (Gazzaley and Rosen 2016; 
Hansen 2019a). 
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Table 4. Overview of documented negative consequences 
 

COGNITIVE 
CONSEQUENCES 

SOCIOEMOTIONAL 
CONSEQUENCES 

CONSEQUENCES ON 
PERFORMANCE 

 
Scattered attention and task 
switching costs 
Ophir et al., 2009 
Wallis, 2010 
Gazzaley & Rosen, 2016 
Leysens, le Roux & Parry, 2016 

 
Impaired information 
processing 
Lang, 2000 
Jeong & Fishbein, 2007 
Brasel & Gips, 2011 

 
Reduced working memory 
Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013 
Mokhtari, Delello & Reichard, 
2015 
Gazzaley & Rosen, 2016  

 
Addictive behavior and 
FOMO 
Rosen, 2012 
Duke & Montag, 2017 
Wolniewicz et al. 2018 

 
Mediated/interrupted social 
interactions 
Bardhi et al., 2010 
Jacobsen & Foerste, 2011 
Pea et al., 2012 

 
Anxiety, stress & sleeping 
disorders 
Calamaro, Mason & Ratcliffe, 
2009 
Becker et al., 2012 
Rosen, 2012 
Rosen, 2017 

 
Impaired driving ability 
Ranney et al., 2000 
Treffner & Barett, 2004 
Strayer et al., 2006 

 
Diminished problem-
solving ability 
Bowman et al., 2010 
Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013 
Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2015 

 
Lower grades and 
fragmented learning 
processes 
Lee, Lin & Robertson, 2012 
Wood et al., 2012 
Srivastava, 2013 
Voorveld & van der Goot, 
2013 
Wu, 2017  

 

The attention perspective 

Cognitive control refers to our ability to select and maintain thoughts and actions 
that represent internal goals and means to achieve these goals (van der Schuur et al. 
2015). This concept embraces, for example, cognitive processes such as focusing 
attention on goal-relevant information and filtering irrelevant information from 
relevant information (see e.g. van der Schuur et al. 2015; Gazzaley and Rosen 2016). 
The underlying assumption within the attention perspective is simple; our 
attentional capacity is limited. Trying to perform several tasks simultaneously 
challenges this limited attentional capacity (May and Elder 2018). 

When simultaneously trying to engage in multiple tasks or maintain multiple 
trains of thoughts, our attention becomes divided among multiple targets, and the 
attention level may radically vary between foreground (primary) and background 
(secondary) tasks (e.g. Pilotta and Schultz 2005). This fragmentation of focus most 
often comes with a price of decreased performance (e.g. Herbranson 2017). Divided 
attention is by no means a new phenomenon and has been thoroughly researched 
in terms of auditory and visual stimuli, e.g. attending to multiple conversations at a 
cocktail party (see e.g. Cherry 1953; Cherry and Taylor 1954; Stifelman 1994), and 
monitoring two videos simultaneously (e.g. Neisser and Becklen 1975; Becklen and 
Cervone 1983). The notion of selective attention would allow a person to focus on 
one stimuli, while filtering out the other(s), whereas the cognitive limitations of a 
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person’s attentional capacity becomes evident when trying to focus on more than 
one auditory or visual stimuli at the same time (Herbranson 2017). The cost of 
divided attention seems to be that one stimulus consistently and unintentionally 
“overtakes” the others, and the information from the unattended stimuli is limited 
and easily forgotten (ibid.). 

One explanation for why attention can be allocated efficiently to only one task at 
a time, i.e. selective attention, is provided by the Bottleneck Theory of Attention 
(e.g. Broadbent 1958; Maslovat et al. 2013; May and Elder 2018). As several stimuli 
arrive at a processing “bottleneck” and only one item can be processed at a time, 
filtering or selection of stimuli must occur; a secondary task can thus only be 
processed when the primary task is completed (May and Elder 2018). While this 
theory has been heavily criticized for its rigidity (e.g. McLeod 2018), the notion of 
having to filter or allocate attentional resources due to a “mental bottleneck” can 
also be found in more recent theories. For example, rooted in studies conducted by 
Ophir et al. (2009) on cognitive control among media multitaskers, van der Schuur 
et al. (2015) present a similar theoretical approach where “the executive system 
controls mental resources, allocating them where necessary” (May and Elder 2018 , 
p. 3). Van der Schuur et al.  (2015) present two central hypotheses concerning the 
potential effects of media multitasking on cognitive control: 

• The Scattered Attention Hypothesis which implies that frequent media 
multitasking decreases the ability to filter relevant information from 
irrelevant information; 

• The Trained Attention Hypothesis implies that frequent altering between 
tasks and information sources may train and improve certain control 
processes such as task switching and information filtering. 

Based on a division between HMMs and LMMs (according to the MMI 
approach), these hypotheses were tested against a vast number of studies using self-
report questionnaires and performance-based laboratory test settings (van der 
Schuur et al. 2015). Overall, the results were inconclusive; very little evidence was 
found especially for the trained attention hypothesis (ibid.). Later studies on 
cognitive control and limited attention capacity indicate quite alarming effects of 
frequent media multitasking on, e.g., the ability to sustain attention for a longer 
period of time (see e.g. Leysens, le Roux, and Parry 2016). Youngsters and young 
adults seem particularly susceptible to consequences on cognitive control 
mechanisms, as important cognitive functions continue to develop at a young age 
(van der Schuur et al. 2015). The human brain is estimated not to be fully developed 
until you reach the age of around thirty (Rosen 2010). If this is the case, diginatives 
have more limited capabilities to handle multitasking processes than adults, which 
may imply longer processing times and severe switching costs (ibid.). 

The information processing perspective 

According to the information processing perspective, media multitasking implies 
increasingly fragmented and impaired media message and information processing 
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(see e.g. Brasel and Gips 2011; Kazakova et al. 2015). Information processing theories 
such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty and Cacioppo 1984) and the 
Limited Capacity Model of Mediated Message Processing (Lang 2000) are often used 
to explain why media multitasking leads to impaired cognitive processing (e.g. 
Voorveld and van der Goot 2013).  

Even though these classic models were developed in and for a completely 
different media environment than we experience today, they are still frequently 
used. For example, the Limited Capacity Model of Mediated Message Processing 
suggests that people have a limited capacity for cognitive processing of information 
related to three fundamental dimensions: encoding, storage and retrieval (Lang 
2000). These dimensions allow messages to be processed under controlled 
conditions (conscious subprocess) or automatically elicited (unconscious 
subprocess). However, the ability to process messages is limited, and therefore it is 
impossible to process all mediated information in today’s media saturated 
environment. Simultaneously trying to process two or more messages (i.e. dividing 
one’s attention) limits the ability to process these properly, resulting in incoherent 
or selective processing (e.g. Lang; Jeong, Se-Hoon and Fishbein 2007; Jeong, Se-Hoon 
and Hwang 2012; Voorveld and van der Goot 2013). 

The Elaboration Likelihood Model explains different ways people process stimuli 
(Petty and Cacioppo 1984). Two main opposite levels are acknowledged; 1) the 
central route or high elaboration, which involves a high degree of engagement and 
thought, and 2) the peripheral route or low elaboration, which involves a low degree 
of engagement and thought. The level of elaboration correlates to a varying degree 
of activated cognitive processes, and two key factors influence the level of 
elaboration and the cognitive processing resources activated: 1) motivation, i.e. the 
desire to process a specific message, and 2) ability, i.e. the capacity for critical 
evaluation of a specific message. When multitasking with media, the second factor 
(ability) is interrupted, resulting in impaired evaluation and processing of messages 
(ibid.). 

The working memory perspective 

Traditional theories on working memory also provide insight into the cognitive 
consequences of media multitasking (e.g. Baddeley 2012; May and Elder 2018). Prior 
research within this specific area has focused mostly on cognition directed to the 
present moment, very recent past or series of moments (Uncapher, Thieu, and 
Wagner 2016). Visual working memory is a cognitive system that allows for a limited 
amount of visual information to be stored in a temporary storage buffer, and media 
multitasking has been found to impair this cognitive function (see e.g. Hollingworth 
and Beck 2016; Uncapher, Thieu, and Wagner 2016; Cain et al. 2016; Redick et al. 
2016).  

Uncapher et al. (2016) also studied the relation between frequent media 
multitasking and long-term memory. They report four key findings: 1) HMMs in 
general exhibited lower working memory performance, no matter if external 
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distraction was present or absent, 2) those with a lower performance in working 
memory tasks also performed poorly in long-term memory tasks, 3) differences in 
memory task performances reflected differences in discriminability rather than 
decision bias, and 4) attentional impulsivity correlated with media multitasking 
behavior and reduced working memory performance. The findings indicate long-
term effects of frequent media multitasking, such as wider attentional scope and 
higher attentional impulsivity, which may allow goal-irrelevant information to 
compete with goal-relevant information (ibid.). Overall, frequent everyday media 
multitasking is associated with reduced memory ability, both in terms of recent 
working (short-term) memory and long-term memory. 

 

4.3.2. Socioemotional consequences 

If you find a person who frequently uses social media depressed, how 
can you know it’s because of the social media? It could just as easily 
be so that depressed people are drawn to Facebook and Instagram. 

(Hansen, 2019a). 

The vast majority of prior research within the area of media multitasking 
consequences has focused on the above-mentioned cognitive perspective, assuming 
that cognitive overload and impaired cognitive control constitute the foundation for 
other, subsequent, consequences on socioemotional functioning and task 
performance. The past few years have seen an increase in an important stream of 
research that focuses on socioemotional consequences (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; van der 
Schuur et al. 2015). The concept of socioemotional functioning is used to describe the 
intertwining relationship between social and emotional functioning (van der Schuur 
et al. 2015). Frequent media multitasking has been linked to severe conditions such as 
depression, social anxiety, deteriorated sociability and sleeping problems (ibid). 
Furthermore, heavy media multitaskers have been found to be more susceptible to 
feelings of overwhelm, over-stimulation, stress and exhaustion (see e.g. Stone 2009; 
Kirschner and Karpinski 2010). Though this is still a relatively unexplored area of 
research, studies seem to confirm that the strain that media multitasking causes on 
our limited cognitive control processes is the main reason for such subsequent 
socioemotional consequences.  

Severe socioemotional consequences have been observed among youngsters and 
young adults especially (see e.g. Becker, Alzahabi, and Hopwood 2012). In fact, stress-
related illnesses and burnout caused by trying to do too much all the time is rapidly 
developing into a modern epidemic. While there are many socioemotional aspects 
that have been addressed in prior research, three of the most studied aspects are 
discussed in this section. Within this area, the issue of causality is especially important 
to acknowledge, as it is difficult to clearly identify the cause-effect relation in the cases 
presented and discussed below.  
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Addictive behavior and Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) 

The rapid development of mobile technology has led to a rapidly mounting 
dependence on technology (e.g. Cheever, Peviani, and Rosen 2018). Diginatives are 
rapidly developing addiction-like everyday media multitasking patterns (e.g. 
Oulasvirta et al. 2012; Duke and Montag 2017a). Classic addiction symptomology is 
often applicable, including loss of control (for example, distortion of time spent on 
media), serious withdrawal symptoms and negative effects on social and work life (e.g. 
Kwon et al. 2013; Lanaj, Johnson, and Barnes 2014; Lin, Y. et al. 2015; Duke and 
Montag 2017). Consequently, classic theories and models on addiction and addictive 
behavior, stemming from a stream of research on gaming and Internet addiction, are 
often applied in research on media multitasking addiction.27 

FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) is a withdrawal phenomenon, often associated with 
media addiction in particular (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; Wolniewicz et al. 2018). 
Przybylski et al. (2013, p. 1841) have defined FOMO as “a pervasive apprehension that 
others might be having rewarding experiences from which one is absent, FOMO is 
characterized by the desire to stay continually connected with what others are doing.” 
FOMO has been linked to an array of different psychological and physiological 
conditions, e.g. high level of alcohol consumption and risky behavior (Riordan et al. 
2015), as well as depression and emotional shortcomings (e.g. Baker, Krieger, and 
LeRoy 2016; Elhai et al. 2016; Dhir et al. 2018).  

FOMO is also a characteristic example of the challenge in determining causality in 
media multitasking. While FOMO can easily lead to overuse and addiction to media 
and media multitasking (e.g. Baker, Krieger, and LeRoy 2016), excessive media 
multitasking also feeds the need to stay in touch and to constantly know what is going 
on (e.g. Rosen 2012). Similarly, addictive behavior is a highly alarming consequence 
of frequent media multitasking (ibid.). At the same time, addiction can also be seen as 
a predictor for such behavior (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015). It is impossible to determine 
the relationship between cause and effect in these cases. Nevertheless, addictive media 
multitasking behavior and FOMO have repeatedly been linked to negative 
socioemotional consequences such as feelings of loneliness, depression, and disruptive 
interpersonal face-to-face interactions (see e.g. Baker, Krieger, and LeRoy 2016; Elhai 
et al. 2016; Dhir et al. 2018). 

Social interactions 

Effects of frequent media multitasking on social interactions have primarily been 
studied in terms of social connection or social isolation, for example, with questions 

 

 

 

 
27 For a more elaborate discussion on the concept of media addiction, see section 5.5.3. 
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like, “Are technology and online relationships making us more or less social?” paving 
the way (e.g. Kraut et al. 2002; Morahan-Martin and Schumacher 2003; Waytz and 
Gray 2018). There is also a growing body of work exploring how technology-related 
habits and media multitasking are affecting individuals’ social competencies and 
emotions in social interactions (see e.g. Pea et al. 2012; Uhls et al. 2014; George and 
Odgers 2015; Misra et al. 2016; Mills 2016). Researchers claim that our socioemotional 
functioning is affected by heavy media multitasking behavior, since this easily disrupts 
our face-to-face interactions (e.g. Pea et al. 2012). Smartphones and other mobile 
devices are always close by, and while they offer convenient means of meeting new 
people and staying in touch with friends and family (Bardhi, Rohm, and Sultan 2010; 
Jacobsen and Foerste 2011), they are also a constantly present source of distraction in 
any social situation (e.g. Pea et al. 2012). Many studies show that the mere presence of 
a mobile phone will affect a social interaction and conversation, as this increases the 
likelihood of behavioral interruptions and cognitive distractions (see e.g. Thornton et 
al. 2014). 

In accordance with increased presence of technology in everyday social 
interactions, the lines between “real” experiences and mediated experiences become 
blurred (e.g. Thompson 1995; Timmins and Lombard 2005). It becomes difficult to 
read the presence, emotions, and engagement of the other participants in face-to-face 
interaction if distracting screens are part of the picture. Technology and virtual reality 
offer unprecedented opportunities to interact with people that are geographically 
distant. However, this will never overtake face-to-face interactions completely. Real-
life social skills are a necessary foundation for forming friendships and managing 
technology in a beneficial way in social situations (e.g. Keles, McCrae, and Grealish 
2019). Still, frequent media multitasking and increased “mixed” social experiences 
have been found to affect people’s social capabilities and sociability in terms of, for 
example, empathy, emotional intelligence, perspective taking, and emotion 
recognition (e.g. Waytz and Gray 2018). 

Anxiety, stress and sleeping disorders 

While many studies highlight positive aspects of mobile media in terms of 
connectedness, tendencies of loneliness, depression and social anxiety are prominent 
especially among adolescents who frequently engage in media and media multitasking 
(Keles, McCrae, and Grealish 2019). Studies showcase a negative correlation between 
heavy social media or smartphone use and psychological, as well as physiological well-
being (see e.g. Shakya and Christakis 2017; Dhir et al. 2018). For example, Dhir et al. 
(2018) suggest that compulsive media use and media multitasking trigger social media 
fatigue. Furthermore, while the growing trend of attention seeking in digital as well as 
analog environments (see e.g. Gillberg 2014; Hardy and Castonguay 2018) may 
provide diginatives with feelings of satisfaction and enjoyment, this often addictive 
attention-seeking behavior and anticipation of online responses may also lead to 
severe socioemotional consequences such as anxiety, stress and depression (e.g. Rosen 
2012; Dhir et al. 2018). 



71 

 

Even though the evidence for the relation between media multitasking and these 
types of symptoms and disorders is not always conclusive and highly dependent on 
individual differences and situational fluctuations, the effects on sleeping patterns 
have been found to be significant; a high level of media multitasking is related to less 
sleep and more sleeping problems (Calamaro, Mason, and Ratcliffe 2009; van der 
Schuur, Winneke A et al. 2018). For example, FOMO has been identified as a major 
predictor of sleeping problems and sleep deprivation (Rosen, L. 2017). In 2017, 80% 
of adolescents said they rarely or never sleep well (ibid.). Rosen et al. (2016) found that 
the last thing most diginatives do before they fall asleep is use their smartphone and 
that they always sleep with their phone close by. Half of the participants in their study 
checked their phones during the night if they woke up, also for other purposes than 
merely checking the time. Checking the phone was also the first thing they did in the 
morning, even before rising. Due to a constant information “intake” and processing, 
this behavior affects the length and quality of sleep, which is essential for the human 
body and our well-being (ibid.). Furthermore, the mobile screen’s blue light also 
affects levels of crucial hormones needed for a good night’s sleep (e.g. Rosen et al. 
2016; Rosen 2017; van der Schuur, Winneke A et al. 2018).  

As shown, frequent everyday media multitasking and the subsequent cognitive 
overload and impairment of cognitive control mechanisms lead to an array of 
negative effects on socioemotional functioning. However, causality remains a major 
challenge within this area of study, and more research within this particular area is 
needed (in accordance with e.g. van der Schuur et al. 2015). 

 

4.3.3. Consequences on performance 
The consequences of media multitasking on task performance have been studied in a 
myriad of activities and contexts (Angell et al. 2016). Significant immediate and 
distractive effects have been found on performance, for example, when driving a car 
(e.g. Strayer, Drews, and Crouch 2006; Stavrinos et al. 2019) and in problem-solving 
tasks (e.g. Adler and Benbunan-Fich 2015). In general, these types of negative 
consequences on performance are linked to our limited cognitive processing capacity 
and, for example, issues related to time management and impaired information 
processing (e.g. Stavrinos et al. 2019). Moreover, when engaging in multitasking, 
attention levels between media have been found to vary, suggesting that a foreground 
and background medium emerges (Pilotta and Schultz 2005). Also, socioemotional 
consequences of frequent media multitasking can lead to subsequent consequences on 
task performance; for example, lack of sleep is often linked to impaired task 
performance (e.g. Rosen 2017). 

Frequent everyday media multitasking has also been found to cause long-term 
effects on task performance (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015). For example, Ophir et al. (2009) 
suggest that frequently switching back and forth between tasks in any specific learning 
environment (e.g. in class or at home) may affect the ability to filter out irrelevant 
distractions in other contexts and situations, too. However, the longer the perspective, 
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the more difficult it becomes to isolate one specific factor or behavioral pattern as the 
sole reason for decreased task performance in the everyday context. Next, three main 
areas are presented where media multitasking and its negative effects on task 
performance have been thoroughly studied. 

Driving 

One of the most prominent areas of research on media multitasking and its effect on 
task performance is the context associated with driving a car (see e.g. Nijboer et al. 
2016; Stavrinos et al. 2019). There is general belief that driving simply cannot be 
combined with any media related tasks without severe negative consequences on 
driving performance (Nijboer et al. 2016). The smallest consequences in terms of 
interrupted concentration or reaction times can lead to outright catastrophic 
consequences. Therefore, the consequences of an array of secondary tasks performed 
while driving have been studied; everything from listening to music or the radio (e.g. 
Brodsky 2001; Nijboer et al. 2016), to having a phone conversation holding the phone 
with one hand (e.g. Strayer and Johnston 2001; Treffner and Barrett 2004). These 
studies show that using a phone or a tablet while driving leads to rigorously impaired 
driving performance, mainly due to the fact that the person who drives shifts his or 
her gaze from the road to the device in question, and therefore becomes less observant 
on the road and the driving activity (e.g. Strayer, Drews, and Crouch 2006; Nijboer et 
al. 2016; Stavrinos et al. 2019). The effects on driving performance are immediate and 
can cause dangerous situations not only for the driver, but also for passengers and 
other cars and people nearby. 

Problem-solving and creativity 

Immediate distractive effects of media multitasking have also been studied in relation 
to creativity and problem-solving tasks. Similar strain on the attentional capacity has 
been found in these types of tests as well as for other tasks and contexts. For example, 
Adler and Benbunan-Fich (2013; 2015) found that the accuracy in problem solving 
tasks, such as solving sudokus or word puzzles, worsened when multitasking. Other 
researchers report similar results of reduced performances in creative tasks, also (e.g. 
Stone 2009; Carr 2011). Bowman et al. (2010) note that even though the outcome of a 
problem solving or creativity task may not be directly affected by media multitasking, 
the lag time resulting from switching between tasks is likely to cause an addition to 
the time it takes to perform the task (see also e.g. Carrier et al. 2015). Furthermore, 
frequent media multitaskers easily grow accustomed to constant switching between 
tasks, which can eventually reduce the ability to focus on one task at a time (e.g. Wallis 
2006; Wallis 2010; van der Schuur et al. 2015). Also, continuous media multitasking 
and divided attention have been found to lead to increased distractibility and 
spontaneous mind wandering (Ralph et al. 2014). These types of long-term effects are 
likely to affect the performance in any everyday task that requires some degree of 
problem-solving skills, cognitive flexibility or creativity (Lopez and Orr 2018). 
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Academic performance 

The context that by far is the most studied within the area of media multitasking is the 
academic context. Frequent media multitasking and the consequential cognitive 
overload and attention residue consistently leads to interrupted learning processes 
and overall impaired learning  (e.g. Levy and Pashler 2001; Leroy 2009; Voorveld and 
van der Goot 2013). This is mainly due to time management issues (more time spent 
on using media than on academic tasks) and limited information processing capacity 
(more capacity used for processing information that is irrelevant to academic tasks) 
(e.g. van der Schuur et al. 2015). The negative consequences on academic performance 
are often measured in terms of 1) academic outcomes, e.g. Grade Point Average (GPA), 
course grades and test scores, 2) study-related attitudes and behavior, e.g. study time, 
motivation and the ability to focus on a study task, and 3) perceived academic learning, 
e.g. students’ perceived understanding of and performance in academic tasks (e.g. 
Rosen et al. 2011; Rosen, Carrier, and Cheever 2013; Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur 
et al. 2015; May and Elder 2018). Frequently engaging in media multitasking has also 
been associated with negative long-term consequences, such as a reduced ability to 
focus on one task at a time in the long run (e.g. Wallis 2006; Wallis 2010; van der 
Schuur et al. 2015). 

In studies pertaining to effects on academic performance, the focal point has 
primarily been one specific learning environment, for example, in the classroom or at 
home (see e.g. Rosen et al. 2011; Rosen, Carrier, and Cheever 2013; Carrier et al. 2015). 
Furthermore, one specific media activity is most often in focus, for example text 
messaging, e-mailing or engaging in Facebook or other social media sites (e.g. 
Kirschner and Karpinski 2010; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Chen and Yan 2016). As 
mentioned earlier, most students engage in media multitasking frequently in many 
different learning environments. This fragmented behavior causes interruptions and 
interference in their learning processes. For example, Kinzie et al. (2005) found that 
an activity as simple as sending a text message can cause a severe interference. Rosen 
et al. (2011) found that heavy texting during class, in particular, (more than 16 texts 
received and sent during a time period of 30 minutes) led to significantly lower results 
concerning remembering the material presented. Wood et al. (2012) concurred that 
different types of content and technology causes different degrees of distraction, e.g. 
checking social media content was found to be more distracting than text messaging 
or checking e-mails because of a greater emotional appeal. This is also true outside the 
classroom when engaging in, for example, video lectures or instructional podcasts or 
video clips (e.g. Lee, Lin, and Robertson 2012; Srivastava 2013).  

Junco and Cotten (2011) found that many students keep multitasking even though 
they are aware of the potential detrimental effect it may have on the quality of their 
work. However, in general, students demonstrate poor awareness of how media 
multitasking affects their learning, and most often they overestimate their ability to 
perform several tasks simultaneously (e.g. May and Elder 2018). Furthermore, even 
though there is a vast amount of evidence supporting negative consequences on 
academic performance, some researchers claim that the consequences are relatively 
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minor or moderate, especially compared to task performance in other contexts, for 
example, while driving  (van der Schuur et al. 2015). Still, to avoid distractions while 
studying and subsequent negative consequences on academic performance, 
diginatives need a better understanding of their attentional abilities and better 
strategies for regulating their attention (Wu 2017). 

 

4.3.4. Are there any positive effects? 
While the literature review for this study encompassed scarce findings related to any 
kind of positive effect, there are a few specific issues worth highlighting. For example, 
some researchers state that extensive media multitasking can trigger our brains to 
form new patterns for searching for and sorting through information, and thereby, 
lead to improved multitasking skills (e.g. Salvucci and Taatgen 2008; van der Schuur 
et al. 2015). For example, The Trained Attention Hypothesis presented by van der 
Schuur et al. (2015) suggests that frequent media multitasking could have a positive 
effect on developing cognitive control processes and the ability to filter irrelevant 
information over time (see also e.g. Ophir et al. 2009; Alzahabi and Becker 2013). A 
similar approach, the Threaded Cognition Theory (TCT), was presented by Salvucci 
and Taatgen (2008; 2010), which aims to explore the cognitive perspective of everyday 
multitasking further. This has developed into one of the more influential 
contemporary cognitive theories within the area of media multitasking, which can be 
used to predict when or whether multitasking could be performed efficiently and 
when or whether this will lead to cognitive interference or other negative 
consequences (ibid.). 

The TCT approach proposes a central serial procedural resource, which takes in 
and initiates requests to various processing resources, so-called threads (e.g. Salvucci 
and Taatgen 2008). This allows for concurrent execution of tasks, except for when the 
serial procedural resource is required or when processing resources are occupied. This 
complex model is compared to a cook who is baking bread in a kitchen; the cook is 
the central procedural resource and the activities involved in baking the bread are the 
processing resources, the threads. The cook is required to be around for some 
processes from beginning to end, e.g. preparing the dough, and for other processes 
that need to be initiated, e.g. putting the dough in the oven. But the cook can also let 
some processes run independently, e.g. the actual baking of the bread in the oven. Lag 
time is the time that occurs during such processes, i.e. the cook has nothing to do while 
the bread is in the oven, which means that this limited resource (i.e. the cook) can be 
allocated to another task for a certain period of time. (Salvucci and Taatgen 2008; 
Salvucci and Taatgen 2010; Carrier et al. 2015). This kind of lag time can allow people 
in everyday situations to “train” arranging their cognitive processing efficiently across 
tasks (Salvucci and Taatgen 2008). Thus, it opens up the possibility for efficient forms 
of everyday multitasking and the potential for developing one’s multitasking skills 
(e.g. Carrier et al. 2015). 
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The acknowledgement of the probability that people may actually “train” their 
brains into allocating cognitive resources and processes more efficiently between tasks 
correlates with the very existence of multitasking training programs among certain 
professions. For example, pilots and aircraft crews are trained in multitasking to be 
better prepared for handling and avoiding potentially dangerous situations while 
flying (see e.g. Loukopoulos, Dismukes, and Barshi 2009). However, according to the 
TCT approach, the “change with practice” process is very slow. Even though heavy 
practice with everyday media multitasking may lead to e.g. time savings by running 
some cognitive processes in parallel, independently and in the background, the 
outcome of the tasks can still be affected in a negative way (Carrier et al. 2015). In fact, 
an everyday scenario of truly efficient media multitasking without any interferences 
or lag times issues seems unlikely. Media multitasking always implies some sort of cost 
(Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Robinson 2017). For example, if the 
main task entails active learning of a specific topic by reading a book, it seems unlikely 
that the learning outcome would be as good if you multitask while you read than if 
you concentrate only on the reading activity, no matter how efficiently you are able to 
allocate mental resources and physical and cognitive processes otherwise (e.g. Carrier 
et al. 2015). 

Furthermore, while Sanbonmatsu et al. (2013) suggest that some people are 
actually better cognitively equipped for processing several simultaneous tasks, it is 
only a very small part of the entire population. Foehr (2006) and Watson and Strayer 
(2010) suggest that about 1 % of the entire population are actually so-called 
“supertaskers”, who are able to process several things concurrently and are equipped 
for developing their ability to do so. These people, in general, showcase greater 
cognitive abilities in managing distractions and controlling impulses (Sanbonmatsu 
et al. 2013). Some researchers present evidence of improved multitasking skills 
specifically among youngsters and young adults, presumably as a consequence of 
frequent practice from a very early age  (see e.g. Dzubak 2008). However, very limited 
and inconsistent empirical evidence is available to evaluate and reinforce these 
findings properly (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; May and Elder 2018). 

While these findings may not seem that positive after all, there is one specific 
stream of research on media multitasking that consistently showcases positive results. 
This embraces the activity of listening to music while performing other activities 
simultaneously. Listening to music via mobile devices while, for example, exercising 
or studying is one of the most common forms of media multitasking among 
diginatives (Voorveld and van der Goot 2013). There are, in fact, several studies that 
support the notion that listening to background music improves focus on the primary 
task at hand in many different contexts, for example, while driving (e.g. Nijboer et al. 
2016) and in different learning environments (e.g. Kämpfe, Sedlmeier, and Renkewitz 
2011; van der Schuur et al. 2015). One explanation for this phenomenon may be that 
heavy media multitaskers have been found to perform somewhat better in 
multisensory integration tasks than others, presumably because of their extensive 
experience with integrating information from different sources concurrently (see e.g. 
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Lui and Wong 2012). This can lead to a strengthened ability to create so called media 
hierarchies; i.e. mentally order different concurrent activities so that e.g. the learning 
task remains the primary task that gets the needed attention, while the background 
music remains a secondary source that requires hardly any complex mental processing 
at all (e.g. Bardhi, Rohm, and Sultan 2010; Angell et al. 2016). Background music may 
also help diginatives focus on the primary task by helping them to tune out other 
potentially distracting external stimuli (ibid.). 

 

4.4.  Media multitasking predictors 
The literature review presented above pertaining to the areas of media multitasking 
patterns and consequences showed that diginatives, in general, are frequent media 
multitaskers and that there is a rising trend of increasing everyday media multitasking. 
Concurrently, the extensive list of documented negative consequences keeps growing. 
To understand this paradoxical trend, and to advance the field of research, we need to 
move beyond the questions of what and how (e.g. Aagaard 2015; Robinson 2017), and 
explore the underlying reasons behind the individual’s engagement in media 
multitasking. We need to shift our focus to the question of why; why do diginatives 
frequently engage in media multitasking, knowing what consequences it may have? 

This area of research is referred to as exploring predictors (also antecedents or 
motivators)28 of media multitasking (Kononova and Chiang 2015), and is particularly 
challenging due to the complex nature of everyday media multitasking as well as the 
issue of inconclusive results concerning causality (e.g. van der Schuur et al. 2015; 
Uncapher et al. 2017). It is close to impossible to derive cause and effect in everyday 
media multitasking activities. For example, do students media multitask because they 
are bored? Or, are they bored because they have grown used to constant stimulation 
due to frequent media multitasking? (see e.g. Carrier et al. 2015). The models and 
perspectives presented next originate in prior studies within this area, where causality 
has been addressed and discussed at length. However, while causality is acknowledged 
as a challenge in research on media multitasking predictors, this particular issue is not 
explored further in this section. 

Overall, the area of media multitasking predictors has gained more and more 
interest and attention during the past decade. Still, this stream of research remains 
quite unexplored and dispersed. According to Junco and Cotten (2011), a vast 
majority of university students are not aware of the full extent of the detrimental 

 

 

 

 
28 The concepts of antecedents, predictors and motivators are used interchangeably in prior studies to 
describe this particular area of study. Here, the concept of media multitasking predictors is used. 
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consequences of frequent media multitasking. On the contrary, they feel that constant 
multitasking helps them organize their lives and perform well in given tasks. This 
(false) feeling of productivity and accomplishment has been singled out as an 
important predictor of engagement in media multitasking (ibid.). However, this 
section lists a few additional critical perspectives that have been developed in recent 
years to understand why people keep engaging in media multitasking behavior.  

 

4.4.1. Uses and gratifications theory 
One of the most widely used theoretical perspectives in studies on media multitasking 
predictors is the Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT). This perspective was 
traditionally developed to understand [mass]media consumption patterns with the 
purpose of explaining why and how people use specific media (Katz, Blumler, and 
Gurevtich 1974). There are four fundamental assumptions in the UGT approach: 1) 
the audience is active with goal-directed media use, 2) individuals make deliberate 
media consumption decisions, 3) media are assumed to compete with other resources 
for need satisfaction, and 4) the gratification sought from media vary across social 
roles and psychological disposition of individuals (e.g. West and Turner 2014; 
Robinson 2017). Furthermore, the theory stresses the relation between the 
gratification sought (GS) and the gratification obtained (GO). These aspects constitute 
the foundation for explaining why people turn to certain media to satisfy certain 
needs. Also, the greater gratification obtained, the likelier it is to choose the same 
media again when seeking to gratify a similar need. (ibid.) 

The UGT approach has been criticized, for example, for the basic assumption of 
an active audience and deliberate consumption decisions and for its very traditional 
mass media focus (see e.g. Severin and Tankard 1997). Still, it is widely applied in 
media consumption (e.g. LaRose and Eastin 2004; Sundar and Limperos 2013) and 
media multitasking research (see e.g. Wang and Tchernev 2012; Voorveld and van der 
Goot 2013; Ahad and Anshari 2017). A number of needs for which gratification is 
sought after has been listed, traditionally categorized into five main categories (see e.g. 
West and Turner 2014): 

1) cognitive needs – acquiring information, knowledge and understanding; 
2) affective needs – emotions, pleasure, feelings; 
3) personal integrative needs – credibility, status, stability; 
4) social integrative needs – family and friends; 
5) tension release needs – escape and diversion. 

However, since its introduction in the 1970s, the media environment has 
dramatically changed. Consequently, several developed and slightly modified versions 
of the theory, as well as the main categories of needs, have emerged. For example, 
Ahad & Anshari (2017) apply a more detailed list of needs in their study on 
smartphone use and multitasking among youngsters. They found that smartphones 
provide youths with a sense of improved accessibility, mobility and independence, as 
well as help them communicate and keep in touch with family and friends and micro-
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coordinate their everyday lives (ibid.). Wang and Tchernev (2012) apply the set of 
traditional needs combined with dynamic reciprocal influences to develop new 
dynamic UGT models to predict the level of gratification in multitasking behavior. 
Zhang and Zhang (2012) combine UGT with the Theory of Situated Action to include 
a situational perspective in exploring media multitasking in computer-mediated 
communication. Furthermore, Chang (2017) combines the UGT approach with 
Arousal Theory to better cover individual factors that affect media consumption 
decisions, such as attention and sensation-seeking tendencies and intentions. 

 

4.4.2. A model for predicting media multitasking behavior 
As a response to the increased challenges of assessing media use due to increased 
media multitasking, and the shortcomings of prior theoretical perspectives and 
models in predicting media multitasking behavior, Jeong and Fishbein (2007) 
introduced a model for predicting media multitasking behavior (see Figure 1, p. 79) 
that has since become widely used. This model is rooted in the Model of Exposure to 
Media, as presented by Webster et al. (2000), and encompasses two key categories 
of influence: media factors and audience factors. Media factors include structural 
factors such as access to technology and mediated content, as well as individual 
factors such as media ownership (i.e. media owned or frequently used). Audience 
factors refer to non-media characteristics such as socio-demographic factors (e.g. 
age, gender, socio-economic status) and psychological factors (e.g. sensation 
seeking tendencies) (Jeong and Fishbein 2007; Kononova and Chiang 2015). While 
the model is widely used, it has been criticized for its shortcomings in embracing 
the contemporary and diverse media landscape and a wider array of psychological 
and behavioral aspects (see e.g. Kononova and Chiang 2015). Kononova and Chiang 
(2015) later developed the model by adding dimensions in terms of both media and 
audience factors (see Figure 2, p. 79). 

Based on a cross-market and cross-cultural study, the developed version of the 
model embraces an extended definition of the concept of media market, which 
includes a cross-cultural market dimension (Kononova and Chiang 2015). 
Furthermore, the concept of media ownership has been developed to include new 
media devices (e.g. smartphones and tablets) as well as new digital services (e.g. social 
media sites). This highlights the fact that a greater availability of media devices 
increases engagement in media multitasking behavior. (ibid.). 
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Figure 1. Model predicting multitasking behavior 
(Jeong and Fishbein 2007, p. 370). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Developed conceptual model of media multitasking  
(Kononova and Chiang 2015, p. 32). 

 

The psychological concept of polychronicity, defined as “the tendency to do multiple 
things at the same time” (Kononova and Chiang 2015, p. 33), was added to the 
audience factors in the developed model. This illustrates how individuals, who are 
otherwise prone to multitask, are also more likely to use several media simultaneously 
(ibid.). Also, a list of additional motivations to multitask were added to the model. 
These are rooted in the UGT perspective, representing psychological processes 
preceding media multitasking activities (in accordance with e.g. Bardhi, Rohm, and 
Sultan 2010; Wang and Tchernev 2012). The motivations are: 

1) control, i.e. being in charge of one’s own media use and having the power 
to decide on what media to use in a media multitasking situation; 

2) efficiency, i.e. cognitive gains such as effective information learning during 
media multitasking; 

3) entertainment, i.e. hedonic gratification, enjoyment with multitasking; 
4) connection, i.e. the need to keep in touch with others; 
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5) addiction, i.e. habitual or routine media multitasking that goes beyond the 
control of the user. (Kononova and Chiang 2015) 

Kononova & Chiang’s (2015) empirical work indicates that media ownership, 
polychronicity and four of the mentioned motivations (control, entertainment, 
connection and addiction) positively predict media multitasking behavior. 

 

4.4.3. Eight dimensions of underlying motives 
Building on prior research on media multitasking predictors, Robinson (2017) 
presents an extensive model of eight dimensions of underlying motives. These 
dimensions encompass the majority of earlier documented predictors of media 
multitasking behavior, highlighting especially the concept of polychronicity (in 
accordance with e.g. Kononova and Chiang 2015; Kirchberg, Roe, and Van Eerde 
2015). Polychronicity has been studied according to two different dimensions. First, 
on a wider collectivist level, this has been considered a cultural phenomenon where 
multitasking characterizes a large group of people (e.g. Hall, Edward 1959; 1981). 
Second, polychronicity has been studied at an individual level where it is used to 
explore differences in individuals’ multitasking habits (e.g. Lindquist and Kaufman-
Scarborough 2007). Robinson (2017, p. 439) defines polychronicity as “the preference 
to multitask with media from the perspective of the individual multiple media user”, 
thus applying the individual perspective. Robinson’s (2017) model includes eight 
dimensions of polychronicity (or underlying motives): 

Comfort with multitasking 

Most media multitaskers report using various combinations of media in which they 
consider themselves proficient and confident. Media multitasking is perceived as 
habitual and natural behavior and is linked to a sense of comfort. This apparent ease 
serves as a predictor for media multitasking. (Robinson 2017) However, a common 
trait among diginatives is overconfidence in one’s ability to divide attention between 
different stimuli (see e.g. Glenn 2010; Wellner 2011). Furthermore, the sense of 
comfort can become problematic if frequent media multitasking behavior becomes a 
habit or even a compulsion or addiction (Robinson 2017). 

Multi-channel preference 

Avid media multitaskers associate performing a single media activity with loss of 
interest and boredom; they prefer engaging in multiple streams of stimulation and 
juggling several media activities at once. However, this preference for switching 
between several media results in shifts in attention between multiple activities and 
disrupted focus related to each activity. (Robinson 2017) While engaging in multiple 
sources of stimulation are common in many different contexts, especially for 
diginatives, diverse learning environments have become a natural commonplace for 
media multitasking (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015). This leads to fragmented learning 
processes and frequently reoccurring distractions. 
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Effectiveness and efficiency 

A preference for media multitasking is often closely linked to perceived personal 
productivity (Robinson 2017). Diginatives feel that media multitasking helps them get 
several things done quickly, which is experienced as adding value in terms of 
timesaving and efficiency to almost any experience (Stone 2009; Rosen 2010; 
Robinson 2017). While anticipated or perceived productivity may seem a natural 
predictor of media multitasking behavior, empirical results related to this particular 
factor have been inconclusive. For example, Stone (2009) claims that the desire to feel 
productive and efficient by doing several things simultaneously is considered to be 
one of the main motivators behind multitasking behavior. 

Similarly, Carrier et al. (2015) notes that anticipated effectiveness can trigger media 
multitasking in response to external pressure to get many things done in a limited 
period of time, or as a way of creating more “free time” for other activities, for 
example, outside work. However, Kononova and Chiang (2015) found efficiency not 
to be a significant factor in predicting media multitasking behavior. The contradictory 
results may partly be explained by differences in the definition of the concept of 
effectiveness (or perceived effectiveness) in the different studies. Hwang, Kim & Jeong 
(2014) also found that perceived efficiency (and other predictors such as information, 
social, enjoyment and habit) may well be a predictor of general media multitasking 
behavior, though not particularly significant in relation to any specific device or 
content. 

Convenience 

Robinson (2017) places convenience as another important factor predicting media 
multitasking. For example, media multitaskers find it easy to navigate between media 
devices such as the TV, laptop and smartphone (ibid.). Developed mobile technology 
further encourages media multitasking as practical devices, large screens and 
advanced operating systems allow users to keep several windows or applications open 
and active simultaneously (e.g. Adler and Benbunan-Fich 2013; Carrier et al. 2015). 
Being able to use multiple media anytime and anywhere adds to the perception of 
media multitasking being particularly convenient and effortless (Robinson 2017). A 
mere decade ago, much more effort and patience were needed to multitask with media 
“on the go”. 

Emotional gratification 

Another motivation for media multitasking is emotional gratification. Generally, 
media multitasking is often perceived as a means of entertainment and relaxation (e.g. 
Wang and Tchernev 2012; Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; Robinson 2017). For 
example, according to Robinson (2017), a typical media multitasking scenario 
involves having the television or the radio on as a background media while performing 
other activities. This is experienced as something particularly enjoyable, fun and 
gratifying as it can fulfil a need for background noise to feel less alone and provide 
emotional support, general wellbeing and help people relax. Furthermore, multiple 
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media use can provide a welcomed distraction in situations that are perceived as 
boring (ibid.), in situations where the primary task is mentally challenging, or in 
situations where one is feeling “stuck” (Carrier et al. 2015). 

Information and knowledge 

In addition to entertainment, media multitasking is also perceived as a means to stay 
up to date with news, sports, social media, etc., and not to avoid missing out. Young 
adults, especially, find media multitasking an efficient way to access a variety of 
information sources and thereby constantly stay informed. Media multitasking is also 
highlighted as a good way to enable a better understanding of something by offering 
different perspectives and better possibilities to see the “bigger picture”. (Robinson 
2017) 

Social benefits 

One major motivation to media multitask is that this allows people to stay in touch 
with friends and family at all times while also engaged in a series of other activities 
(Robinson 2017). This provides the media multitaskers with a feeling of 
connectedness and offers them opportunities to integrate online activities with offline 
social environments; not only are they always connected, but also always available. 
Some specific social environments or situations particularly encourage media 
multitasking. For example, many diginatives interact with their friends or perform 
other content-related activities while watching a game or a program on TV or while 
playing online games. (ibid.). This is a common form of media multitasking referred 
to as second screening (see e.g. Doughty, Rowland, and Lawson 2012; Gil de Zúñiga, 
Garcia-Perdomo, and McGregor 2015; Barnidge, Diehl, and Rojas 2019). However, 
the content on the second screen is not always related to the content of the TV or the 
game. 

Assimilation 

The final dimension in Robinson’s (2017) model is assimilation, meaning that 
preference for media multitasking is linked to the fact that this enables people to 
manage the information jungle and digest the large volume of information and 
entertainment available in a wide array of different media channels. Simply speaking, 
media multitasking is perceived as a natural way of dealing with the quantity of 
information one is bombarded with on a daily basis. (ibid.). 

 

4.4.4. Personality as a predictor of media multitasking 
In addition to the above-mentioned predictors of media multitasking, several other 
predictors or motivations have been examined in the emergent body of empirical 
work within this area (e.g. Robinson 2017). For example, demographic factors such as 
age and gender have been explored as key features in some media multitasking studies, 
predicting young people and females to be more prone to media multitasking than 
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others (e.g. Wang and Tchernev 2012; Duff et al. 2014; Carrier et al. 2015). However, 
results have been inconclusive and as the generational gaps are steadily diminishing, 
these factors become more or less insignificant. Still, for example, Benbunan-Fich et 
al. (2011) claim that certain individual characteristics and personality traits increase 
tendencies towards polychronicity, thus, affecting how the media user chooses to 
perform and prioritize certain tasks. Some personality traits have been found to be 
more relevant in predicting media multitasking behavior than others. Three such 
personality traits are further discussed here: 1) impulsivity, 2) sensation-seeking 
tendencies, and 3) perceived multitasking ability (e.g. Jeong and Fishbein 2007; 
Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011; Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; Kononova and 
Chiang 2015).  

Impulsivity 

In accordance with many others, for example, Jeong and Fishbein (2007) highlight 
individual differences and their role in predicting media multitasking by stressing that 
individual audience factors are especially relevant. One individual personality trait 
that has been proven to be strongly associated with the propensity to media multitask 
is impulsivity (see e.g. Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013). Impulsivity can be defined as “a 
predisposition toward rapid, unplanned reactions to internal or external stimuli 
without regard to the negative consequences of these reactions” (Sanbonmatsu et al. 
2013, p. 2, inspired by Barratt and Patton 1983). Several studies support the notion 
that impulsive individuals are generally more reward-oriented (e.g. Acton 2003; 
Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013) and more likely to engage in risky behavior, and hence less 
sensitive to potential negative consequences (e.g. Stanford et al. 1996; Sanbonmatsu et 
al. 2013). Furthermore, impulsive individuals often showcase a reduced capacity to 
block out distractions. Media multitasking is often experienced as more rewarding 
and interesting than performing singular tasks; impulsive individuals are strongly 
attracted to such rewards, and therefore more likely to engage in media multitasking. 
Furthermore, impulsive individuals are likely to engage in media multitasking because 
they are less able to restrain secondary task engagement; simply speaking, they are 
unable to focus on a singular task. (Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013)  

Sensation seeking 

Another personality trait found to be an important predictor of media multitasking 
behavior is sensation seeking (e.g. Jeong and Fishbein 2007; Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; 
Chang 2017). Sensation seeking can be defined as “one’s need for varied, novel, and 
complex sensations and experiences […]” (Jeong and Fishbein 2007, p. 368). For 
example, Kononova and Chiang (2015) stress the central role of sensation-seeking 
tendencies in predicting media multitasking behavior. Often this personality trait is 
inclined to higher proneness for risk taking than among low sensation seekers 
(Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013). High sensation seekers have been found to have a stronger 
need for complex experiences. Therefore, they are more likely to engage in, for 
example, distracting activities while watching TV, and more likely to change channels 
often in search of arousing contents (Jeong and Fishbein 2007; Chang 2017). High 
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sensation seekers may be more likely to engage in media multitasking, regardless of 
the risk of worsened task performance, simply to heighten the enjoyableness of the 
experience (Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013).  

Perceived multitasking ability 

As mentioned, only a small group of people are actually equipped for processing 
several tasks or activities simultaneously without any interference (e.g. Foehr 2006; 
Watson and Strayer 2010). However, one’s actual ability to multitask often differ from 
one’s perceived ability to multitask. Sanbonmatsu et al. (2013) found a negative 
correlation between everyday media multitasking engagement and actual media 
multitasking ability. This indicates that the people who frequently multitask with 
media are not always those who are most capable in doing so; on the contrary, the 
most capable multitaskers are those who most often restrict and stay away from these 
types of behavioral patterns and activities. Frequent multitaskers are those who are 
least capable of multitasking, but most overconfident in their perceived multitasking 
abilities. (ibid.) In other words, one’s perceived ability to multitask (though not 
technically a personality trait) serves as an important factor in predicting media 
multitasking tendencies (in accordance with Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013). 

While overconfidence in one’s multitasking ability may lead to impaired 
performances and dangerous situations, e.g. while driving, another novel stream of 
research has found that this kind of overconfidence actually could lead to improved 
performances. As technology increasingly invades traditional non-technology 
activities, the experience of when media is actually used becomes blurred; whether an 
activity is considered [media] multitasking thus becomes a matter of perception. For 
example, Srna, Schrift and Zauberman (2018) studied the positive effects that 
perceived multitasking and multitasking skills can have on task performance. They 
found that if an activity that is perceived as media multitasking, though in reality it is 
defined as a singular activity, the outcome can be affected in a positive way if the 
person performing the activity is confident in his or her multitasking skills (ibid.). 

 

4.4.5. Predicting media multitasking: An overview 
Despite the increased interest in media multitasking research during the past few 
decades, predictors of media multitasking have attracted the least attention among the 
three main areas of study (see e.g. Duff et al. 2014). According to Benbunan-Fich et 
al. (2011), part of the difficulty in conceptualizing everyday media multitasking 
predictors, and subsequently measuring and studying this behavior, lies in the division 
into two separate streams with little cross-fertilization between them apparent in 
earlier media multitasking literature. One stream embraces research on external 
interruptions, which address multitasking as the result of the decision to attend to 
external stimuli, such as mobile notifications (e.g. Bailey and Iqbal 2008). The other 
stream focuses on discretionary task interleaving or self-initiated interruptions, i.e. 
media multitasking as the result of an internal cognitive decision to switch tasks 
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without prompting by any external stimuli (e.g. Payne, Duggan, and Neth 2007; 
Dabbish, Mark, and González 2011; Adler and Benbunan-Fich 2013). 

The first stream of research embraces media factors as defined by, for example, 
Jeong and Fishbein (2007), Voorveld et al. (2014) and Kononova and Chiang (2015). 
These are identified on a larger societal or market level, i.e. overall access to 
technology, network and mediated content on the market, and on an individual level, 
i.e. owned or frequently used media devices, content and services. The underlying 
assumption is that a greater availability of media devices and content, primarily on the 
individual level, increases the propensity to engage in media multitasking behavior 
(Jeong and Fishbein 2007; Kononova and Chiang 2015). Similarly, for example, Adler 
and Benbunan-Fich (2013), Carrier et al. (2015) and Robinson (2017) suggest that the 
availability and presence of convenient media, content and solutions (on the 
individual level) increases the probability of everyday media multitasking. Kononova 
(2013) and Voorveld et al. (2014) also found structural level market factors such as 
freedom of press and sociocultural trends to be predictors of media multitasking 
across different national cultures. 

Increased availability and prevalence of media devices, content and services in 
everyday life most likely leads to subsequent increases in digital notifications and 
other technology-related external stimuli. Engaging in media multitasking as a 
response to such cues is referred to as technology-induced interruptions by, for 
example, Carrier et al. (2015). They predicted that this phenomenon will continue to 
grow in line with increasingly personalized media content and developed notifications 
systems. Today, not even five years later, mobile media, digital content, integrated 
recommendation and push notification systems as well as artificial intelligence (AI) 
solutions have already become a natural part of our everyday lives (e.g. Lau 2019), and 
so has technology-induced interruptions. 

While these media factors, here referred to as technology factors, seem quite 
obvious and natural predictors of everyday media multitasking on the societal as well 
as individual level, this type of externally induced media multitasking behavior has 
gained limited interest in contemporary research on predictors. One reason could be 
the heavy focus on cognitive experiments and laboratory studies in prior research on 
media multitasking predictors where little or no attention is paid to the circumstances 
or availability of media in an everyday setting. Another reason could be that media 
factors are seen as a precondition for media multitasking and not really as a factor 
predicting or affecting proneness to media multitasking, and therefore, audience 
factors become more interesting. Table 5 (p. 86) summarizes some key technology 
factors (external stimuli) as well as audience factors (internal triggers and 
motivations) that have been identified as predictors for media multitasking in prior 
research on media multitasking predictors. 
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Table 5. Overview of media multitasking predictors 
 

 Societal Individual 

Technology 
factors 

 
* Access to technology, networks 
and mediated content on the 
market 
* Societal and sociocultural trends 
 

 
* Media ownership 
* Availability and presence of media 
devices, content and services in everyday 
life 
* Mobile notifications 
 

Audience 
factors 

 
* Demographic and 
sociodemographic factors 

 
* Need recognition, gratification sought, 
and gratification obtained 

Cognitive needs (information, 
knowledge) 
Affective needs (emotions, pleasure) 
Personal integrative (status, credibility) 
Social integrative (connection, 
availability) 
Tension release needs (entertainment, 
escape, diversion) 

* Personality traits 
Polychronicity 
Sensation-seeking tendencies 
Impulsivity 

* Anticipated and perceived benefits 
Control and comfort 
Efficiency 
Assimilation 

* Habitual and addictive behavior 
Anticipated and experienced reward 
Uncontrollable behavior 
 

 

The second stream of research focuses on audience factors, especially on the 
individual level, and has dominated the entire research area of media multitasking 
predictors. Within this stream of research, demographic and sociodemographic 
factors as well as a vast number of personal and psychological factors have been 
addressed and studied. Demographic and sociodemographic factors have been the 
focal point in many media multitasking studies (e.g. Kononova 2013; Voorveld et al. 
2014; Duff et al. 2014; Kononova and Chiang 2015; Segijn et al. 2017). However, 
overall, very little consistent empirical evidence has been found that indicates such 
factors to be significant in predicting everyday media multitasking tendencies. 

The UGT approach has been one of the most influential perspectives within this 
second stream of research, highlighting the cognitive process of need recognition and 
actively seeking gratification for the recognized needs as a predictor of media 
multitasking. Media multitasking in general, and some specific media combinations 
in particular, have been found to gratify needs for e.g. entertainment, staying updated, 
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acquiring new information and knowledge, being connected and available, avoiding 
boredom, etc. (see e.g. Wang and Tchernev 2012; Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; 
Ahad and Anshari 2017; Robinson 2017). This approach has been criticized for its 
inflexible underlying assumptions of goal directed media use and deliberate 
consumption decisions and its origins in a completely different media landscape than 
what we experience today (e.g. West and Turner 2014). Still, influences from the UGT 
perspective can be found in most contemporary theories and models on media 
multitasking predictors. The approach has been developed, adjusted and combined 
with a multitude of other theories and perspectives in recent years (see e.g. Wang and 
Tchernev 2012; Zhang and Zhang 2012; Chang 2017). 

Another impactful area of influence on contemporary research concerning media 
multitasking predictors is the cognitive perspective, which suggests that certain 
individual differences and personality traits indicate a greater proneness to multitask 
with media. Numerous personality traits have been studied and associated as 
predictive of media multitasking behavior, for example, creativity, imagination and 
need for simplicity (e.g. Duff et al. 2014). However, a few key personality traits have 
frequently and consistently been linked to a higher propensity to engage in [media] 
multitasking; these are polychronicity, sensation-seeking tendencies and 
impulsiveness (see e.g. Jeong and Fishbein 2007; Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; Kononova 
and Chiang 2015; Kirchberg, Roe, and Van Eerde 2015; Robinson 2017). These are 
characterized by, for example, a sense of restlessness and precipitously feeling bored 
(especially when doing only one thing at a time), a weakened capacity to block out 
distractions and an increased likeliness to engage in risky behavior (e.g. Sanbonmatsu 
et al. 2013; Kirchberg, Roe, and Van Eerde 2015). While personality traits such as these 
certainly may increase the likeliness of engaging in everyday media multitasking, 
Kirchberg et al. (2015), acknowledge that personality traits, such as polychronicity, 
are assumed to be stable over time, whereas media multitasking opportunities and 
circumstances vary over time. Factors associated with personality traits are therefore 
not enough; other factors also need to be considered when predicting everyday media 
multitasking tendencies. 

One perspective that has been found to significantly motivate media multitasking 
includes anticipated and perceived benefits (see e.g. Lim and Shim 2016). Again, while 
numerous potential benefits have been acknowledged, only a few key benefits are 
highlighted here: perceived control, comfort, efficiency and assimilation (in 
accordance with e.g. Hwang, Kim, and Jeong 2014; Carrier et al. 2015; Lim and Shim 
2016). While these are treated as a separate category or perspective here, they are often 
interlinked and combined with the above-mentioned perspectives in prior literature 
in terms of recognized needs or as part of certain personality traits (see e.g. 
Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; Robinson 2017). Furthermore, the focal point has been 
primarily placed on studying perceived benefits (i.e. experienced positive effects), 
whereas, for example, Hansen (2019a) stresses the importance of also considering 
anticipated benefits. The anticipation of efficiency may be a greater indication of 
engaging in media multitasking than actual experienced efficiency (ibid.). 
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The above-mentioned anticipated and perceived benefits are often associated with 
a sense of comfort, familiarity and confidence in one’s multitasking ability, especially 
among diginatives and younger generations. This apparent ease can serve as an 
important predictor for everyday media multitasking (Robinson 2017). However, in 
general, diginatives have been found to be overconfident in their multitasking abilities 
(e.g. Glenn 2010; Wellner 2011), indicating that they frequently engage in such 
behavior even though it may lead to negative consequences. Junco and Cotten (2011) 
found that many students are not aware of the potentially harmful consequences of 
frequent media multitasking, which could also serve as a predictor for such behavior. 
However, they also found that even though students are aware of negative effects, they 
engage in media multitasking anyway (ibid.). One explanation could be that the 
anticipated and perceived benefits simply outweigh any negative consequences. 
Another explanation could lie in the habitual and addictive nature of everyday media 
[multitasking] behavior (e.g. Kononova and Chiang 2015). 

The anticipated or experienced benefits of everyday media multitasking can be 
viewed as kind of a cognitive reward. Frequently engaging in behavior that triggers or 
implies such a reward is a natural way of conduct. For example, Kononova and Yuan 
(2017) found habit to be one of the strongest motivations for media multitasking. 
However, habitual and addictive behavioral patterns driven by a constant pursuit of 
cognitive rewards can easily become problematic and move beyond control of the 
media user (e.g. Kononova and Chiang 2015; Robinson 2017; Hansen 2019a). Even 
though habitual and/or addictive everyday media multitasking has gained scarce 
interest among contemporary researchers, this seems to be an important area to study 
further. This assumption is based on 1) the increased addictive tendencies among 
young media users (see e.g. Duke and Montag 2017b; Dhir et al. 2018; Cheever, 
Peviani, and Rosen 2018), and 2) the indication of uncontrolled and undeliberate 
everyday media multitasking behavior. This undeliberate dimension moves beyond 
the traditional perspectives of media multitasking predictors as discussed in this 
section, which essentially builds upon the notion of a deliberate underlying choice or 
decision to engage in media multitasking. 

 

4.5.  New perspectives on media multitasking 
The models and theoretical perspectives presented in this chapter, related to the three 
main areas of study (media multitasking patterns, consequences and predictors), have 
greatly expanded our knowledge and understanding of particularly the cognitive 
aspect of media multitasking. These are useful in predicting and explaining media 
multitasking decisions made in a controlled setting or under controlled 
circumstances. However, their weakness also lies within this heavy focus on individual 
cognitive factors as predictors of concurrent task performance. Everyday media 
multitasking is more complex than that, involving a high degree of prioritization and 
flexibility, as well as numerous external stimuli and potential tasks that may affect the 
decision whether to multitask or not (e.g. Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; Ralph et al. 2014; 
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Carrier et al. 2015). The traditional cognitive psychology approach is inadequate when 
aiming to understand media multitasking in the complex everyday setting. Hence, the 
area of media multitasking predictors is still an emerging field of study and prior 
conceptualization and theorizing efforts have been dispersed (Robinson 2017). 

Prior studies on everyday media multitasking predictors have been divided into 
two main streams of research: one stream dealing with external stimuli and 
technology-induced media multitasking, and the other one focusing on intrinsic 
motivation and self-initiated media multitasking. Frequent task switching and 
multitasking activities, regardless of whether they are technology-induced or self-
initiated, divide our attention and lead to distractions and fragmented behavioral 
patterns in our everyday lives (e.g. Dabbish, Mark, and González 2011; Adler and 
Benbunan-Fich 2013; Carrier et al. 2015; Katidioti et al. 2016). This suggests that the 
traditional division between external and internal triggers, impulses and motivations 
may be irrelevant in the everyday context. Irrespective of what triggers the disruptive 
impulse, everyday media multitasking is the result of (conscious or unconscious) time 
allocation decisions made by the individual to either give in to and act on the impulse 
or not: “[m]ultitasking can be viewed as the result of time allocation decisions that 
individuals make when they are faced with multiple tasks” (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, 
and Mavlanova 2011, p. 2). 

This underlying decision process may be affected in different ways by different 
situations, circumstances, and present stimuli. For example, Zhang and Zhang (2012) 
found that situational factors and variations in the physical, social, and technological 
environment affect the decision to engage in media multitasking. Similarly, 
Sanbonmatsu et al. (2013) suggest that contextual factors such as physical location and 
presence of company are important stimuli in the decision process. While similar 
suggestions are made in several contemporary studies (e.g. Zhang, Jeong, and Fishbein 
2010; Kirchberg, Roe, and Van Eerde 2015; Kononova and Yuan 2017; Ralph et al. 
2019), situational factors are generally overlooked in prior cognitive research on 
media multitasking predictors. Still, it is quite obvious that any individual’s inclination 
to engage in media multitasking can vary greatly from time to time due to minor 
changes in the environment. For example, while home alone the propensity to media 
multitask may be higher than if somebody else is at home or somebody is visiting. Or 
when driving in bad weather, the propensity to engage in simultaneous media use may 
be lower than when driving in good weather. How can we address these uncontrollable 
situational factors? New perspectives are needed for explaining or predicting media 
multitasking in the complex everyday context. 

Benbunan-Fich et al. (2011) suggest that a more complete conceptualization of 
everyday media multitasking needs to look beyond the purely cognitive definition and 
the division into external or internal triggers. This would imply a shift in focus from 
isolating individual cognitive processes through controlled experimentation and 
survey methods, towards understanding the wider context in which media 
multitasking takes place (in accordance with e.g. Kuutti 1996). Such a shift in focus 
would allow for developing new measures to capture everyday multitasking activities, 
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which in turn facilitates studying predictors of such behavior (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, 
and Mavlanova 2011). However, this requires a theoretical perspective fundamentally 
different from the traditional ones within this field of study. 

Benbunan-Fich et al. (2011) introduce Activity Theory (AT) as a possible approach 
for expanding the theoretical scope within media multitasking research. Rather than 
a predictive theory, AT represents a descriptive meta-theory or framework, where 
entire activity systems are considered and explored, beyond just one actor or user (e.g. 
Nardi 1996). This approach has its roots in the 1920s’ Soviet Union and is inspired by 
the works of, for example, Soviet psychologists Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) and Alexei 
Leont’ev (1903-1979). There are two main perspectives within AT: 1) the 
Scandinavian perspective (e.g. Kuutti 1996; Kaptelinin and Nardi 2006) and 2) the 
systemic-structural approach (e.g. Bedny, Seglin, and Meister 2000; Bedny and Harris 
2005; Bedny, Gregory and Karwowski 2006). The main difference is that the 
Scandinavian approach emphasizes an activity as a unit of mediated subject-object 
interaction, whereas the systemic approach is focused more on conscious goals as 
drivers of an activity (e.g. Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011). AT is widely 
used within areas such as Information Technology (IT), Information Systems (IS) and 
Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) to e.g. develop efficient technological 
ecosystems or services, adapted to the actual behaviors and needs of the users. AT 
provides a deeper understanding for the user and his/her activities involving 
technological tools, which is needed to develop user-friendly systems (ibid.). 

While Activity Theory is not a common approach within the field of media 
multitasking, the literature review conducted as part of this study, resulted in the 
insight that the Scandinavian AT approach, especially, offers an interesting potential 
framework for combining individual and technological factors with the situational 
factors (contextual factors). The situational aspect is absent from most theoretical 
perspectives presented in this chapter. Furthermore, this AT approach shifts the focus 
from cognitive processing and cognitive limitations to the actual physical everyday 
media multitasking activity and the underlying time allocation decision and 
prioritizing process. Therefore, Activity Theory serves as a foundation for the new 
conceptual framework developed, presented and discussed in chapter 7. 
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5. MEDIA BEHAVIOR 2013–2019 – EMERGING TRENDS 
This chapter provides an overview of the four key trends that emerged from the 
empirical data analysis process. First, key empirical findings related to each trend are 
presented in terms of identified patterns and emerging trends (i.e. changes over time 
recognized in the empirical data) and discussed in light of key theoretical concepts 
(brief conceptual overviews). Second, the relation between the key concepts and 
emerging trends is discussed, highlighting the relation between the core concept and 
the other concepts and trends.  

 

5.1.  Observation: Is addiction the new normal? 
In October 2017, a series of focus group interviews on the topic of everyday media 
consumption among young adults was carried out at Åbo Akademi University (ÅAU). 
I was moderating two focus group interviews, and the participants were all third-year 
students at the ÅAU School of Business and Economics. At the beginning of the 
interview, all participants were asked to take out their phone and put it on the table in 
case they needed to check something during the course of the interview. They were also 
asked to mute their phone and leave it be if they didn’t need it for checking anything 
particular. Two things happened in one of these interviews that really made me reflect 
upon the role that smartphones have come to play in young university students’ everyday 
life. 

First, one of the participants did not take out any phone. The other participants 
quickly noticed this and asked him why he didn’t put his phone on the table. His answer, 
that he deliberately had left his phone at home as he had realized he didn’t really need 
it in school, caused nothing short of shock and confusion among the other participants. 
What if someone tried to contact him? What if he needed to contact someone? What if 
he missed something important? The “what if”-questions were many. And to the 
disbelief of the others, he calmly noted that very few things were critical to the degree 
that they couldn’t wait until he got home (about two hours later). The interview started, 
but the other participants had a hard time completely letting go of this observed 
“abnormality”. On several occasions they referred to this guy as “you who do not have 
your phone with you” rather than using his name (which they all knew). 

Second, many of the other participants (those who had put their phone on the table) 
had a really hard time focusing on the interview. Their contributions to the general 
discussions were short and they spoke only when a question was aimed directly towards 
them. Most of the time, their attention was on the phone, regardless of the instructions 
to leave the phone alone unless you needed to check something for the sake of the 
interview. They did not touch their phones (at least not at first) but glanced at them 
repeatedly several times every single minute to check if something had happened. They 
did not seem bothered by this behavior at all, but the guy who didn’t have his phone 
quickly grew irritated. And so did I. This constant checking, even without touching the 
phone, severely distracted the participants from the main task at hand. 
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These observations made me wonder. Are these young adults really dependent on 
their smartphones to the degree that leaving it behind or letting it rest while engaging in 
other activities has become unthinkable and abnormal? Has smartphone addiction and 
FOMO become the new normal? What is normal smartphone behavior these days, and 
what is not? When did it become socially accepted to clearly ignore the main task at 
hand in this kind of situation and focus on the smartphone instead? 

 

5.2.  Data structure overview 
As shown by prior studies, media multitasking leads to an array of negative short-
term, as well as long-term, consequences. According to, for example, Kirschner and 
Karpinski (2010) and Srna et al. (2018), media multitasking in the sense of concurrent 
processing of two or more tasks more advanced than walking and talking is not even 
possible; at least not without some degree of disruption. Still, the daily loggings of 
media activities in the empirical media diary study certainly illustrate excessive and 
frequent media multitasking activities among the vast majority of the participating 
diginative informants. While initial attempts were made to categorize and code the 
daily media loggings, this part of the data analysis was later excluded from this study 
and the dissertation. Still, similar patterns could also be recognized in the open coding 
of the reflections in the diaries. These patterns resonate with numerous prior studies 
within the field that suggest that diginatives are in fact avid media multitaskers. 
Similar to the observation described above, it seems that constant multitasking and 
compulsive checking behavior has become the new normal among these young adults. 

Throughout the analysis process, which spanned over several years, many 
interesting patterns and issues emerged. According to Gioia et al. (2013), developing 
a data structure overview is a pivotal step in the research process as it allows for a 
visual illustration of the empirical data and provides “a graphic representation of how 
we progressed from raw data to terms and themes in conducting the analyses” (p. 20). 
The data overview structure presented in Figure 3 (see p. 93) is rooted in the 
framework presented by Corley and Gioia (2004) and Gioia et al. (2013). However, 
the model has been adapted to better fit the longitudinal and iterative nature of this 
media diary study.  



93 

 

 Identified patterns Emerging trends Key theoretical concepts 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Initial data structure overview  
(adapted from the data structure model presented in Corley and Gioia 2004; Gioia et al. 2013). 

 

The following central alterations have been made to the original model: 
• The term 1st-order concepts is replaced by identified patterns. This refers 

to recognized general patterns in how media behavior is perceived and 
expressed by the informants in their reflections. 

• The category of emerging trends is added into the picture to illustrate 
central changes in the identified patterns over the course of the 
longitudinal time frame of the study. The recognized emerging trends are 

• Difficulties in defining media 
• Complex relation to the role of media in 

everyday life 
• Media an indispensable and natural part 

of everyday activities and experiences 

Increasingly mediated 
and mixed everyday 

activities 

• Repetitive, almost compulsive, checking 
and scrolling behavior 

• Similar media consumption patterns 
every day, only slight variations 
between weekdays and weekends 

• Unexpected everyday media habits 

Increasingly 
fragmented media 

routines 

• Experienced addiction to smartphone, 
social media, staying updated, etc. 

• Withdrawal symptoms when access to 
Internet or smartphone is limited  

• Experienced problems with time 
management and procrastination 

Increasingly self-
perceived media 

addiction 

• Simultaneous media use is very 
common 

• Pictures of typical media situations 
depict several media activities 

• Disruptive effects of simultaneous 
media use are acknowledged 

Increasingly disruptive 
media multitasking 

activities 

Media 
multitasking 

Addiction 

Routines 

Materiality 



94 

 

not expressed in quantitative terms29, nor in terms of direct comparisons 
between the different rounds of collected diaries due to the iterative 
nature of the study. This category is not part of the original model as 
presented by Gioia et al. (2013). 

• The term 2nd-order themes is replaced by the term key theoretical 
concepts. These are the key concepts that help us explore and understand 
the core of the identified patterns and the emerging trends, also serving 
as a central part of the conceptual framework developed and discussed in 
chapter 7. 

This initial data structure overview embraces four key theoretical concepts and 
illustrates the emergence of these through identified patterns and emerging trends. 
According to the Grounded Theory approach, sooner or later in the coding process, a 
core concept (also core variable or core category) will emerge. The core concept holds 
a specifically strong explanatory power, and most other identified concepts are 
somehow connected to it (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Glaser 1978; Hämäläinen 2014). If 
more than one core concept emerges, the researcher decides which one to focus on, 
leaving the exploration of the other concepts to future follow-up studies (Glaser 1978; 
Hämäläinen 2014). In this study, the concept of media multitasking was selected as 
the core concept, supported by the concurrent increase of research within the field of 
media multitasking. 

 

5.3.  Materiality 

Every time a new materiality appears, it changes social, industrial 
and cultural relationships (Dagognet 1985). 

One of the prominent trends recognized in the empirical data is the changing relation 
to the definition and role of technology and media among the informants. This trend 
highlights the evolving role of mobile media in the informants’ everyday lives and 
indicates increasingly mediated and mixed everyday experiences and activities. 

 

5.3.1. (Re)defining media 
As already acknowledged, defining the concept of media is no easy task, but as part of 
the media diary, the informants were asked to define what they perceive as media. 

 

 

 

 
29 Only a few examples of how the sheer number of reflections have grown or altered are presented here. 
More elaborate quantitative analyses of the empirical media diary data will be the focal point of future 
follow-up studies. 
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Based on that definition, they were to decide what media activities to include in their 
personal diary. Throughout the years of the study, it has proven equally challenging 
for the informants to define what media is and what it is not, and many have included 
thoughts on this in their reflections: 

 
For me it’s hard to describe what media actually is. Do you consume media when 
you, for example, watch a movie on TV? Or when you listen to music on an offline-
playlist? This made it difficult to know what to include in the diary. Also, I use media 
(mostly social media) so unbelievably often, but only for short moments, which 
makes it even harder. (Adele, 24, 2017) 
 
The word media covers such a wide spectrum. Media can be everything from radio, 
TV, newspapers and communication media like blogs, Facebook, Twitter and other 
social media. The principal aim for media is to share information and 
entertainment. However, modern media has given a voice to everybody, media is 
no longer one-way communication, but anybody can write a blog post or comment 
on a post. (Barbara, 21, 2018) 
 

In these definitions, a distinction is often made between what is generally perceived as 
media, and what media the informants actually use themselves. While traditional 
media, for example, print media (defined primarily as newspapers, and sometimes as 
magazines) is often mentioned in the diaries, the overwhelming majority of media 
used by the informants is digital and mobile. Most often the distinction between 
digital and non-digital media is described in terms of traditional, old or old-fashioned 
versus digital, modern or new. Some also highlight this distinction by describing new 
media as media that young people use, and old media as media for old people, 
highlighting a presumed generational gap in media consumption: 

 
Times have changed and older generations are no longer as used to media 
consumption as my generation. I use new media. Still, I guess most households still 
have at least a radio if nothing else. (Daniela, 22, 2017) 
 
Since all information that was available only in old media before is available in new 
media now, there’s no need for me to pay for the older peoples’ distribution 
channels. (Ebba, 20, 2019) 
 

In the years when the diary task was an integrated part of course projects which were 
conducted in collaboration with different media organizations (e.g. KSF Media and 
Svenska Yle), reflections on traditional media were more prominent. Still, media was 
most often used in digital format. In 2018 and 2019, the diaries scarcely include 
remarks on anything else than digital media. The notion of traditional media seems 
almost forgotten, and media is defined merely as channels or content related to some 
sort of electronic device or screen: 
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As media, I define social media (for example, Instagram, Facebook and Snapchat), 
applications that can be used for keeping in touch with friends, newspapers, music 
(radio, Spotify, mp3) and movies and series. In other words, everything that can be 
found on the mobile, computer or the TV. (Filippa, 21, 2018) 
 
Digitalization has enabled easier access to media, all media is now in your mobile. 
(Minna, 19, 2018) 
 
I believe media is mostly digital. This could be because this is the only way I 
consume media. (Gabriella, 21, 2019) 
 

Social media has remained a conundrum throughout the entire study, affecting the 
definitions, reflections and causing confusion in many different ways. While some 
describe social media as the most natural and obvious form of modern media and as 
the mass-media of our time, others have chosen not to include social media in their 
diaries at all since it is not perceived as “real” media for different reasons: 

 
Media to me is channels that reach many non-specified people. This means that, for 
example, Spotify, books, social media, newspapers and even web games are media, 
while Whatsapp and Skype are not, since you know specifically who you reach there. 
(Gabriel, 18, 2016) 
 
I don’t see Whatsapp as media even though I use it frequently throughout the day 
for communicating with my friends. My diary would look much different if this was 
included. (Ida, 19, 2016) 
 
For me, media are all sorts of channels offering news, entertainment or updates 
from interesting people. Netflix is not media. However, YouTube I define as media 
since it’s real people that produce clips, and you can contact other users. (Hannes, 
19, 2017) 
 
I have chosen not to include HBO, Spotify and Netflix, since I feel that a certain 
degree of communication of some sort is needed to classify something as social 
media. Movies on TV, on the other hand, I count as media as I watch commercial 
TV. The results in this diary would be drastically different if I also considered 
Spotify and Netflix since I use these almost constantly. I always listen to Spotify 
while doing homework, cleaning and while exercising. Netflix, I watch at least every 
other day. (Janina, 21, 2018) 
 

In these reflections, social media use is described as fragmented, in terms of quick 
checks that are frequently repeated throughout the day. Social media is also often used 
simultaneously with other media or while engaging in various non-media activities. 
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Some informants have chosen not to include this type of media use in their diaries 
simply because it would be too much work: 

 
The use of iPhones games, Facebook and other media on the phone is made so easy, 
it was really difficult remembering how much I actually used the phone. Therefore, 
some media consumption might not be recorded in this diary. (Ian, 21, 2013) 
 
 […] the same thing goes for Facebook. I have not included short Facebook-checks 
in my diary since I think that would be too much work to include. (Eddie, 20, 2014) 
 
I check Whatsapp basically every five minutes to see if I have gotten any new 
messages, but I don’t count this as media use. I also used Snapchat a few times while 
I was drunk during the weekend. I don’t think that is really media use either. (Felix, 
20, 2015) 
 
I can, for example, take a break from studying to read Jodel for 2 minutes every now 
and then. I chose not to consider this as media as it would have been too much work 
to fill in everything like that in the diary. (Anna, 24, 2017) 
 

As seen, the varying definitions of media affect what is included in the diaries and 
what is left out, which in turn affects the scope of the entire study. However, due to 
the large number of diaries and reflections included, the variations remain quite 
irrelevant in the end. In general, all the identified patterns and emerging trends 
presented in this chapter have been clearly recognizable among a vast majority of the 
diaries, regardless of differences in the media definitions. 

The way media is described and defined mirrors a complex relation to media and 
its role in the informants’ everyday life. Several informants highlight the function and 
role of media in their reflections, rather than the actual devices or media content. 
While media is primarily experienced as something positive and useful which 
facilitates everyday activities, such as keeping in touch with family and friends and 
staying up to date with news and events, media is simultaneously described in negative 
terms as useless, distracting or even detrimental: 

 
If media is defined as distribution channels for information, you can divide this into 
“healthy media” and “unhealthy media”. Mostly, media is healthy, but used in the 
wrong way it easily becomes problematic. Modern media, which is increasingly 
digital, is not always good if you use it frequently. You become antisocial and 
addicted to the different apps on your phone, and the screen is not good for your 
eyes. (Dan, 20, 2017) 
 
I see two sides of media use, one useful and one pointless. To the useful part belongs 
things that make you feel better in the long run, not only right now. For example, 
you get to know new people in social media, you create networks that can help you 
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in the future in one way or another, you learn new things […]. Pointless media use 
are things that you won’t even remember the next day or that negatively affect your 
mental well-being. […] It’s hard to separate these from each other as all media has 
elements of both sides. (Conny, 21, 2019) 
 

The reflections concerning the role of media in everyday life have become more 
expressive in terms of emotions in later years. While this partly could be a 
consequence of the altered scope of the different course projects and the iterated diary 
instructions, it also mirrors the concurrent evolvement of digitalization in society at 
large and the developed discourse pertaining to digitalization in popular media: 

 
Media is everywhere. Some days I don’t know where media starts and where it ends. 
[…] I believe the aim of media is to give information, entertain, develop and make 
our society fairer and more open. Before the internet and social media, we had 
considerably less information about the earth and the world. Now, all knowledge is 
only a click away. I think this is incredibly scary and fascinating at the same time. 
(Nora, 24, 2017) 
 
For me, at worst, media is a distraction, at best a useful tool in my studies and a ray 
of sunshine in my everyday life. Which one it is varies from day to day. (Hanna, 21, 
2019) 
 

While the definitions have changed and the relation to media has become more 
complicated, media has manifested itself at the core of the informants’ everyday lives. 
The study shows that mobile devices and digital services have become an 
indispensable part of almost everything that the informants do: 

 
Media affects every part of our everyday life. […] Media as a concept and media 
content have become such an ordinary thing that we can’t avoid it. Media is always 
present, whether we are aware of it or not. (Maria, 22, 2017) 
 

The smartphone, in particular, has manifested its place as a natural part of the 
informants’ everyday lives. The smartphone is most typically the first thing the 
informants see and check in the morning. It is there during breakfast, while going to 
university, during lectures, while having lunch, on the way home, while exercising at 
the gym, while working on school assignments, and while watching movies or series. 
The fact that media is present at all times, and in all kinds of situations, makes it even 
harder to define where media begins and where it ends. It also affects the behavior and 
the experiences of the informants in different contexts. 
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5.3.2. Increasingly mediated experiences 
As shown, the nature of the media definitions in the diaries has evolved over time 
from including more traditional media (e.g. printed newspapers, radio and broadcast 
television) to encompassing primarily mobile and digital media (e.g. online news 
feeds, podcasts and different streaming services). The indication is quite clear in 2018 
and 2019 – if it is not digital and not available via any screen, it is nothing that the 
informants regularly use or engage in. In later years, informants also express a clear 
unwillingness to pay for traditional media (including online newspaper subscriptions) 
as they feel everything they need in terms of news, information or entertainment can 
be found elsewhere.  

The way the informants relate to media and its role in their everyday life has also 
changed. Media, primarily in terms of mobile devices such as smartphones and 
laptops, has become an increasingly important and natural part of the informants’ 
activities throughout the day. At the beginning of the study in 2013, some informants 
were still pondering whether or not a smartphone is actually needed: 

 
… the “smartphone bug” has somewhat decreased for me. I’m pretty sure I don’t 
need one. (David, 20, 2013) 
 
Not owning a smartphone or a tablet is a deliberate decision, I don’t feel I need such 
devices. (Susanna, 21, 2013) 
 

The situation in 2018–2019 is dramatically different, and not owning a smartphone 
seems almost unthinkable. Also, the device itself is no longer referred to as a 
smartphone, rather just as a mobile or a phone (taking for granted that all mobile 
phones are in fact smartphones): 

 
I constantly have my phone in my hand and check Facebook or LinkedIn. There is 
absolutely nothing useful to see in either of these, but still I stare at them all the time. 
All my micro time evolves around having my phone in my hand and staring at social 
media […] I wake up and check my phone. Then I make breakfast and check my 
phone. Then I go to lectures and check my phone […] The only time I don’t check 
my phone or social media is at the gym where I leave it in the locker. […] I guess I 
should try to do that more often. (Jacob, 25, 2019) 
 
What I noticed this week is that I almost constantly check my phone. I have to put 
it in a box or in another room in order to not check it regularly. […] I also noticed 
that when I had put it away, I felt some kind of withdrawal symptoms. I strongly 
suspect I have become more or less addicted to my phone. (Sven, 24, 2019) 
 

During the time of the study, digital services and mobile devices, primarily 
smartphones, have invaded the lives and activities of the informants. The years 2017–
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2019 were marked by the fact that media is everywhere; it has become difficult to 
define where media actually begins and where it ends: 

 
It’s difficult to define what media is. Media is so much, even too much in today’s 
world. (Lisa, 20, 2019) 
 
I don’t think that we could live without media today. But I guess it’s reasonable since 
we live in a world that has never developed at such a pace before. (Valter, 23, 2019) 
 

In line with mobile devices and media content becoming an indispensable part of 
basically everything that the informants do, the lines between mediated and real 
experiences (also lived experiences, see e.g. Thompson 1995) are becoming 
increasingly blurred. Where does media start and where does it end? When are we 
using media and when are we not? How are we and our everyday lives really affected 
by media? The identified confusion concerning the definition of the very concept and 
the role of media among the informants is mirrored in these questions. Media is no 
longer what it used to be, and the way we relate to it and make sense of it is changing. 
Today, modern media enable novel experiences that are no longer linked to the 
sharing of a common location, time frame or rationale (see e.g. Saker and Frith 2019). 
At the center of this kind of enhanced experience is the medium, the technology that 
enables it all. Inspired by this notion, the identified patterns and emerging trend of a 
changing relationship with media and increasingly mediated experiences can be 
further explored and understood by introducing the theoretical concept of materiality. 

 

5.3.3. Materiality and mixed experiences 
Materiality within the social sciences, and in disciplines such as communication and 
technology studies, primarily refers to the role and impact of material or physical 
artefacts in various activities or interactions (see e.g. Lievrouw 2014). According to 
Smart, Heersmink and Clowes (2017) and Clowes (2019), we are experiencing a new 
artefactual culture where we constantly wear or carry with us mobile devices and 
applications that affect the way we think, act and socialize. The emergence of this 
artefactual culture is clearly mirrored in the media diaries, which suggests that the 
time period of the empirical study (2013–2019) has seen fundamental changes in 
diginatives’ media behavior as a consequence of the concurrent rapid technological 
development and digitalization. The role of media is changing in our everyday lives 
and the concept of materiality is evolving in this digital age (e.g. Browaeys 2019). 
However, the concept of materiality in relation to media use and media behavior has 
been the subject of inquiry for several decades.  

Central work within social scientific studies on materiality dates back to the 1950s 
and 1960s and, for example, Harold Innis (1951) and Marshall McLuhan (1964) who 
developed the foundations for the Toronto School perspective on materiality or the 
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Medium Theory (e.g. Lievrouw 2014). For example, McLuhan (1964; see also 
McLuhan and Fiore 1967) stated that “the medium is the message”, emphasizing the 
role of media and its capability to tap into and transform human senses and interplay 
(Fuchsberger, Murer, and Tscheligi 2013). A similar perspective, highlighting the 
active role of physical artifacts in human activities, interactions and networks, is the 
sociological Actor Network Theory (ANT) (see e.g. Latour 2005). ANT describes the 
interplay between human and non-human actors, such as physical artefacts, 
technology or basically anything else (e.g. Fuchsberger, Murer, and Tscheligi 2013). 
Lievrouw (2014, pp. 29-30) acknowledges that “[…] the idea that material artifacts 
and objects can be agents within networks of relations among humans and knowledge, 
is perhaps the most controversial aspect of ANT, and most firmly places the 
materiality of things in the center of the theory.” The concept of materiality can be 
defined as an umbrella term for these types of theoretical discourses, highlighting the 
role and impact of physical materials and artefacts on humans, actions, interactions 
and relations in different disciplines (Fuchsberger, Murer, and Tscheligi 2013). 

According to, for example, Natale (2016) and Manke and Schwarzenegger (2019), 
the emergence of new media cultures affects how people make sense of media in terms 
of: 1) rhetoric, 2) everyday experiences, and 3) emotions. This study illustrates an 
emerging trend of altered rhetoric related to the very concept of media. The reflective 
narratives in the media diaries also embrace expressions of strong emotions linked to 
everyday media (over)use. However, most clearly, the new artefactual culture and the 
concept of materiality is manifested in a growing body of recollections on increasingly 
mediated everyday activities and experiences. 

Thompson (1995), makes a distinction between lived experiences, i.e. experiences 
of ordinary events that occur continuously in our everyday lives, and mediated 
experiences, i.e. experiences that can take place in any place and time, embracing more 
freedom of choice in what to attend to/notice and what to “shut out”. The study shows 
that mediated experiences have become increasingly routinized and that mobile 
media has developed into an essential and natural part of what traditionally could be 
considered lived experiences (as defined by e.g. Thompson 1995). The distinction 
between lived and mediated experiences thus becomes distorted and somewhat 
irrelevant; the concept of mixed experiences is introduced to describe experiences 
where the lived and the mediated overlap and intertwine. 

Mixed experiences embrace a social dimension which permeates the lived as well 
as the mediated dimension. Modern technology and numerous social media platforms 
enable unprecedented opportunities to interact and socialize with people online. 
However, increasingly mixed experiences and more virtual social interactions have 
led to decreased skills related to empathy, emotional intelligence and emotion 
recognition (e.g. Waytz and Gray 2018). The social human being still needs face-to-
face interactions and social contact with other people and to maintain such essential 
social skills (e.g. Keles, McCrae, and Grealish 2019). These skills are needed in 
everyday social life in general but will also become more crucial in managing the 
increasingly blurred lines between technology and face-to-face interactions in mixed 
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experiences (ibid.). This social dimension is also prominent in the empirical study as, 
especially in later years, many informants reflect upon the role of media in social 
situations in their diaries. Sometimes media helps to enhance or facilitate the social 
experience, whereas other times it is perceived as a distracting element. However, 
regardless of its role or perceived effect, it is clear that media today, in one way or 
another, is always present in almost any kind of social situation. 

Along with the increased presence of new media, eventually, subsequent changing 
behavioral, societal and sociocultural patterns become normalized and considered a 
natural element of one’s everyday life (Deuze 2012; Menke and Schwarzenegger 2019). 
The reflections in the media diaries illustrate a growing acceptance of the new 
artefactual culture and increasingly mixed experiences. Concurrently, many 
informants express an outspoken desire to be more present in social situations. We 
may not be entirely there yet, but it seems we are facing a completely new media 
ideology in the near future (Menke and Schwarzenegger 2019), where new strategies 
and tools are needed to cope with the constant stream of mixed experiences, especially, 
as these become routinized and settled features of our everyday lives. 

 

5.4.  Routines 

The truth is that while any of us could spend our leisure time perusing 
an endless variety of material online, we tend to go back to the same 

places repeatedly and instinctively. (Markham 2017, p. 10) 

A few decades ago, people organized their everyday lives around certain reoccurring 
mediated experiences, such as reading the morning paper or watching the evening 
news on TV (Thompson 1995). The new mobile culture is believed to have disrupted 
such established everyday media consumption patterns; the issue of routines in 
diginatives’ media use, especially, has been questioned (e.g. Ghersetti and Westlund 
2018). However, this next key emerging trend identifies consistently repetitive 
patterns of media behavior among the informants that certainly can be classified as 
habits or routines. Nevertheless, the patterns are becoming more and more 
fragmented and most often embrace several different media and media-related 
activities during the course of only a short period of time. 

 

5.4.1. Constant checking and scrolling 
The empirical study shows that a large portion of most of the informants’ days involve 
repetitive activities, such as “quick checking of” or “scrolling through”, especially, 
different social media sites and news forums. This checking behavior starts 
immediately when they wake up in the morning, continues frequently throughout the 
day, and is often the last thing they do before falling asleep at night. The same pattern 
is repeated every day, and most often the visited platforms, sites and forums are the 
same ones every time: 
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I would say my media use is very repetitive, I always use the same media at the same 
time every day. This is probably because I have used internet for such a long time 
that I have formed habits that I very seldom break. (Jon, 22, 2017) 
 
As for my media consumption, it looks the same day in and day out. I end up with 
a lot of screen time. There is not one single day that I do not check my Youtube feed 
or news sites regularly. (Kaj, 22, 2018) 
 
I found a pattern [in my diary] that I repeat every day. I always start and finish my 
day by sending snapchats to my friends and my boyfriend, and by reading news on 
the same sites. (Karin, 19, 2019) 
 

Most checking routines are connected to certain situations or places. Morning 
routines at home involving media are very common. Evening routines at home are 
also common, and certain media related routines are also performed, for example, in 
class, while having lunch, while waiting for something or someone, while traveling by 
car or bus, etc.: 

 
I always engage in similar routines at home in the morning. It doesn’t matter when 
I wake up, I always check my phone for 1–2 hours before I get up. I do the same 
before falling asleep at night too. Also, I always eat my evening snack by my 
computer. (Lars, 22, 2015) 
 
The first thing I do in the morning and the last thing I do at night is scroll through 
my regular apps and sites on my mobile. I also realized a pattern when I’m in class. 
As soon as the lecture gets even slightly boring, I take out my phone and start 
checking social media. (Laura, 20, 2017) 
 
Much of my media consumption is about routines. Every morning I do the same 
thing, I check my social media and read the news. Usually, I also watch Netflix while 
doing this since I live alone and dislike silence. […] I also have similar routines in 
the evening, for example, before going to bed I check my social media. Routines 
during the days vary depending on what I do during the day. But now that I think 
about it, I often repeat the same things at the same places, for example, I always read 
Kauppalehti in my couch, I always read HBL at my kitchen table, I always listen to 
the radio in my car […]. (Madeleine, 19, 2019) 
 
There is absolutely a certain pattern in my media use. For example, I always use 
media right when I wake up and before I go to sleep. All my micro time is spent 
scrolling through social media. Also, bus trips, queuing and waiting in general 
becomes less boring when you can use media and talk to your friends, for example, 
via Snapchat at the same time. (Nadja, 19, 2019) 
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Even though the informants experience and describe their media consumption as 
habitual and repetitive, it is certainly very fragmented, often embracing many rapid 
shifts between different media contents, platforms, devices and activities. They check 
and visit a large number of apps and sites regularly, but most often for a very short 
period of time and while doing something else simultaneously (eating, attending a 
lecture, exercising, walking, driving, etc.). Reasons given for this fragmented behavior 
is often a wish to get many things done in a short period of time or getting news or 
updates from as many sources as possible: 

 
… this means I visit about 50 different sites every day (many of them several times) 
but I only spend less than one minute on average on each site. (Magnus, 22, 2017) 
 
It was really difficult to log all my media consumption in this diary as I realized my 
media use is often very fragmented. Take, for example, Snapchat. You check a snap 
and answer it, and it takes about 40 seconds. Then you do something else for two 
minutes. Then you go back to Snapchat for another 55 seconds… (Olga, 19, 2019) 
 

The media diary task served as a real eye-opener for many informants who were not 
aware of how consistent their everyday media consumption really is. Many informants 
expressed genuine surprise related to their reflections and insights on their own media 
use and everyday routines:  

 
I was surprised to see how my media consumption entails the same things repeated 
every single day at almost exactly the same time. (Patrik, 20, 2017) 
 
… I was almost shocked when I saw how much media I really use. I mean I 
constantly use media. And when you do an exercise like this and see how much 
media you regularly use in different everyday situations every day… The same 
pattern every day. It’s very surprising to see it written down in front of you. (Nico, 
22, 2018) 
 
The biggest surprise for me was to see how one-sided and limited my media use 
really is. I always use the same media, mostly my phone, laptop and social media. I 
guess it would be a good idea to widen my perspectives and read a newspaper or 
listen to the radio every now and then. But it’s easier said than done. Honestly, I 
don’t think my media consumption routines will change much in the future. (Ole, 
21, 2019) 
 

Many informants also express surprise and amazement related to the quite limited 
variations in their media use between weekdays and weekends. Similar patterns are 
repeated almost every day, no matter if it is Monday, Thursday or Sunday. Especially 
in the mornings, the routines are very similar every day: 
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I thought I watched more TV on the weekends, but while doing this diary I realized 
that weekends are very similar to weekdays and that I watch a lot of TV every day. 
(Pamela, 20, 2013) 
 
From my diary, I can see that I have my routines and that my media use is the same 
every weekday. I also realize the weekends are almost the same too. I guess my media 
use has become such a natural part of my everyday life that it looks almost exactly 
the same every day, unless something really special happens. (Rafael, 24, 2017) 
 
My diary shows exact routines for my media use, and that’s how I like it. I have some 
routines that I follow every day. It feels safe somehow to know that especially my 
mornings all look the same. (Sam, 20, 2019) 
 

Evening routines are more often subject to disruption due to different hobbies, 
activities or variations in the amount of schoolwork to be completed. However, in 
general, evening routines are also quite similar every day, but the time for when they 
are performed may vary due to various events and activities. What really does affect 
and alter the everyday routines, though, are engagement in more seldom recurring 
situations and events, such as visiting parents, friends or partners, traveling 
somewhere, attending parties or other special occasions: 

 
When I visited my parents on the weekend, I realized I didn’t have the same 
discipline there as I have at home. At home, I check social media maybe once an 
hour. While visiting my parents, I did it much more often. (Rebecka, 20, 2017) 
 
This weekend, my media consumption was not what it usually is. That’s because I 
was with my girlfriend all weekend. Other factors that affect my regular media use 
are parties and different events. (Ted, 23, 2018) 
 
As you can see from my diary, I was in Tahko skiing with my friends this week. […] 
This trip affected my media consumption. In a very positive way, I think. While on 
the trip, I used my phone less than what I usually do when I’m at home. (Niklas, 19, 
2019) 
 

Social situations, in particular, tend to have an impact on everyday media routines. 
Most often social situations are perceived to have a positive impact on the informants’ 
media use i.e. they use less media in other people’s company than they normally do. 
For example, many informants are first year university students and have recently 
moved away from home. This has transformed their media routines, especially, in the 
cases where they are now living on their own. They describe significant differences in 
media use when home alone, compared to when they engage in social situations: 
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I know that when I spend time with my family, my friends and at the gym (where I 
only listen to music), I avoid my phone since I prefer being social, meeting and 
talking to people face to face. (Ylva, 20, 2017) 
 
Some days my media use is very different from normal days, it depends on how 
much leisure time I have and whether I’m alone or with friends. […] When I spend 
time with my friends, I use media less than otherwise. For example, this weekend I 
spent the night at my friend’s place. While I did use media (we watched a TV show 
and I checked social media), I used my phone considerably less than I usually do. 
(Sabina, 20, 2018) 
 
I notice that when I’m alone I use media much more and tend to stare at my phone 
all the time. […] However, when I’m with my family and my friends it seems much 
easier to leave the phone and “close off” the digital world. To move away from home 
was a big deal for me, and it has definitely affected my media routines. I think I need 
to reconsider these new routines. (Vanessa, 20, 2016) 
 

However, while social situations often seem to decrease the informants’ media use, 
some informants describe certain social situations and/or certain people as triggers 
for more extensive media use than normal. For example, situations that are perceived 
as boring or uncomfortable have this effect. Keeping in touch with partners, friends 
and family that live far away have a similar effect. Also, situations where other people 
use media often triggers the impulse to take out one’s own phone or laptop: 

 
I’m not a social person, and I’m well aware of it. This is why I very often take out 
my phone in social situations where I feel uncomfortable. […] It’s easier to talk to 
friends and people in chatrooms than face to face. (Diana, 20, 2017) 
 
My boyfriend moved to another city to study and now I’m in a long-distance 
relationship. We keep in touch mostly via digital channels and that’s why my 
routines now involve much more media than before. It’s necessary though because 
of the recent living arrangements. (Åsa, 24, 2016) 
 
I prefer spending time with other people whenever it’s possible, or doing smarter 
things than just checking Instagram, etc. But it’s really hard to change one’s own 
habits, especially when everybody else always has their phone in their hand. (Barbro, 
20, 2019) 
 

While certain situations and people affect the informants’ everyday media routines, in 
the long run some “bad habits” seem particularly hard to break. This becomes 
problematic when, for example, informants describe their frequent social media 
checking behavior as compulsive and something that is out of their hands/control: 
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Ok, so this week I have spent a total of 45 hours on my mobile. This means I have 
spent almost 48 hours only on frequently, almost compulsively, checking apps like 
Snapchat, Instagram, WhatsApp and Facebook. […] The biggest let-down is the 
insight that all this time could have been spent on something more useful than 
checking or scrolling through social media. (Helen, 19, 2019) 
 
It became impossible to write down every time I used Instagram or Twitter since I 
often do it unconsciously. It’s impossible to keep track of how much time is spent 
in media.  […] All these small check-ups all the time is what’s most worrisome in 
my media consumption. I feel a need to check and stay updated, even though, deep 
down, I realize that nothing much has happened since I last checked. (Amanda, 20, 
2015) 
 

Again, the quote above highlights the issue of how fragmented media routines have 
affected the scope of the entire study. Some media consumption patterns have been 
left out completely from the diaries and have been disregarded in the reflections due 
to their fragmented and highly repetitive nature. According to the informants, it 
becomes difficult, if not even impossible, to track and record every little media-related 
check or activity.30 However, as the aim of this study is not to track the informant’s 
actual media use, any possible effects on the outcome becomes quite marginal. The 
point here is not to illustrate actual media routines or behavioral patterns; rather, it is 
to explore how these are described and reflected upon and whether changes over the 
years in the descriptions and reflections can be detected. 

 

5.4.2. Increasingly fragmented media routines 
In contrast to the general belief that diginatives and youngsters do not have any media 
routines, or at least not similar routines as older generation (see e.g. Pacheco et al. 
2017), the informants in this study describe incredibly consistent media consumption 
patterns. Similar and regular routines have been described and reflected upon in the 
diaries consistently throughout the years. There are no tendencies detected that would 
imply that there would be more, or less, routine-like media behavior developed over 
the time period of the study. However, in later years, as the mobile phone 
(smartphone) has become an increasingly prominent part of almost any everyday 

 

 

 

 
30 Combining the media diary with some sort of tracking application or function has been discussed 
several times throughout the research process to enable a more accurate tracking of the informants’ actual 
mobile or laptop use. However, this was never realized as it was perceived as a deviation from the main 
aim of the study. 
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activity and routine, more opportunities for “checking” and “scrolling” emerge. 
Consequently, the informants’ media routines have become more and more 
fragmented, embracing an increasing number of media sources, contents and 
activities that are often engaged in simultaneously. 

Parallel to the trend of increasingly fragmented media behavioral patterns, the 
reflections in the diaries on this matter have grown in sheer number. While 
fragmented behavioral patterns seem completely normal to most informants, 
especially in 2017–2019, increasingly fragmented media consumption is linked to 
negative experiences of increased restlessness, impulsiveness and overall difficulties in 
maintaining concentration for longer periods of time: 

 

I’m often bored. And I want to have something to do all the time! Whenever I’m 
alone I always have at least one chat going. Of course, I would prefer the company 
of real people, but if that’s not possible I turn to media. (Wilmer, 22, 2015) 
 
I have become so restless, because I have grown used to always having something to 
watch or do. Movies can feel like an eternity nowadays, because I’m used to 1–3-
minute videos on Facebook or Instagram. […] This is something I don’t like. It’s 
terrible that I have grown restless to the point that a movie of 1 hour and 40 minutes 
seems unnecessarily long. It’s the same with lectures too. I easily get bored and take 
out my phone. (Tea, 19, 2017) 
 
This week I have noticed certain media habits that I have never noticed before. For 
example, I have noticed how easily I get restless and impulsively take out my phone 
to check and scroll through social media. This happens all the time. Out of pure 
habit, I take out my phone whenever I feel bored or need to wait for something. 
(Ulrika, 19, 2018)  
 
Every time you are even a little bit bored, you take you your phone to scroll through 
Instagram. You can’t just stand there waiting for the bus with nothing to do. I think 
this is very common among young people, as well as among adults, as everything is 
always close by, thanks to smartphones. Even though it’s very common, I find it 
quite alarming. I’m never bored anymore. (Ville, 20, 2019) 
 

A general feature identified among the informants in this study, especially in later 
years, is that they are never really bored. Every time something feels even slightly 
boring, impulsively they turn to their smartphone. Since the smartphone is always 
close by, this impulse is repeated frequently, and often this impulsive checking pattern 
turns into a habit. The surprise that the majority of the informants express related to 
their consistent everyday media habits and routines illustrates a general unawareness 
of their own media behavior. This unconscious dimension of the everyday media 
routines poses a real challenge when studying such behavioral patterns and their 
predictors. The increasingly fragmented nature of the everyday routines does not help 
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much, neither does the fact that frequently recurring fragmented media routines are 
often experienced and described as disruptive and as “bad habits” by the informants. 
To shed some more light on this emerging trend, the concepts of habits and routines 
are discussed next. 

 

5.4.3. Habits, routines or rituals? 
“A magazine is an iPad that does not work” is the name of a YouTube video featuring 
a toddler trying to get a printed magazine to “work” using the same hand movements 
as when navigating an iPad.31 This kind of behavior would have seemed very odd a 
mere two decades ago, and it will probably seem just as odd twenty years from now. 
However, this is an example of how digital media affects our everyday skills and 
practices; we keep adapting, learning and developing new skills and practices for 
managing the concurrent media landscape. For most people, developing new media 
habits seldom requires much work or reflection, quite swiftly adjusted behavioral 
patterns turn into the most natural thing (e.g. Markham 2017). But what is it really 
that turns “odd” hand gestures or other media-related behavioral patterns into 
everyday routines? 

According to, for example, Duhigg (2012), Couldry (2004; 2005) and Markham 
(2017) the concepts of habit and practice are key in understanding the formation of 
everyday media routines. Inspired by the development of Practice Theory in sociology, 
a new paradigm emerged within media studies, highlighting the importance of 
regarding media as practice, and focusing on the everyday routines of media 
consumption (see e.g. Steele and Brown 1995; Steele 1999; Couldry 2004). This 
perspective suggests that media should not be seen exclusively in terms of content, 
channels or production economy. Instead, focus should lie on what people do with 
media; making it, consuming it, ignoring it, sharing it, etc. (Couldry 2004; Markham 
2017). The media practice model, which was introduced and developed by Steele and 
Brown (1995), emphasizes the constant interaction between adolescent consumers 
and media and its central role in “the continuous cultural production and 
reproduction that characterizes everyday life” (p. 553). This framework was developed 
to gain a better understanding about why adolescents choose one media source over 
another and to identify factors that affect this decision. Markham (2017) further 
emphasizes the importance of understanding not only what media people choose to 
consume, but their underlying motives, i.e. why they choose that particular media. 
Habits have been found to play an important role in this often unconsciously 

 

 

 

 
31 The video is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aXV-yaFmQNk (last accessed 14th 
October 2019) 
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performed decision process (e.g. Couldry 2003; Couldry 2004; Couldry 2005; Wang et 
al. 2015; Markham 2017). 

Markham (2017) notes that “habits matter, in part because they are so hard to 
break” (p. 10). According to Duhigg (2012) habits are hard to break due to the 
cognitive habit loop which involves: 1) cues (that trigger our brains to go into 
automatic mode and to know which habits to use), 2) routines (which can be physical, 
mental or emotional), and 3) rewards (that establish that similar behavior will follow 
similar cues in the future). This cue-routine-reward-loop becomes more and more 
automated over time and the cue and reward become intertwined; consequently, a 
powerful sense of anticipation or craving can emerge, and a habit is formed (ibid.). 
“Cravings are what drives habits,” and this is what makes habits so hard to break 
(Duhigg 2012, p. 59). In order to break a bad habit or create new ones, we need to 
understand how to curb our cravings. This can be difficult, especially since difficulties 
in breaking habits also have been related to, for example, deficiencies in self-discipline 
(Wang et al. 2015).  

While Duhigg (2012) uses the term routine to describe the practice or activity 
performed in response to a certain cue, other researchers define routines as formalized 
practices or repeated patterns that have become part of everyday life (see e.g. Couldry 
2003; Wang et al. 2015). Couldry (2003; 2005) even suggests that everyday media 
routines often entail deeper meaningful patterns and transcendent values that 
resemble the characteristics of rituals. While the concept of media rituals may seem a 
bit exaggerated, the media consumption patterns described and reflected upon in this 
study are defined as routines due to their, however fragmented, repetitive nature and 
established role in the informants’ everyday lives. 

While some informants acknowledge a deliberate decision behind their 
fragmented media routines, most media-related routines are described as 
unconsciously performed activities. The informants’ expressed surprise and 
unawareness related to their own media behavior further highlight the impulsive and 
habitual nature of their everyday media routines. This suggests that engaging in media 
is not always a deliberate decision but an unconsciously performed activity triggered 
by a certain cue or the anticipation of a reward. In order to break what is perceived 
and described as “bad habits” or create new and sound media routines, a better 
understanding of different elements (cues, activities and rewards) affecting everyday 
habits and routines is needed. However, habits are often contextually and socially 
embedded (Couldry 2004; Duhigg 2012; Wang et al. 2015), which makes it harder to 
identify and recognize specific cues. Furthermore, the addictive nature of habits needs 
to be addressed. 

 

5.5.  Addiction 
There is a fine line between habitual and addictive behavioral patterns; how do you 
know if you have developed a bad habit or an addiction? For example, Metcalfe and 
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Mischel (1999) and van Deursen et al. (2015) suggest that habits can considered 
automatic behavioral routines without a total loss of self-control, whereas addiction is 
characterized by loss of self-control. In addition to loss of control, addictive media 
behavior is often defined according to classic addiction symptomology such as 
growing tolerance and withdrawal symptoms (see e.g. Lanaj, Johnson, and Barnes 
2014; Lin et al. 2015; Duke and Montag 2017). This study does not embrace any actual 
diagnosing of media addiction; what is expressed as addictive behavior in the diaries 
may not correlate with any clinical definition of media addiction. Still, one of the most 
prominent trends emerging in the empirical data analysis is a growing amount of 
expressed addictive tendencies related to media among the informants. The concept 
of self-perceived media addiction is introduced to explore this emerging trend further.  

The main difference between the emerging trend of addiction and the previous one 
(routines) is that this category highlights compulsive behavioral patterns, withdrawal 
symptoms and other consequences that are experienced and described as particularly 
problematic by the informants themselves. While reflections that indicate problematic 
self-perceived media addiction can be found in several diaries throughout the years. 
The past few years, in particular, have witnessed a radical increase in the number of 
such reflections.  

 

5.5.1. Reflections on addictive behavior 
Throughout the entire study, many informants quite openly reflect upon what can be 
described as addictive tendencies in their media diaries. They admit to being addicted 
to, for example, social media, staying in touch with friends, constantly knowing what 
is happening, and constantly being connected and available. As already discussed in 
the previous section, many describe addictive tendencies related especially to their 
smartphone and fragmented media behavior: 

 
I know I’m addicted to my smartphone and to staying in touch with my friends all 
the time and knowing what’s going on. I became “addicted” to staying in touch, 
checking Facebook and Instagram immediately after getting my smartphone, since 
it is so easy to just click and see what’s happening or send messages, etc. I would 
never be this addicted should I have a normal phone without Internet, etc. Still, after 
having had a smartphone for a while I would never ever replace it with a traditional 
phone ever again. (Felicia, 19, 2013) 
 
It is safe to say that I’m addicted to my phone and social media. I automatically 
check them several times per hour even though I know nothing new has happened. 
Especially when I feel stressed or anxious, I check Instagram, and this calms me 
down. You could say that my phone has become my “security blanket”. (Carina, 20, 
2019) 
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While media addiction has been described and reflected upon throughout the years, 
the nature of the reflections on media addiction has changed over the years. In the 
earlier years of the study (2013–2014), the reflections were quite “harmless” and not 
that elaborate; mostly simple observations of the fact that one has become addicted to 
media. Only a few informants expressed concern for potentially negative effects on, 
for example, their health and time management ability: 

 
I’m not that surprised to see how much I use media. I already knew I’m as good as 
addicted and that media is an important part of my everyday life. (Anne, 19, 2013) 
 
I frequently work with everything from my laptop, my computer, my phone and my 
iPad. I guess I have become digitally addicted. (Alexander, 20, 2014) 
 
I know I abuse it [social media] and Facebook has become something of an 
addiction. You are always reachable, which can be very bad for your mental health 
and, also, you spend a lot of time engaging in these without even thinking about it.” 
(Pamela, 21, 2013) 
 

In 2015–2016, the nature of the reflections started to change, becoming more 
elaborate and showcasing increased frustration, concern as well as awareness of 
potential negative consequences that media overuse and addiction can lead to: 

 
The diary made me realize I use my smartphone 27 hours a week for other purposes 
than calling people. Think about it, I could earn an entire study point by using that 
time for better purposes. […] I really need to find ways of not using my phone, 
maybe leave it at home someday. Because, whenever I use it, I seem to lose track of 
time, regardless of what else I’m doing at the same time. (Adrian, 20, 2015) 
 
I experience that media takes up too large a space in my everyday life. It is expected 
that you are available, connected and up to date with recent events in society all the 
time, but you forget to give your brain a break every now and then. This constant 
overload disturbs my concentration. It is troubling to see how much time I spend 
on my phone or my computer every single day. (Mathias, 23, 2015) 
 

In 2017 and after, the reflections on addictive media behavior have become even more 
elaborate, often including expressions of strong emotions in relation to alarming 
withdrawal symptoms when the phone is not near, or Internet access is limited. Also, 
excessive and addictive media use increasingly seems to lead to problems with time 
management, procrastination, sleeping and focusing on study related tasks: 

 
One reason why digital media is easily experienced as addictive is the fact that it’s 
easy to lose track of time when intensely engaged in something interesting on the 
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screen(s). This, in turn, affects other parts of everyday life. Is it really reasonable to 
use your phone while studying? I notice I do this a lot and it’s a pitfall that can take 
up a lot of time that could be better spent on for example, focusing on studies or 
exercising. (Zacharias, 22, 2017) 
 
I use media every minute of the day. I chat, I snap, I read news, I look for apartments, 
I look for inspiration, I look for jobs […] etc. It worries me that I don’t know what 
to do if I don’t do all of this. What scares me even more is that this is only the tip of 
the iceberg concerning technology and we are already this addicted. What will the 
world look like in just 2 years? […] I can admit I’m completely addicted to my 
phone. Still, it was with shame I filled in the diary. I wish I would do something 
better with my time! (Ulla, 24, 2018) 
 
What I noticed this week is that I’m completely addicted to my phone. I have to put 
it in a box or leave it in another room to get away from it. I have also noticed I sort 
of experience withdrawal symptoms when it’s not near me. […] I have lately 
experienced problems with sleeping. This diary made me realize that maybe my 
addiction has something to do with that. (Theo, 26, 2019) 
 

For some informants, the media diary task served as a real eye-opener, while others 
had already reflected on their (excessive) media use and potential (negative) effects in 
other contexts. A general unawareness of one’s own media use and addictive 
tendencies could still be recognized in the reflections. Also, some content or activities 
may have been left out from the diaries due to shame or embarrassment that reporting 
or admitting to such addictive behavior may entail. For example, two diaries include 
reflections on being addicted to pornographic content, whereas, that kind of content 
is not mentioned at all in the other 99,8 % of the diaries. 

 

5.5.2. Media addiction on the rise 
The trend of increasing media addiction is one of the most prominent trends 
recognizable in the diaries and reflections on addictive behavior have drastically 
increased in number over the years. Table 6 (p. 114) offers an overview of the total 
number of diaries collected each year (that are included in the study), as well as the 
number and percentage of diaries that includes reflections that indicate self-perceived 
media addiction.  
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Table 6. Reflections on media addiction 2013–2019 
 

 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 TOTAL 
 
Total number of 
diaries 
 

157 98 121 101 118 92 91 778 

 
Number of diaries 
including reflections 
on media addiction 
 

10 
(6%) 

5 
(5%) 

8 
(7%) 

16 
(16%) 

26 
(22%) 

21 
(23%) 

25 
(27%) 

111 
(14%) 

 

Starting from a mere 5–6% in 2013–2014, reaching over 20% by 2017 and exceeding 
25% in 2019, a clear trend can be recognized. In 2019, more than one fourth of the 
informants describe their media behavior in terms of some sort of media addiction 
and disconcerting consequences. An interesting observation is that between 2015 and 
2017, there is a considerable “jump” from 7% to 16% (in 2016) to 22%. A possible 
explanation could be linked to the growth of increasingly integrated and intelligent 
algorithms, notification systems and functions in social media around that very time, 
designed specifically to get people “hooked” and engaged for a long time (e.g. Alter 
2017; Morgan 2017; Hansen 2019a).  

Along with the increasing number of descriptions of and reflections on media 
addiction, the nature of the reflections have also dramatically changed (as described 
in the previous section). It seems that media addiction has become “the new normal” 
and that this is a generally accepted, if not even expected, behavioral pattern, especially 
among these young adults:  

 
I know my media consumption is ridiculously excessive. Still, it frightens me that 
everybody thinks this is “normal”, and that everybody accepts our addiction. Being 
addicted to social media is no longer weird; what’s weird is if you haven’t checked 
Instagram or Snapchat in a few hours. Then you feel you should almost offer an 
explanation for this rude behavior. (Vera, 19, 2017) 
 
I feel physically sick when I see my media consumption before me. I guess it’s the 
same for everybody else, though. We truly live in an era when you are expected to 
be addicted to media and always available. But I can’t help to think, is this really how 
I want to spend my life? (Tyra, 20, 2019) 
 

Just like breaking a bad habit, breaking what is perceived as an addiction can be very 
difficult. Many informants express a wish to break their addictive patterns and cut 
down on what they perceive as unnecessary, time-stealing and even downright 
harmful media use. However, they generally do not know how to actually do it: 
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The media diary was not surprising. I know I’m addicted to my phone. This is not 
good. It disrupts my concentration and makes it harder living in the now. It’s hard 
to focus on what the other is saying in a conversation. I would really like to stop all 
this. I just don’t know how or if it can be done. (Susanne, 24, 2017) 
 
I have tried to eat without media, and I didn’t succeed, which really is a shame. 
When I’m with company I can forget about my addiction for a while, but if that 
person is also addicted it doesn’t help me much. My boyfriend has now started 
taking away my phone when I pick it up while we’re doing something together. […] 
You don’t realize it before seeing it on paper like this, but this is really scary. I hope 
I can find a way to improve my behavior. I do not want to live like this. (Rita, 20, 
2017) 
 
Since iPhone started with its Screen time-function I have - almost involuntarily – 
started to follow up on how much I use my phone every day. I check my phone 
about 6,5 hours during my waken hours. In addition to this, I use my computer 
regularly for Youtube and Netflix. […] In total, I have spent 45 hours on my phone 
this week. Which is more than two entire days and nights. […] This is exactly why 
I was reluctant to do this task in the first place. However, now that it’s done, it’s 
almost a relief. Now I just need to find ways of managing my media use. (Olivia, 19, 
2019) 
 

These empirical findings and identified patterns mirror a concurrent upswing of 
similar results and an increased awareness of the “downside” of (mobile and social) 
media, which is depicted in a vast number of recent reports and articles. Concern is 
raised related to the negative consequences on an individual level as well as larger 
societal levels of this steadily increasing trend of media addiction, especially among 
young people. At the same time, there is an ongoing discussion on whether such a 
thing as media addiction even exists. 

 

5.5.3. Self-perceived media addiction 
The phenomenon of media addiction has been extensively discussed in both popular 
and scholarly contexts in the past decades (see e.g. LaRose, Lin, and Eastin 2003; Duke 
and Montag 2017; Rotondi, Stanca, and Tomasuolo 2017; Kim, Kim, and Cho 2017). 
Particularly since the advent of the smartphone in 2007, media addiction gained an 
increased interest among numerous researchers across several fields (e.g. Miller 2012; 
Duke and Montag 2017). The rapid development of smartphones and other mobile 
technology in the past decade has had a dramatic impact on sociocultural behavior 
and norms concerning everyday media use (Cheever, Peviani, and Rosen 2018). 
Larger screens, longer battery life, improved mobility and easier access to all types of 
mobile devices have led to a rapidly mounting dependence on technology (ibid.). 
However, the validity of a condition such as media addiction has been thoroughly 
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debated (e.g. Widyanto and Griffiths 2006; De-Sola Gutiérrez, Rodríguez de Fonseca, 
and Rubio 2016; Duke and Montag 2017).  

Traditionally, the concept of addiction has been defined in very limited terms, 
primarily related to addiction to substances such as drugs or alcohol that foster 
physical dependence (Holden 2001). The past few decades have seen an upswing in 
research especially on behavioral addictions and addictive behaviors within areas such 
as gambling, Internet use and video gaming (Holden 2001; Leeman and Potenza 2012; 
Yau and Potenza 2015). Research on media addiction is a fairly novel research area, 
originating from research on Internet addiction initiated in the 1990s. Studies have 
shown that the habit-forming nature of smartphone (and other mobile media) use can 
lead to problematic effects such as addictive behaviors similar to that of gambling 
addiction (e.g. Oulasvirta et al. 2012; Duke and Montag 2017). Addictive behavior can 
easily become problematic and interfere with everyday life activities and relationships 
as well as school or work obligations (Young 1998; Rosen 2012; Kwon et al. 2013; 
Lanaj, Johnson, and Barnes 2014; Lin et al. 2015; Duke and Montag 2017).  

However, contradictory to the general beliefs, people do not become addicted to 
the devices, the platforms or the media activities. It is the rewarding effects or the 
anticipation of rewarding effects, providing a “high” (i.e. increased levels of 
dopamine) that triggers the addictive behavior  (e.g. Rosen 2012; Hansen 2019a). As 
far as the brain is concerned, a reward is a reward, regardless of whether it is caused 
by a chemical substance or an intense experience (Holden 2001). Therefore, whatever 
substance, activity or experience that triggers a “high” amplifies the risk of becoming 
trapped in an addiction (ibid.). 

Furthermore, while extensive [mobile] media use is often associated with media 
addiction, this is actually not a defining feature. Media overuse may be a sign of media 
addiction, but withdrawal symptoms such as growing tolerance, loss of control (e.g. 
distortion of time spent on media), and interpersonal or health problems are more 
relevant in identifying addictive media behavior (e.g. Rosen 2012). According to 
Krych (1988), addictions externalize themselves in compulsive behavior and are 
characterized by repetitive loss of predictable control, which may often lead to severe 
consequences not only for oneself but also for family, friends, etc. Addicts are simply 
not able to stop their search for “highs”, despite any physical or psychological harm 
that may follow. Typically, tolerance increases as the body adapts to something, which 
means that new ways of reaching the same highs are constantly pursued. Over time, 
the pursuit of “highs” may take over one’s entire life and dominate every activity. 
(ibid.) Severe physical and physiological conditions may follow, for example mental 
health conditions such as depression, anxiety, social impairment and sleeping 
problems (e.g. Rosen 2012; Duke and Montag 2017; Soni, Upadhyay, and Jain 2017). 
In addition to classic addiction symptomology, a few specific symptoms related to 
media addiction have also been identified, for example, Technostress (see e.g. 
Chiappetta 2017) , FOMO (fear of missing out), (see e.g. Wolniewicz et al. 2018) and 
Nomophobia (distress and fear of not being able to use one’s phone) (see e.g. Tams, 
Legoux, and Léger 2018). 
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Here, self-perceived media addiction is used to explore the emerging trend of 
increasingly expressed addictive tendencies among the informants. This concept 
embraces addiction that has not been clinically diagnosed, but compulsive behavioral 
patterns that are experienced and described as addictive and problematic by the 
informants themselves. While self-reported experiences and narratives on addiction 
have been studied previously within areas such as drug addiction (e.g. Hammer et al. 
2012), addiction studies with a self-report focus remain quite scarce in many other 
contexts. Still, for example Duffy et al. (2016) and Meadows et al. (2017) highlight the 
importance of considering self-reported addictive behavior as a way of identifying 
individuals in need of assistance before problematic behavior “gets out of hand”. 
Studying self-perceived pornography addiction, Duffy et al. (2016) suggest that factors 
such as excessive use and experience of negative consequences are often utilized to 
operationalize self-perceived addiction. In the case of self-perceived food addicts, 
Meadows et al. (2017) found that similar problematic behavioral patterns and negative 
effects were experienced among self-perceived food addicts and among food addicts 
with a clinical diagnosis. While the symptoms were more severe among those with a 
diagnosed food addiction, the results were also alarming among self-perceived addicts 
in comparison with “non-addicts” (ibid.). 

While the term self-perceived addiction is scarcely used in media addiction studies, 
this underlying logic is widely applied, using an array of different scales and 
questionnaires to identify and determine [self-perceived] media addiction among 
participants (see e.g. Duke and Montag 2017). Still, the measures for identifying self-
perceived media addiction remain inadequate and disperse. Inspired by, for example, 
Duffy at al. (2016) and Meadows et al. (2017),  self-perceived media addiction in the 
present study is characterized by a) perceived overuse of media, and b) experienced 
negative consequences similar to those of [clinically diagnosed] addiction, such as 
withdrawal symptoms, interpersonal and/or health issues and time management 
problems. 

What is important to remember is that even though addictive behavior in the 
diaries is often expressed in terms of smartphone addiction or social media addiction, 
what actually triggers addiction is the “high” that using the smartphone or checking 
social media provides (Rosen 2012). In other words, the informants are not addicted 
to the actual device or platform, rather the reward or the anticipated reward that this 
provides in their everyday lives. The reward can be related to, for example, keeping in 
touch with family and friends, having something to do when feeling bored or restless, 
stimulation when in need of entertainment, etc. Even if the activity that triggers the 
“high” is consciously managed and altered, the search or urge for that “high” may still 
prevail: 

 
I have tried to cut down on my mobile use, and often I can leave my phone behind 
without any problems. But, instead, I use my computer more often. […] For 
example, I now have grown addicted to watching series on my laptop. (Kajsa, 21, 
2019) 
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This quote quite clearly illustrates what can happen when the “high” is compulsively 
sought after even though a specific trigger, in this case the mobile phone, is taken out 
of the picture. This indicates a certain level of uncontrollable behavior and shows that 
breaking compulsively performed activities and addictive behavioral patterns can be 
much more difficult than one might anticipate.  

 

5.6.  Media multitasking 
Another emerging trend recognized in the empirical study is the trend of increasing 
media multitasking behavior among the informants. While frequent descriptions of 
media multitasking activities have been prominent in the reflections throughout the 
entire study, a decision to focus on media multitasking as the core concept was made 
in 2016, after four rounds of data collection and analysis. This decision was affected 
by two aspects: 1) this was the most prominent of the recognized emerging trends, and 
2) there was a concurrent trend of rapidly mounting research within this specific area. 
Due to the status of core concept32, a literature review on this particular concept is 
presented separately in chapter 4. This section explores how the informants describe 
and illustrate everyday media multitasking activities in their diaries, and how their 
reflections on media multitasking have changed and developed over time. 

 

5.6.1. Reflections on media multitasking 
The vast number of diaries collected for this study encompass widespread mentioning 
of and referrals to different types of concurrent media use. Even though the daily 
loggings of media use in the diaries are not included in this study, media multitasking 
is a clearly visible trend also in the reflections. However, the word itself (multitasking, 
multitask or multitasker) is mentioned as such only by a mere 18 informants 
throughout the years; most of these entail mere statements that simply confirm 
multitasking behavior, without much more thought or reflection: 

 
Apparently, I’m also good at multitasking, like watching TV, checking Facebook 
and working on an essay at the same time. (Sara, 20, 2013) 

 

 

 

 
32 To highlight the status of media multitasking as the core concept in comparison with the other 
identified emerging trends and theoretical concepts (in accordance with Gioia et al. 2013), this concept 
is marked in the developed data structure overview (see Figure 4, p. 126) and in the final data structure 
overview (see Figure 5, p. 149) with a different colored “circle”. 
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… I watched a few episodes of HIMYM on Netflix on my tablet and at the same time 
I chatted on Facebook on my mobile phone. I also checked the headlines on the 
Iltasanomat mobile page every now and then. I guess this is multitasking in all its 
glory! (Tim, 24, 2014)  
 
It’s so easy to take out the mobile and start “swiping” to pass the time. I also noticed 
it’s easy to use several media simultaneously. Especially when you watch series or 
other TV programs, you often surf social media. I don’t know why. Maybe we are 
just used to this as multitasking is a common phenomenon in today’s society. (Ben, 
22, 2017) 
 
In this study, I noticed I use many different media concurrently. For example, I have 
the TV on as well as the computer, where I check YouTube and maybe chat in 
WhatsApp or SnapChat with my friends. Still, this was no surprise to me as I often 
engage in multitasking. (Ann, 21, 2018) 
 

Regardless of the fact that the term multitasking is scarcely used, concurrent media 
use is frequently described in a wide array of different ways in the reflections. The 
most common way is to describe one media activity which is performed at the same 
time or while (in Swedish samtidigt or medan) another media or non-media related 
activity. Almost all the diaries include these types of descriptions of multitasking, 
along with reflections on whether this came as a surprise or not, whether it is good or 
bad, how it makes the participants feel or why the participants engage in such 
behavior. The descriptions are similar throughout the years; however, the reflections 
have become richer and more elaborate in later years, including, for example, more 
thoughts on potential negative effects: 

 
… while I ate my breakfast, I surfed the web on my laptop and checked Facebook 
and Instagram on my phone. The TV was also on in the background. (Lina, 21, 
2013) 
 
I usually spend several hours watching TV and doing chores at home at the same 
time. The phone also kind of creeps up on me, and while doing these other things I 
often check Instagram, Facebook and Ilta Sanomat to stay updated. (Elliot, 22, 2015) 
 
… when I work with school tasks at home, I notice that I, too, easily take out my 
phone and get distracted. I have noticed that I often use several media at the same 
time, which is not a good thing for my ability to concentrate. (Sofia, 20, 2017) 
 
I quite often use several different media at the same time. Often when I watch series, 
YouTube or movies, I also “scroll” through Instagram, Facebook or Snapchat. It’s 
because I’m actually more interested in checking what others are doing than 
watching the series or movies. (Peter, 22, 2018) 
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An indication of the widespread everyday media multitasking behavior among the 
informants, is also illustrated by the pictures included in the diaries. Throughout the 
years, the participants have been asked to illustrate typical media consumption 
situations in pictures, in addition to their daily loggings of media consumption and 
their reflections. Not all diaries include pictures as this initially was a voluntary 
element. However, the majority of the pictures that were included told a quite 
unanimous story, a story about typical media consumption situations involving more 
than one screen, device or activity. Since 2017, the participants were asked to describe 
their pictures with a few words. A few examples of pictures as well as descriptions 
from the diaries are included here (see Pictures 1-7, below). 

 
Picture 5. This is what it looks like when I use YouTube videos for inspiration and 
watch a movie on TV, while I do my workout at home. (Mona, 20, 2017) 
 
Picture 6. This is a common situation when I work with school stuff. I laughed when 
I realized what I was doing. I don’t always have the energy to listen to lectures, and 
then I put on some background music. I also downloaded WhatsApp on my 

Picture 1 
(Benita, 19, 2013) 

Picture 2 
(Ted, 21, 2013) 

Picture 3  
(Andreas, 20, 2014) 

Picture 4 
(Freja, 22, 2016) 

Picture 7 
(Helena, 20, 2018) 

Picture 5 
(Mona, 20, 2017) 

Picture 6 
(Cecilia, 19, 2017) 
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computer, so now I can chat with my friends at the same time also. Convenient! Or 
not… (Cecilia, 19, 2017) 
 
Picture 7. This is what it looks like when I study for an exam. Moodle is open on 
the computer, and I often also play background music on it. The phone is there in 
case I need it. I always want it close by. (Helena, 20, 2018) 
 

In addition to what devices and content concurrently being used, the reflections often 
include a reference to when and where these activities take place. A large portion of 
media multitasking is performed at home, especially as part of everyday morning and 
evening routines. Media multitasking activities performed at home often include 
using a mobile device (primarily a mobile phone) while, for example, watching a 
movie or TV series (on television or laptop) or listening to music or the radio while 
using the computer for work or entertainment. 

Second screening is quite often described when watching, for example, sports, but 
checking social media content or chatting with friends while watching something 
non-related on TV or the computer screen is more common. Sometimes media 
multitasking at home is performed unconsciously, sometimes in a more deliberate 
manner: 

 
When I wake up, I always start the morning by checking Facebook and Instagram 
on my smartphone while I listen to the radio. Then I switch to Spotify on my iPod 
while I check e-mails and Moodle on my computer. My morning almost always 
looks the same. (Marika, 20, 2014) 
 
… I also often use my mobile when I watch football or hockey on TV or Viaplay at 
home in the evenings. I mostly read discussion forums on the game I’m watching 
or other sports news, but I also scroll through social media. (Paul, 26, 2017) 
 
When I watch Netflix at home on my computer, I often simultaneously use social 
media like Snapchat and Instagram on my mobile phone. This is something I also 
do when I should study at home, especially if I should concentrate on an online 
lecture. Sometimes I do this unconsciously. If I see or hear that I have got a new 
message, I check the phone, and often it just kind of sticks to my hand. (Viivi, 19, 
2018) 
 
Multitasking also happens at home – at best I have the TV and the computer on and 
my mobile in my hand. I think that sometimes I do this without thinking – for 
example, if I watch a movie and there is a commercial break, I find myself with my 
mobile in my hand scrolling through social media or forums in search for something 
entertaining. (Lovisa, 20, 2018) 
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Another place or situation where the informants often multitask with media is at 
university, either while working on school tasks or during lectures. During lectures, 
in particular, it seems the informants are fairly quick to take out their mobile phones, 
tablets or laptops (if not already on the table) and check social media or other types of 
media content if they feel bored or uninterested. The media content they engage in is 
seldom connected or relevant to the lecture or learning situation: 

 
During lectures I mostly use Moodle and mail to check things related to the lecture, 
but sometimes I also need to read HBL just to stay awake… (Janne, 20, 2016) 
 
During the lectures, I try my best to leave my phone in my bag. Usually I do not 
succeed. (Sara, 20, 2017) 
 
I always bring my computer to school and sometimes I tend to multitask; during 
lectures I often make notes on my computer, but at the same time, I also answer e-
mails and check social media. (Pia, 20, 2018) 
 
At school, I often take out my phone in many different situations. For example, I 
always take it out when I’m waiting for someone or something, since I hate just 
standing there in silence without anything to do. […] during lectures it has become 
an almost automated move to take out the phone whenever I have no interest in 
listening to the lecturer. (Edwin, 20, 2019) 
 

As the mobile phone is always within reach, the opportunities for media multitasking 
grows. Often, the participants also multitask “on the go”, for example on their way to 
university and home, while traveling by car, bus or train and while exercising. 
Primarily they use their mobile phone in combination with, for example, TVs or other 
screens at the gym or while engaging in conversation with others. In addition to 
frequently checking social media in these situations, a popular activity is listening to 
music or podcasts via the phone: 

 
I was efficient while I traveled back to Turku by bus, I listened to radio X3M while 
using my phone to surf, read blogs and check Facebook. At the same time, I also 
tried to talk to the person next to me. (Elin, 19, 2013) 
 
I listen to music on my way to the gym and while working out for motivation. 
Sometimes I also watch TV at the gym while running, primarily as entertainment. 
(Mark, 21, 2016) 
 
Almost always when I walk somewhere, for example to school or to the gym, I listen 
to podcasts or Spotify. Often, I also check Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat at the 
same time. (Monica, 19, 2018) 
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Overall, the empirical study indicates that the majority of the informants engage in 
media multitasking basically everywhere and all the time. For example, listening to 
music or podcasts is something that many informants do frequently throughout the 
day, in many different situations; often while walking or exercising, but also while 
studying. This is most often perceived as something very helpful or even necessary in 
staying focused on a specific task for a long period of time. However, while some 
activities, such as listening to music or podcasts, may be perceived to have a positive 
effect, especially in later years, distractive effects of media multitasking have been 
increasingly described and reflected upon. 

 

5.6.2. Increasingly disruptive media multitasking patterns 
As a consequence of the decision to feature media multitasking as the core concept, 
instructions to reflect particularly on this type of behavior were added to the diary 
instructions in 2017 (see Appendix 2) and have been part of the instructions every 
year since then. Up to that point, the reflections and pictures indicated a clear trend 
of increasing multitasking, even though the diary instructions did not include any 
indications to specifically observe or reflect upon concurrent media use (see Appendix 
1). However, the addition of these explicit instructions quite naturally caused a 
noticeable increase in the number of reflections on the matter.33 The nature and scope 
of the reflections have also changed quite dramatically in later years. In the earlier 
years, reflections related to media multitasking were quite indifferent, featuring very 
few emotions or thoughts on potentially negative consequences. In comparison, the 
reflections in 2018–2019 include frequent recognition of and reflections on the 
disruptive nature34 of everyday media multitasking activities. While this may be a 
natural consequence of the altered diary instructions, it also indicates a change in how 
the informants perceive and relate to their own observed media multitasking behavior. 

Throughout the entire study, some informants seem to experience frequent 
engagement in media multitasking as a completely natural thing and they see no need 
to stop doing it. Some claim they are very good at it and state that they feel productive 
when media multitasking: 

 

 

 

 
33 Due to the altered instructions, a similar overview table as the one presented for media addiction 
(Table 6, p. 114) has not been made on the development of reflections related to media multitasking. 
34 In prior media multitasking literature, negative effects are mostly described as distractive or 
interruptive (see e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Aagaard 2019).Here, the concept of 
disruption/disruptive is preferred to illustrate the repetitive and habitual nature of everyday media 
multitasking behavior and more profoundly experienced and long-term negative consequences. See 
section 2.5. for a more elaborate discussion on the concept of disruption. 
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I don’t like it that my media use sometimes eats a lot of my time. Still, I feel 
incredibly blessed to live in a time where Internet can provide me with all the 
information I wish for. I can maintain my knowledge of what’s happening in the 
world, I can be inspired, and I can keep in touch with people who live near and far. 
I hope that media will continue to remain qualitative, and that, for example, 
journalism won’t lose its stand. […] For my part, I will certainly continue to use 
many media simultaneously in the same way I do now. I think I’m quite good at it 
and I get more things done at the same time. BUT I will try to be more conscious in 
doing so to keep from losing track of time as often. (Alina, 19, 2017) 
 
Multitasking is something I engage in frequently simply because I’m good at it. For 
example, I quite often go through the wonders of my phone while watching Netflix. 
(Tommy, 21, 2019) 
 

However, many informants admit to easily becoming distracted by the phone, by 
notifications or by an internalized habit to regularly check the phone or social media 
for potential updates. As a consequence of repeated engagement in media 
multitasking, many informants also recognize long-term disruptive consequences. 
For example, they acknowledge that they (too) easily get caught up in their phones or 
social media and lose track of time. Furthermore, perceived negative effects on 
academic performance is frequently mentioned in the diaries: 

 
I have noticed that I take out my phone very often if I start to feel bored. […] I don’t 
exactly see this as a big problem since I still get my schoolwork done, but it clearly 
slows me down. (Noah, 20, 2017) 
 
The more media I consume, the more my productivity decreases. This is partly since 
scrolling on social media takes a lot of time, usually more than initially planned. 
Also, I find social media more interesting than studying and this leads to more and 
more procrastination. (Liam, 19, 2018) 
 
Using social media all the time on our phones helps us in many ways, but for me, 
social media and my mobile phone are often a distraction, for example, when I try 
to study. I often engage in social media while studying and this decreases my 
productivity. (Amy, 20, 2019) 
 
I almost always use several media when I’m at home […]. For example, if I use my 
computer, I often use my phone also for sending messages and checking updates on 
Instagram. I also use Instagram and Snapchat whenever I watch Netflix. I have come 
to realize that I’m no longer capable of focusing on only one thing at a time, I always 
need to have more than one thing to do. This becomes a problem whenever I’m 
supposed to study for an exam or something else. (Lennart, 21, 2019) 
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My mobile phone often distracts me, especially if I’m not that motivated to begin 
with. It’s almost too easy to just take out the mobile. When I study, I can’t see or 
hear my phone, otherwise I will get distracted and the time for completing school 
tasks takes longer and the result becomes worse. Still, I can’t seem to leave my 
mobile at home. (Penny, 19, 2019) 
 

In 2017–2019, there is an increasing number of reflections where concern, even fear 
and anxiety, is expressed related to frequently repeated disruptive media multitasking 
behavior (see sections 6.2.2. and 6.2.3.). While some have found strategies and tools 
to manage and control disruptive effects (see sections 6.2.1. and 6.2.4.), a large share 
of the informants seems to be getting increasingly drawn into what is described as 
fragmented, addictive, routinely performed and highly problematic media 
multitasking behavior. 

 

5.7.  An aggregated theoretical dimension: Disruptive 
everyday media multitasking 

In accordance with these empirical findings on increasing distractive tendencies and 
perceived negative consequences related to everyday media multitasking, the focus of 
the study shifted over time towards the concept of disruptive everyday media 
multitasking. While some studies address the disruptive effects of everyday media 
multitasking (see e.g. Janssen et al. 2015; Deng 2020), this particular concept is 
scarcely used in prior literature or research on media multitasking. Here, it is added 
to the data structure overview as an aggregated theoretical dimension (see Figure 4, p. 
126) to further explore the informants’ relation to everyday media multitasking. 

Disruptive media multitasking entails everyday media multitasking activities that 
are characterized by a perceived and expressed disruptive nature and problematic 
consequences. The informants do not describe this type of activity using the term 
disruptive (or even distractive or interruptive), rather, this aggregated theoretical 
dimension is introduced as a general category for further exploring predictors of 
perceived problematic everyday media multitasking behavioral patterns. 
Furthermore, this concept and category highlights the interconnection between the 
four key emerging trends. The trends and concepts of materiality, routines and 
addiction hold a strong explanatory power in relation to the core trend and concept 
of media multitasking (in accordance with e.g. Glaser and Strauss 1967; Glaser 1978; 
Hämäläinen 2014). 

An underlying assumption in relation to the concept of disruptive everyday 
media multitasking is that non-disruptive media multitasking exists. However, this 
notion makes the concept of disruptive media multitasking complicated. Prior 
research has established that certain automated tasks can be performed 
simultaneously without any disruption, however, this involves automated tasks that 
do not require any complex cognitive processing (e.g. Kirschner and Karpinski 
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2010; Sana, Weston, and Cepeda 2013; Srna, Schrift, and Zauberman 2018). Media 
multitasking in the sense of concurrent processing of two or more tasks that are 
more advanced than walking and talking is not possible, as our limited cognitive 
processing capacity leads to cognitive overload, distracted minds, switching costs 
and impaired information processing (see e.g. Kirschner and Karpinski 2010; 
Carrier et al. 2015; Kazakova et al. 2015; Gazzaley and Rosen 2016). Most often 
concurrent everyday media use implies some type of disruption (in accordance with 
e.g. Aagaard 2019). A reassessment of the concept of media multitasking as defined 
earlier is thus needed to motivate the use of disruptive media multitasking in this 
study. 

 
          Identified patterns  Emerging trends      Key theoretical   Aggregated  
                            concepts           dimension 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Developed data structure overview 

 

The fact that some forms of media multitasking consistently lead to documented 
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in the empirical study. A similar trend has also been identified in prior studies (e.g. 
Voorveld and van der Goot 2013; Kämpfe, Sedlmeier, and Renkewitz 2011). 
Listening to music or podcasts would presumably require more cognitive attention 
than most automated tasks. Still, this is seldom perceived as distractive by the 
informants; rather, they see it as helpful or even necessary in staying focused for a 
long period of time. Several studies support the notion that listening to background 
music can improve focus in many different contexts, for example, while driving (e.g. 
Nijboer et al. 2016) or in different learning environments (e.g. Kämpfe, Sedlmeier, 
and Renkewitz 2011; van der Schuur et al. 2015). One explanation for the 
consistently perceived positive effects could be emerging skills among avid media 
multitaskers to create media hierarchies; filtering out and prioritizing primary tasks 
over background or secondary tasks (e.g. Bardhi, Rohm, and Sultan 2010; Angell et 
al. 2016). Another explanation could be that the music helps to tune out other 
potentially distracting external stimuli (ibid.). However, the explanation may also 
lie in the definition of the very concept of the tasks involved in multitasking. 

Depending on how a task is defined, the disruptive precondition of media 
multitasking can be further questioned. The term multitasking was originally a 
technical term for describing a computer’s ability to process several tasks 
simultaneously (e.g. Xu and Wang 2017; Aagaard 2019). Later, cognitive 
psychologists have adopted the term for describing “situations in which the human 
mind divides attention between several tasks at once” (Aagaard 2019, p. 91). In 
everyday vocabulary, multitasking has become a way to describe the activity of 
juggling several tasks at the same time (ibid.). Drawing on Kirschner and 
Karpinski’s (2010) statement that multitasking is only possible when performing 
automated tasks, we would be multitasking all the time as we are constantly 
“juggling” several automated tasks such as sitting, blinking, breathing, etc. 
simultaneously. This makes the entire concept of multitasking redundant as there is 
no such thing as “unitasking” to contrast the phenomenon. Thus, Aagaard (2019) 
suggests that automated tasks need to be excluded from the definition of 
multitasking (or at least they should not be defined as tasks in this context). 
However, if we retract automated tasks from the multitasking definition, we end up 
where we started with the assumption that media multitasking per default is 
distractive and the concept of disruptive media multitasking would become 
redundant (ibid.). This would make the above-mentioned example impossible (if 
listening to music is not classified as an automated task) and that entire field of 
research more or less inadequate. 

Furthermore, the vast body of cognitive psychology literature and empirical 
research, where media multitasking is defined as task-switching, has the act of 
multitasking divided into primary and secondary tasks. Most studies build upon the 
premises that the secondary task interferes with the primary task (and that 
multitasking is thus distractive), as both tasks require a certain degree of attention 
and therefore causes cognitive overload (e.g. Aagaard 2015; Aagaard 2019). 
However, the problem with studies aiming to measure such cognitive overload and 
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distraction as a consequence of media multitasking is that they are experimentally 
designed to pull in opposite directions (Aagaard 2015). “What is measured is not 
the effect of media multitasking per se […], but of distractive media multitasking. 
At best, this leads to tautological results (“distraction is distracting”). At worst, it 
leads to ambiguity and conceptual confusion.” (Aagaard 2015, p. 888).  

The question remains: is there such a thing as media multitasking that is not 
distractive? Well, as mentioned, some forms of media multitasking (if defined as 
such) can help the informants stay focused in different contexts and actually have a 
positive effect on task performance. This study embraces the existence of this type 
of non-disruptive media multitasking. For example, listening to background music 
while studying is an example of non-disruptive media multitasking. Using media as 
part of other study related tasks, for example to check for additional information or 
concept definitions, can also be very helpful (provided the media content is relevant 
to the task at hand) even though it may add a few minutes to the total time it takes 
to complete the task. 

Still, most often, media multitasking that is perceived as positive and helpful can 
be related to false feelings of productivity (e.g. Brasel and Gips 2011; Dabbish, Mark, 
and González 2011; Adler and Benbunan-Fich 2013; Aagaard 2015; May and Elder 
2018), or overconfidence in one’s own ability to multitask (see e.g. Sanbonmatsu et 
al. 2013). Undoubtedly, most media multitasking activities that diginatives (and 
others) engage in is of a disruptive nature. To gain a better understanding of this 
phenomenon, particularly its predictors, we need to move beyond the mental 
processing of two (or more) concurrent tasks and consider the entire decision and 
prioritization process involved (e.g. Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011; 
Robinson 2017). Prior cognitive laboratory studies have struggled in addressing this 
process (Aagaard 2015). Instead of studying whether media multitasking is 
distractive or not, or what distractive effects distractive media multitasking may lead 
to, we need to focus on more relevant questions, such as “when it happens, how it 
is experienced, and why it occurs so frequently” (Aagaard 2019, p. 96). The four key 
emerging trends identified in this study are essential in exploring these questions 
further. 

The precondition in most everyday media multitasking studies is that the activity 
of media multitasking is the result of a deliberate underlying time allocation 
decision (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011), and correlates with the 
prevalence of certain media and audience factors, personality traits and cognitive 
control abilities (or lack thereof) (Jeong and Fishbein 2007; Benbunan-Fich, Adler, 
and Mavlanova 2011; Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; Kononova and Chiang 2015). 
However, the empirical findings presented in this chapter indicate that the decision 
process also involves an unconscious dimension, i.e. the informants often describe 
disruptive media multitasking activities as unconsciously performed impulses or 
reactions to some form of external or internal stimuli. The emerging trends 
presented here indicate that factors such as increasingly mixed experiences and 
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fragmented media routines, as well as habitual and addictive behavioral patterns can 
and should be viewed as predictors of media multitasking. 

For example, the fact that mobile media is always present in the informants’ 
everyday lives increases the opportunities for media multitasking in basically any 
situation imaginable. The mere presence of the smartphone is enough to trigger 
media multitasking activities, and as mentioned many times before, the smartphone 
is always present. As more and more everyday activities get mixed and entangled 
with media of some sort, the trend to increase media multitasking behavior is a quite 
natural consequence. Also, as fragmented media [multitasking] activities have 
become more and more routinized, such behavioral patterns have turned into an 
ordinary and almost expected part of the informants’ everyday lives. 

Many informants perceive their excessive media use and frequent media 
multitasking as annoying, frustrating, time-consuming and even detrimental at 
times. Compulsively and frequently checking the phone or social media is often 
perceived as interfering with many everyday activities, leading up to, for example, 
increased impatience, restlessness and impulsiveness, time management problems, 
sleeping and health-related problems and negative effects on performance in study-
related tasks. In the later years of the study, especially, the reflections embrace more 
and more thoughts on media behavior that is perceived as bad, compulsive and 
addictive. Many of the informants express a wish to break their bad media habits 
and their perceived media addictions. However, breaking a habit or addiction is not 
that easy, and most informants do not seem to have appropriate strategies or tools 
for doing it. Furthermore, the unconscious dimension, manifested in a general 
unawareness of one’s own media behavior, makes breaking disruptive behavioral 
patterns even harder.  



130 

 

6. EXPLORING DISRUPTIVE MEDIA MULTITASKING 
This chapter builds upon the empirical findings presented in the previous chapter and 
aims to further explore the informants’ relation towards disruptive media 
multitasking behavior and how this has developed over the time period of the study. 
By focusing on the exploration of questions like “how is media multitasking 
experienced?” and “why does media multitasking occur so frequently?” (inspired by 
the works of e.g. Aagaard 2019), we are provided with new perspectives on the trend 
of increasing disruptive everyday media multitasking among diginatives that prior 
cognitive research has overlooked. 

First, four different categories (referred to as profiles) are presented as a means of 
distinguishing between different ways of relating to disruptive everyday media 
multitasking. The profiles are developed based on patterns recognized in the empirical 
data of how the informants experience and relate to their own disruptive media 
multitasking behavior. The profiles not only help us gain insights into different ways 
of relating to media multitasking, but also show that the relation can change and 
develop over time and according to context.  

Second, three different categories of factors that predict or trigger everyday media 
multitasking are presented. These categories are developed based on the informants’ 
own explanations for why they frequently engage in media multitasking that can be 
categorized and described as disruptive. As the explanations often involve a certain 
acknowledgement of the disruptive nature of media multitasking, the explanations are 
characterized as justifications, i.e. the informants show awareness of the fact that their 
behavior is disruptive (at times even destructive) but explain why they frequently 
engage in such behavior anyway. Third, a second aggregated theoretical dimension, 
digital distraction, is added to the data structure overview. 

 

6.1.  Observation: We all do it – don’t we? 
I can’t help myself. Even though I know that I have a big deadline coming up and need 
to stay focused, every now and then I check my smartphone for updates concerning 
everything from what my friends have been up to on Instagram to what is happening in 
the world. I know this will disturb my concentration. I also know I will regret doing it 
afterwards. Still, I do it over and over again. I recognize the same pattern also among 
the informants in their media diaries. It seems we can never check our e-mails, or social 
media, or any other source of information too often. At the same time, I know more than 
most about the negative consequences of this kind of fragmented and disruptive 
behavior. I’m worried. We’re all attempting to do more than our limited brains are 
wired to do, over and over and over again – everyday! This doesn’t do us any good. Why 
do we keep doing it? 

As a consequence of becoming aware of these disruptive everyday patterns, I have 
started observing them everywhere. One particular episode that struck me was when I 
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spent some time at the neonatal intensive care unit after the birth of our younger son. 
This is where I experienced a revelation on how contagious “bad habits”, like checking 
your smartphone at any time and any place, can really be. There was a strict non-mobile 
phone rule at this neonatal intensive care unit. The first day I spent there, I carefully 
followed this rule and left my phone in another room to avoid the urge to take it out 
while sitting next to and caring for my newborn baby. Day two I did the same thing, but 
I started to notice that there were other parents who actually did have their phones in 
their pockets. A few days in, I started observing how they discretely took out their phones 
and used them to take pictures of their newborn babies. I observed how they uploaded 
those pictures on social media, and regularly checked their phones after that for likes, 
comments, etc. The first few days, I scowled angrily at these parents. This behavior was 
not acceptable! However, after about one week, I regretfully found myself disobeying the 
non-mobile rule while other “new” parents scowled angrily at me. 

This kind of behavior goes against all logical reasoning. We were a group of complete 
strangers and nobody ever talked to each other about using the phones, we all just did, 
even though we were not supposed or even allowed to – for very good reasons. Why? Is 
there any reasonable explanation really? Are we addicted or bored to the degree that we 
can’t live without our phones or social media? Or are we simply justifying our bad habits 
by claiming that everybody else is doing it too? 

 

6.2.  Media multitasking profiles 
The media diary task has proved to be valuable for many different reasons. One major, 
quite unexpected benefit, is the fact that it served as an eye-opener for many 
informants, helping them to gain increased awareness of their everyday media 
behavior and giving them an unprecedented opportunity to reflect upon it. In 
particular for those informants who frequently engage in media and media 
multitasking, keeping track of their media use seemed to evoke an array of revelations, 
emotions, and thoughts. However, those who proclaim to be moderate or less active 
media users and multitaskers also found this exercise interesting and useful. The often 
quite surprising but helpful and profound insights gained from the diary task are 
mirrored in the informants’ reflections that include strong emotional expressions and 
a wide array of variations concerning insightful thoughts on media use in general and 
media multitasking behavior in particular. 

The MMI approach is often applied in media multitasking studies to make a 
distinction between heavy and light media multitaskers based on their reported media 
use in an elaborate questionnaire (Ophir et al. 2009; Baumgartner et al. 2016). The 
MMI approach has not been used in this study and no categorization is made based 
on the extent or content of perceived or reported media use. Rather, the categories or 



132 

 

profiles35 presented here emerge from patterns identified in the empirical data related 
to how the informants relate to their own disruptive media multitasking behavior. 
Four profiles are identified, representing different ways to relate to disruptive 
everyday media multitasking as expressed in the diaries: 1) the good, 2) the bad, 3) the 
ugly, and 4) the proud. The categorization does not concern the quality of the 
reflections, nor is it a way of judging or ranking the reflections in any way. 

 

6.2.1. The good 
Reflections in this profile portray a sound relation to [disruptive] media multitasking. 
Many informants describe problematic and distractive media patterns prior to the 
study, and how they have taken deliberate actions to reduce and control such 
activities. They do engage in disruptive media multitasking, but most often such 
activities, as well as media use in general, are expressed in terms of a certain degree of 
control, awareness, and moderation:  

 
I consciously started to cut down on my media consumption in the fall, and this was 
the perfect assignment for me. I saw no surprises at all in my diary now. […] I still 
use a bit too much time watching NFL which means that I sleep only 5-hour nights 
between Sunday and Monday, and sometimes Thursday and Friday, but as long as 
the negative consequences of my media use are manageable, I chose not to stop 
doing it. (Isak, 18, 2016) 
 
While I watch TV, Netflix or play games, I also use my phone for mobile games or 
chatting. […] But this is hardly surprising. I’m well aware of how much media I use, 
and that media is all around me most of the time. I can take a break from it whenever 
I want to, I simply leave my phone in another room or at home. (Isabella, 22, 2018) 
 
What surprised me the most was how much time I actually spend on schoolwork. 
While I check social media (maybe a bit too often) in other situations, I can sit for 
hours doing schoolwork without getting distracted by social media. (Matilda, 20, 
2019) 
 

For this profile, the decision whether to engage in media multitasking or not is 
described as deliberate and purposeful. Media multitasking is perceived as a natural 

 

 

 

 
35 The term profile is used here more or less interchangeably to the term category and does not imply 
any particular methodological approach or classification according to personality traits or media 
consumption patterns. 
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part of everyday life, without any further need to change such media-related behavior. 
Some informants even express confidence (verging on overconfidence?) in their 
multitasking abilities and stress the importance of this competence, for example, in 
future working world situations. However, some also highlight being able to regulate 
one’s media multitasking behavior as a valuable skill: 

 
It is said that our generation are “multitaskers”, i.e. we can focus on several things 
at the same time. I notice that this is true as it is no big challenge for me to use several 
media simultaneously. Sometimes I have my computer in my lap, the TV on and 
my phone in my hand and I can still follow, at least to a certain degree, what happens 
on all of these. (Tua, 20, 2018) 
 
I don’t see multitasking as such a bad thing, rather I see this is as a good competence 
that I will probably need also in the future whenever I need to get many things done 
during a short amount of time. (Benjamin, 21, 2018) 
 
I have started to focus my social media “surveillance” to one specific time of the day, 
instead of checking what happens there every now and then throughout the day. In 
this way, I can keep up with what happens without missing out on something else. 
This helps me to be more effective, and I think I will benefit from this in my studies 
as well as at work. (Malin, 21, 2019) 
 
I have some days when I simply don’t want to look at my phone, play TV games or 
watch movies, just spend time doing real things with real people. I think it’s a good 
thing that you are aware of the fact that you really don’t need to be glued to your 
screen all the time. I think this will be a good skill to have in the future, also. (Mikael, 
20, 2019) 
 

This category is characterized by a certain degree of control, or agency, and an 
outspoken intention to (re)gain control over media multitasking activities so as not to 
get “lost” in such behavior. Some informants even take an active stance against 
multitasking, making a deliberate decision not to engage in behavior which is 
perceived as disruptive. In general, the media diary task also seems to have led to 
increased active efforts to cut down disruptive media multitasking behavior: 

 
A positive thing I noticed is that I don’t use my phone as much as my friends. I get 
frustrated with my friends when I try to talk to them, but they won’t listen since they 
are glued to their phone. I made a decision to stop doing exactly that about a year 
ago, and since then I haven’t really used my phone that much. Nowadays, I don’t 
feel any need to take it out unless I need to call someone. In my opinion, some of 
my friends should do the same, at least put away the phone when they spend time 
with others. There’s nothing more disturbing than trying to talk to a person who is 
more interested in his/her screen than me. (Mirella, 21, 2016) 
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I strive not to use more than one medium at the time in order to concentrate 100 % 
on what I’m doing. It’s quite nice to be able to do that. (Thomas, 24, 2017) 
 
I was positively surprised to see that I no longer surf many different sites at the same 
time before going to sleep. I have noticed how this helps me sleep. I used to have 
problems with sleeping. (Robin, 25, 2017) 
 
After this diary task, I will cut down on my social media use. Instead of using several 
media at the same time, I will allocate one hour per day for checking social media; 
the rest of the time I will try to go out and meet more people. (Alexander, 19, 2019) 
 
I have actually started thinking about the effects of using several media 
simultaneously on my ability to concentrate. I have identified critical situations 
when I usually do this, and I’m now trying my best to use only one thing at a time. 
It feels great. Now I also see how bad the “excuses” I used to give for this behavior 
really are. I realize that “to calm me down” is not a reasonable justification for 
watching YouTube for three hours while also doing a lot of other stuff. (Noah, 21, 
2019) 
 

This is not the most prominent of the identified profiles, but a slightly increased 
awareness can be recognized among the informants in later years, when comparing 
the diaries of the last few years to the earlier ones. Also, while this may still seem a far-
fetched dream for some, many informants throughout the years express a wish for a 
positive, controlled and moderate relation to media multitasking such as this profile 
entails. 

 

6.2.2. The bad 
This is undoubtedly the largest category identified, embracing a more negative and 
problematic relation with media multitasking. Reflections categorized in this profile 
include a large portion of surprising revelations of unconsciously performed media 
multitasking activities. This is perceived as a source of distraction in different everyday 
activities, and generally considered “bad habits” or “bad behavior”. Several reflections 
include emotional expressions of fear, alarm and frustration related to one’s own 
disruptive media multitasking behavior: 

 
[…] this has turned into an unhealthy habit that I can’t seem to break. Thanks to 
WhatsApp, you stay in touch with your friends constantly; it’s so easy to just start a 
conversation in a group chat, and suddenly you realize that you have been chatting 
for more than an hour and have no recollection of what else you have been doing at 
the same time. It’s actually a bit frustrating. (Annika, 20, 2016) 
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Another thing I want to point out is how much time I spend doing unnecessary 
things every day, like constantly checking my phone. I surely could do something 
more productive instead. […] I noticed that when I check Instagram and then close 
the app, in 2 minutes time I’m there again even though nothing new has happened. 
It’s like an impulse I can’t stop, and it’s scary. (Markus, 20, 2019) 
 

Furthermore, in this profile, many informants reflect upon media multitasking as 
activities that steals their time which could be used for other, more productive 
purposes. Some informants also acknowledge disconcerting effects on their ability to 
focus, on the quality of study-related work and on social encounters: 

 
Shit, I spend too much time on this shit! This is my spontaneous reaction to my own 
media consumption. (Eva, 19, 2014) 
 
When I was doing schoolwork at home, I realized I suddenly took out my phone 
and lost my concentration. Using several media at the same time is really not good 
for my ability to concentrate. (Linn, 20, 2017) 
 
[…] you easily become distracted by your phone because it’s so easily available. I 
have noticed several times during the week that I automatically take out my phone 
while I do other things, not because I really need to but just because I’m so used to 
it. (Marko, 19, 2019) 
 
A big problem is that we often spend time in applications on the phone when we 
are also spending time with other people. It might feel stupid not to be 100 % present 
just because you watch something on your phone while talking to somebody. (Jonas, 
21, 2019) 
 

Some reflections in this profile deal with failed attempts to take control over perceived 
excessive and problematic media use and disruptive media multitasking activities:  

 
Sometimes I multitask. I check the news on TV while scrolling on my phone. I try 
to avoid this since, when media multitasking, you are not really focused on anything. 
I haven’t succeeded, though. (Carina, 23, 2018) 
 
My new year’s resolution was to use social media less and do more sports and read 
more instead. I can tell you the year has not started well for me… (Emelie, 19, 2019) 
 

While some informants have tried to cut down, others express an unwillingness to 
even try, regardless of experienced negative consequences of disruptive media 
multitasking. Instead, they justify their bad habits and problematic media behavior 
with more or less reasonable or logical explanations: 
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I guess I could try to cut down, but as I’m part of a generation that was born into 
this world with media everywhere, and therefore, I think it’s only reasonable to be 
surrounded by media all day long. (Martti, 20, 2016) 
 
I definitely use several media simultaneously, and I do it frequently. For example, I 
always check my phone whenever I watch TV. However, I recently heard about the 
use of “primary media” and “secondary media”. This is a good way to explain what 
I’m doing. The TV is the “primary media” since it’s bigger, and whenever the movie 
becomes boring, I check my phone for updates to see if anything interesting has 
happened. Since the phone, then, is only the “secondary media”, I don’t consider it 
as real media consumption. (Wille, 21, 2017) 
 
I use media a lot, and I also often use several media simultaneously. I was surprised 
to see that the total amount of time spent on media every day reached 5–8 hours. At 
first this seemed scary, but then I realized that part of this media use is for my studies 
and reading news, and that made it better, because then it’s not really media 
anymore. (Elias, 20, 2018) 
 

This profile, characterized by a quite problematic relation to media multitasking and 
questionable rationalization of disruptive media multitasking activities, has been the 
most prominent of the identified profiles in the diaries throughout the years of the 
study. Still, the past few years have seen a noticeable growth, as in 2018 and 2019 
considerably more reflections were categorized in this profile compared to earlier. 

 

6.2.3. The ugly 
The reflections in this profile are characterized by a highly problematic relation to 
media multitasking and media use in general. These reflections are more detailed and 
more expressive than the reflections in The Bad profile. They illustrate a relationship 
with media and media multitasking that clearly affects different parts of the 
informant’s everyday lives in a serious and disruptive way. Reflections here deal with 
severe distractions and loss of focus in learning situations, frequent procrastination, 
health issues, addictive behaviors, withdrawal symptoms and anxiety. Furthermore, 
while the informants expressed concern and fear in the previous category the 
reflections here are related to shame, guilt as well as feeling mentally and physically 
ill: 

 
I never would have believed that my daily media use would be this extensive. 
Realizing this made me physically ill. It would almost have been easier to indicate 
in this task when we are NOT using media. However, that would be equally scary 
since you still have to count the hours then when you do use it. (Anton, 20, 2015) 
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I use media every minute of the day. I chat, I snap, I read news, I look for apartments, 
I look for inspiration, I look for jobs, etc. I can admit I’m completely addicted to my 
phone. Still, it was with shame I filled in the diary. I wish I would do something 
better with my time! It worries me that I don’t know what to do if I don’t do all of 
this. What scares me even more is that this is only the tip of the iceberg concerning 
technology and we are already this addicted. What will the world look like in only 2 
years? […]  (Marie, 24, 2018) 
 
Something “funny” happened to me today. I guess this happens to many others, too. 
I realized I opened the same social media app that I had closed only 30 seconds ago. 
It’s just impulsive behavior that I can’t control. I feel “grossed out” by my own 
behavior. (Wilmer, 23, 2019) 
 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter (see section 5.5), self-perceived media 
addiction is a prominent emerging trend among the informants. Most of the 
reflections dealing with perceived addictive tendencies and patterns are categorized as 
part of the ugly profile, especially since they often include contemplations on quite 
severe withdrawal symptoms and negative consequences on studies, for example: 

 
It’s scary to see how addicted I really am to media. My phone is close by 24 hours a 
day, and my computer comes in second place. At home, I constantly use my phone 
as well as my computer. Sometimes the TV is also on even though I don’t really 
watch it. I could live without the TV, but the mere thought of being without my 
phone or my computer gives me anxiety. (Minea, 22, 2017) 
 
I tried to study, but instead I got caught up in Netflix and ended up watching a 
stupid Netflix-series on my computer all week long. I had to do all my schoolwork 
on Sunday night and didn’t have enough time to properly do everything then. 
(Ellen, 21, 2016) 
 
My severe addiction to social media on my phone interferes with my studies. I 
should read and focus on school instead of just checking social media all the time. 
(Adam, 21, 2016) 
 
I have noticed I have a hard time concentrating. For example, during a lecture I 
often feel that social media is more interesting than what the lecturer has to say. I 
guess my brain is on overdrive trying to process information and that’s why I can’t 
focus during lectures anymore. (Emil, 21, 2019) 
 

However, it is not only in learning environments that the informants feel restless or 
easily distracted. A general feeling of restlessness and impatience as a consequence of 
frequent media multitasking is something that many informants are concerned about, 
especially since this is perceived as a quite novel phenomenon that they have not 
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experienced before. Furthermore, many informants also express concern related to 
negative consequences on mental and physical well-being: 

 
I honestly went into shock when I did this diary. Whaaat? Do I really use my phone 
that much? I always thought I was a moderate media user, but now I see I’m 
addicted. I also realize my brain is not capable of keeping up with this constant 
concurrent media use. Some days, I feel like my brain is on overdrive and I can’t 
find any peace and quiet. Some days I feel slow and can’t seem to remember 
important things. This was a real eyeopener to me. I need to calm down and start 
taking it easy without involving my phone. (Mia, 20, 2016) 
 
It was difficult to do the diary since I use media so much all the time every single 
day. Sometimes I get so restless I forget I just checked Facebook and Instagram only 
a minute ago. Yes, I get updates from family and friends, but this can also be really 
hard. First, I feel a pressure to always share my life with everybody. Second, I get 
stressed by seeing how active everybody else is. […] I didn’t realize how stressful it 
really is before I went on a trip abroad where I had no access to Internet. It was a 
place where I could truly relax. (Amanda, 19, 2017) 
 
Mobile use has become a natural part of my morning routines. However, this is not 
always a good thing and I will at least try to cut down on my social media use. Social 
media makes me feel a little bit psychologically ill. That’s not a good start to the day. 
(Brita, 23, 2019) 
 
I have a bad habit of using different media like Netflix and YouTube to help me fall 
asleep at night. Now I can’t fall asleep without them at all, and I have noticed that I 
sleep uneasily and feel that I don’t get enough sleep at all. (Oskar, 21, 2019) 
 

Also, in this profile, an aspiration to take control over this type of disruptive and 
detrimental behavior is frequently expressed. However, most informants do not know 
how to break their bad habits or reduce their addictive behavior. While diaries in the 
earlier years of the study did not embrace many reflections within this profile, the 
years 2018 and 2019, in particular, witnessed a drastic increase in these “ugly” 
reflections. This recent upswing resulted in this profile being the second most 
prominent one. 

 

6.2.4. The proud 
Parallel to the trend of drastically increasing “ugly” reflections in 2018 and 2019, a 
concurrent positive trend of increased awareness and actions for regulating and 
managing excessive and problematic media use can be identified. This profile 
represents a positive relationship towards media multitasking, stemming from (often 
quite recent) deliberate actions taken to break and change media behavioral patterns 
that previously were perceived as highly problematic. The reflections in this profile 
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include thoughts on what have been done, and suggestions for what can be done to 
break damaging habits or self-perceived addictive behavior. The informants express 
their personal stories of success with a sense of pride, joy, relief, and accomplishment: 

 
I have no electronics in or near my bed; this is my free zone. I bought an alarm clock 
so that I don’t need my phone for that, and therefore I don’t need my phone by my 
bed anymore. I work out without my phone, I sail without my phone, and I read 
without my phone. I also try to leave my phone in my bag whenever I spend time 
with family and friends. It’s such a relief to be without it! (Fredrika, 24, 2016) 
 
One thing that I’m proud of is that I always turn off my phone when I got to bed 
now. I leave the phone in another room, so I’m not tempted to start multitasking. I 
started doing this last year since I had trouble sleeping and now, I sleep much better. 
I have a regular alarm clock so no need for the phone. I think everybody should test 
this. (Jonas, 22, 2018) 
 
Another observation I made was that my routines have become better, which is a 
positive surprise. I haven’t scrolled around in social media during the night or right 
before falling asleep. This is really positive, since I used to have the bad habit of 
taking out my phone while in bed, which led to me falling asleep much later. […] I 
have been able to cut down on “meaningless scrolling” in other situations, too, and 
I have to admit I feel more creative now. (Alex, 25, 2018) 
 
Another thing I noticed this week is that I don’t use my phone while I’m with friends 
or while I eat, for example, in school. I only use it if I need to call or send a message 
to someone. I’m proud of this. […] I’m also proud of my media behavior during my 
trip to Tahko, where we were skiing with my friends. I hardly used my phone at all 
during these days, only for taking a few pictures. (Ralf, 21, 2019) 
 
I have tried to cut down on my social media use for a long time. It has been hard, 
and I now see that I still use WhatsApp and Snapchat quite a lot. However, I have 
managed to cut down on using Facebook and Instagram. What I did was that I 
deleted them from my start screen, now when I activate my mobile, I don’t feel the 
urge to check Instagram. (Reino, 21, 2019) 
 
I’m almost proud of how little time I spend on social media. I deleted my Instagram 
account and very seldom use Facebook. This past week I didn’t open Facebook even 
once. (Riku, 22, 2019) 
 
I want to emphasize the fact that I seldom use my mobile or my computer during 
lectures, since I easily get distracted if I do. I realized that I miss out on a lot if I get 
distracted and have a hard time following what the lecturer has to say. (Emilia, 19, 
2019) 
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The most common way of avoiding media multitasking is to try not to take out or use 
one’s mobile phone in certain situations. Leaving the phone outside the bedroom 
when going to sleep, especially, seems to be an effective way to reduce harmful 
behavioral patterns and effects. The positive trend linked to this profile has witnessed 
considerable growth in 2018–2109. However, there is an alarming aspect to this profile 
that needs to be acknowledged. In this study, a proud relationship with disruptive 
media multitasking always originates in media [multitasking] behavior experienced 
as damaging; it is a reaction to media behavior that has become uncontrollable. 
Whenever the informants experience their media behavior as problematic, they start 
taking actions to change their problematic behavior. However, very few informants 
have proactively taken actions to limit and control their disruptive media multitasking 
activities or excessive media use. 

 

6.2.5. Thoughts on profiles 
The four profiles presented above represent four different ways of relating to disruptive 
media multitasking. The profiles have emerged from recognized patterns in how the 
informants experience and relate to their own media multitasking behavior in the 
media diary study. Table 7 (see p. 141) illustrates the profiles and their main 
characteristics. As seen, The Good and The Proud both illustrate a positive and 
controlled relationship, whereas The Bad and The Ugly mirror a negative and 
uncontrolled relationship with disruptive media multitasking. Compared to The 
Good and The Bad, The Proud and The Ugly embrace a more extreme way of relating 
to and expressing positive or negative emotions and consequences related to 
disruptive media multitasking activities. 

In general, a considerably larger proportion of negative relationships are described 
in the diaries, and reflections categorized as bad have consistently outnumbered 
reflections categorized as good. Still, these categories have remained quite consistent 
throughout the years. The Ugly and The Proud, though, have seen a noticeable 
upswing in 2018–2019. This may partly be a consequence of the altered diary 
instructions in 2017. However, the reflections related to the emerging trends of 
routines and addiction (not directly affected by the altered instructions) have also seen 
a similar development. Overall, it seems the reflections have become more elaborate 
and expressive in later years. This change mirrors the concurrent increased awareness 
and debate on the drawbacks of excessive social and mobile media use and media 
multitasking in our society on the whole (see e.g. Cheever, Peviani, and Rosen 2018; 
Waytz and Gray 2018; Dhir et al. 2018; Keles, McCrae, and Grealish 2019). 
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Table 7. Overview of identified media multitasking profiles 
 

 
The Good 
Represent a sound relationship with media 
multitasking. Engagement in [disruptive] 
media multitasking is controlled, 
deliberate and moderate. 

 
The Bad 
Represent a problematic relationship with 
media multitasking. Engagement in 
disruptive media multitasking activities is 
often unconscious. Media multitasking is 
perceived as distractive, time-stealing and 
as having negative consequences on 
studies and social situations. 
 

 
The Proud 
Represent a sound relationship with media 
multitasking, rooted in recent actions 
taken to break and change prior 
problematic media multitasking behavior. 
Disruptive media multitasking activities 
are deliberately managed and controlled 
using different strategies. 
 

 
The Ugly 
Represent a highly problematic 
relationship with media multitasking. 
Engagement in disruptive media 
multitasking activities is perceived as 
addictive, having severe consequences on 
the ability to focus, managing time, 
sleeping and general well-being. 
 

 

The profiles presented here help us to better understand diginatives’ quite complex 
relationship with media and media multitasking; while many perceive their 
relationship with media multitasking in positive, sound and fairly moderate terms, the 
majority of the informants have, at some point, perceived media multitasking as 
disruptive and negative, along with an array of quite alarming consequences. The 
study indicates a noticeable increase in expressed negative relations and effects in later 
years. At the same time, there is a recognizable increased awareness of such negative 
relationships and effects, which has triggered the parallel trend of finding new ways to 
manage perceived problematic media behavior. 

What is important to acknowledge is that individuals are not assigned to any one 
of these profiles by default. Someone who may have experienced a bad or ugly 
relationship with media last month, last week or even yesterday, could have taken the 
necessary actions and moved towards a more positive relationship today. Just as easily, 
that person could fall back into a more negative relation tomorrow, next week or next 
month. The relationship may also vary throughout the week; some days the 
relationship may be perceived as negative, whereas other days it may be perceived in 
a more positive manner. Such changes may even occur several times every day, due 
to, for example, moving between different contexts and social situations. This notion 
highlights the fact that everyday media multitasking is always contextually embedded. 
There are many different factors, not only personality traits or one’s currently 
experienced relationship with media, that affect the underlying decision process in 
everyday media multitasking. 
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6.3.  Disruptive media multitasking: Descriptions and 
justifications 

The present study aims to broaden our understanding of diginatives’ frequent 
engagement in disruptive media multitasking. In addition to exploring their expressed 
relationship with such activities, the reasons mentioned for why they engage in these 
activities are therefore also explored. In this section, three main categories are 
presented, rooted in the informants’ own explanations for why they frequently engage 
in disruptive media multitasking: 1) unintentional everyday activities, 2) technology-
induced interruptions, and 3) contextually embedded behavior. 

Several quotes in the previous sections illustrate explanations for what triggers 
everyday media multitasking and the reasons why the informants, more or less 
intentionally, engage in such disruptive activities. This chapter embraces these 
previously mentioned quotes and the general patterns emerging from the empirical 
study according to the above-mentioned categories. As already established, the 
explanations in the diaries often include some level of acknowledgement of the 
disruptive nature and negative effects of media multitasking activities (see, for 
example, The Bad and The Ugly profiles). Since the informants are aware of the 
negative effects, the explanations can be characterized as justifications. This section 
summarizes a wide array of expressed reasons that in one way or another are perceived 
as justifying the informants’ frequent engagement in disruptive (at times even 
destructive) media behavior. 

Overall, quite similar explanations reoccur in the diaries over the years; no major 
changes or developments can be detected in how disruptive media multitasking is 
explained or justified. However, in line with the adjusted diary instructions and the 
general increase in awareness of the drawbacks of media and multitasking, again, the 
reflections in later years are more extensive and expressive. 

 

6.3.1. Unintentional everyday activities 
Most often perceived benefits of media multitasking such as staying updated, being 
available and keeping in touch with friends and family outweigh any perceived or 
expressed disruption. Also, a general feeling of accomplishment, effectiveness and 
timesaving, achieved by doing several things simultaneously, is also mentioned as an 
important reason. Listening to music or podcasts as a means of helping the informants 
focus is a very common activity; the music serves as a “distraction” that helps to prevent 
other distractions. As many informants have recently moved away from home, 
background music or “noise” also helps them avoid the feeling of loneliness and 
perceived uncomfortable silence: 
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Sometimes I feel it’s “embarrassing” to be alone and just sit there and stare into the 
emptiness. It’s weird, I know, but this makes me want to fill my time with media 
and media multitasking in order not to feel lonely and embarrassed. (Dorrit, 20, 
2016) 
 
I often use several media simultaneously. For example, the radio is always on in the 
background in the morning while I scroll through Facebook and Instagram. It’s 
gives me a nice and “cozy” feeling to half-heartedly listen to the radio. (Erna, 22, 
2017) 
 

Furthermore, media multitasking activities are often engaged in for pastime or 
entertainment purposes. For example, it is experienced as a convenient way of relaxing 
at home, a preferable pastime activity when taking breaks while studying, a reward, or 
a way of simply killing time while waiting for someone or something. These 
explanations all resonate with the idea of engaging in media multitasking activities as 
a response to a recognized personal need or demand. However, while media 
multitasking is sometimes described as an intentional and controlled activity, it still 
seems that a large portion of the informants’ everyday media multitasking is 
performed automatically and unconsciously. The reasons behind this type of behavior 
is more difficult to explain. For example, the unintentional nature of disruptive media 
multitasking activities can be recognized in the way that many informants express 
genuine surprise related to their own observed behavior: 

 
I have never before realized how often I take out my phone to check Facebook or 
Instagram while doing something else. It happens so often that I actually don’t even 
check anything. I only open the app to close it again a moment later when I realize 
I just checked the same things only a few minutes ago. (Erin, 20, 2013) 
 
I never think about it, but I automatically pick up and check my phone so many 
times every day. I do it when waiting for the elevator or standing in line to buy food. 
Suddenly, the phone is in your hand and you’re standing there scrolling through 
Instagram and Facebook. (Albin, 20, 2019) 
 

While many have not elaborated their thoughts on disruptive effects of their own 
media behavior in the diaries, some reflections do address this particular issue. For 
example, the identified trend of increased expressed feelings of restlessness and the 
constant aspiration to avoid being bored are reasons frequently mentioned as triggers 
for impulsive media multitasking. Furthermore, many informants highlight the 
habitual or addictive nature of media multitasking as a trigger for impulsive media 
multitasking. It seems that a very common explanation for engaging in disruptive 
media multitasking activities is a sense of not being entirely in control of one’s own 
media behavior. This is experienced as scary and frustrating but, still, many 
informants justify the continuation of such behavior by not really knowing what to do 
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about it, by stating that this is “the new normal” or by the fact that everybody else is 
doing it, too. The majority of the informants seem to lack appropriate strategies for 
(re)gaining control over this type of media use. 

 

6.3.2. Technology-induced interruptions 
While the previous section deals with more or less uncontrolled self-induced 
distractions, triggered by consciously or unconsciously recognized needs, this section 
embraces disruptive media multitasking activities triggered by external technological 
cues. The constantly increasing availability of technology and access to the Internet is 
a major contributing factor in the decision process of whether or not engaging in 
disruptive everyday media multitasking. As mentioned, the presence of a smartphone, 
especially, increases the likeliness to engage in such behavior. In later years, the 
smartphone has grown into a natural extension to the informants, and without it they 
feel lost. In line with this, the acquisition of a new device or downloading or starting 
to use a new digital service or application are factors that seem to have a substantial 
impact on the informants’ propensity to engage in disruptive media multitasking, at 
least for a certain amount of time. Trying something new and widening one’s 
horizons, networks or skills is used as justifications for (however temporarily) getting 
completely lost in [disruptive] media: 

 
I recently found Soundcloud and I have been actively using this social medium all 
week long. I will soon release a new EP and I wanted to attract a few new followers 
to my Soundcloud page. I’m intrigued by the thought of someone that is fairly big 
in their genre in Australia would find and like my music. However, I think I got a 
bit too excited; I have been on Soundcloud so much this week I couldn’t really 
concentrate on the schoolwork that I tried to do at the same time. But I’m always 
like this when I find something new and exciting online. (Edvin, 22, 2013) 
 

Reasons given for why mobile devices, platforms, services and apps lead to 
engagement in often unintentional, disruptive media multitasking are the constant 
availability and convenience:  

 
Today, it’s very easy, almost too easy, to access everything on your phone since the 
Internet connection works swiftly, and the phone is light and convenient to carry 
around. You can access most pages that you want to access, and it has never been 
more convenient to get the information you want. However, sometimes this also 
means you get easily distracted by your phone. (Rasmus, 19, 2019) 
 

Furthermore, technology also affects media multitasking activities through 
notifications. This has led to an almost compulsive-like checking behavior among 
many informants, disrupting anything else they are doing at the moment of the 
notification: 
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Push notifications constantly distract my concentration, especially when I’m in a 
lecture or trying to study for an exam. They make it really hard to maintain focus 
on my studies. […] Still, I have a really hard time imagining my day without these; 
I am so used to constantly getting news and updates this way. (Elina, 24, 2018) 
 
80 % of my media consumption is done with my phone. I realized you can track the 
amount of notifications you get on your phone, so I did that. The information was 
frightening! It’s unbelievable that I get about 200 notifications every single day!! 
What if I give into the impulse of checking all of these notifications and end up 
getting caught in the screen for half an hour every time… There are so many other 
things I could do in the real world! (Åsa, 21, 2019) 
 

Similar frequently repeated checking-behavior is also reported as a result of 
anticipated reactions online, e.g. likes, comments or other types of engagement in 
social media. Again, engagement in disruptive media multitasking activities triggered 
by technology in one way or another is explained and justified by the informants by 
the fact that this is natural and expected behavior for people of their generation. They 
are expected to be online 24/7 and always available, which drastically increases the 
likeliness to become distracted and caught up in disruptive activities. Furthermore, 
the anticipation involved in receiving a notification is often enough to trigger instant 
distraction in almost any context. 

 

6.3.3. Contextually embedded behavior 
As illustrated by the observation earlier, pertaining to contagious, bad smartphone 
behavior at the neonatal intensive care unit, considering and acknowledging cues in 
the environment is a crucial part of gaining a better understanding of why the 
informants frequently engage in disruptive everyday media multitasking. Had it not 
been for those other parents who “started it”, I probably would not have taken out my 
own phone; their presence in that specific context triggered my inappropriate media 
behavior. We need to consider the fact that media routines and everyday media 
multitasking always seem to be contextually embedded. Some contexts increase the 
likelihood of engaging in disruptive media multitasking, whereas others have an 
opposite effect. This becomes particularly clear when analyzing the informants’ 
described everyday media routines. For example, their homes have become a natural 
commonplace for media multitasking. Particularly in the mornings and evenings, 
media multitasking is performed in a very routine-like manner, often intertwined with 
other everyday activities and routines. Similar patterns can also be recognized in other 
contexts, for example, at university, while traveling somewhere by bike, car, bus or 
train, at the gym, at hobbies, etc. These patterns are seldom reflected upon in the 
diaries (for other reasons than their surprising uniformity; see e.g. section 5.4.). 
However, contexts and contextual factors that in some way disrupt these mundane 
everyday media patterns are often mentioned and reflected upon. 
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For example, special occasions such as vacations and other travels or participation 
in parties or other events have a fundamental impact on the informants’ media use 
and propensity to engage in disruptive media multitasking. Most often, these types of 
special occasions noticeably decrease the informants’ media multitasking. Other 
factors that decrease disruptive media multitasking include variation in perceived 
workload connected to work, studies or exams and intensive periods related to 
interests and hobbies. However, in some cases, increased stress or workload also led 
to more engagement in media multitasking, resulting in procrastination. Similarly, 
health-related issues also had a varied effect:  

 
This week was not the best for me to track my normal media behavior, since I slept 
extremely badly. I woke up several times every night and overslept almost every 
morning. This affected my media routines I usually do in the mornings. (Ingmar, 
26, 2019) 
 
Towards the end of the week I got sick, which altered my media consumption a lot 
compared to how I normally use media. First, I was too sick to have anything to do 
with media. Then, I was too tired to do anything but media. (Mats, 21, 2018) 
 

Explanations or justifications were rarely mentioned as part of altering media use due 
to special occasions; most likely because these occasions are perceived to have a 
positive (decreasing) effect on disruptive media multitasking activities. What these 
occasions often have in common is that they are social situations involving people. 
People in the immediate environment, irrespective of whether they are friends, family, 
relatives, partners, classmates or even random people on the bus, at the supermarket 
or at the gym, are in general perceived to affect informants’ disruptive media 
multitasking behavior, most often in a positive way. There is a tendency among the 
vast majority of the informants to prefer face-to-face interactions to communication 
online or media multitasking. While digital interaction seems to become a more 
prominent feature in face-to-face interactions, also (see section 5.3. on materiality and 
mixed experiences), there is an expressed wish and longing among the informants to 
be more present and less connected and digitally available in such social situations. 

Still, some people also have a negative effect and seem to trigger rather than 
obstruct distractive media multitasking. For example, group pressure and overall 
expected “norm” of being constantly online and available among surrounding people 
is one trigger that is often mentioned and reflected upon. Similarly, new living 
arrangements with long-distance relationships or new partners and roommates seem 
to have a significant impact on the informants’ media use and routines, too. 
Sometimes it is perceived as positive, but often as negative in the sense that media is 
used more often. In the latter case, the increased media use easily leads to increased 
disruptive media multitasking. This is most often justified by the mere acceptance that 
there is nothing really one can do about it but adjust to new disruptive routines. 
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6.4.  Digital distraction in an everyday context 
Summarizing the empirical findings presented and discussed in this and the previous 
chapter, these indicate similar everyday media multitasking patterns and perceived 
consequences among diginatives also found in and established by prior empirical 
research (see e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Aagaard 2015; May 
and Elder 2018). However, a few key issues need to be addressed that 1) particularly 
stand out in this study and/or 2) diverge from prior empirical findings. For example, 
this empirical study indicates that a large portion of the described everyday media 
multitasking activities are:  

1) unintentional, i.e. performed in an uncontrolled and often impulsive, if not 
even compulsive and habitual manner, in response to consciously and/or 
unconsciously identified needs or triggers; 

2) technology-induced, i.e. triggered by digital notifications, anticipation of 
online responses or reactions, or the mere presence of mobile devices; 

3) contextually embedded, i.e. induced by external non-technological triggers 
highly affected by the context itself, particularly by people and social 
situations. 

The first two of these categories partly correlate with the traditional distinction 
between self-interruptions and technology-induced interruptions and subsequent 
multitasking or task-switching behavior (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015). While this 
distinction is relevant and quite easily studied in cognitive laboratory studies, the 
complex underlying decision process in an everyday context can embrace multiple 
tasks, numerous external cues as well as internal responses and interruptive 
tendencies. The decision of whether or not to engage in disruptive media multitasking 
in an everyday setting entails a high degree of flexibility and different levels of 
conscious as well as unconscious prioritization (Carrier et al. 2015). The unconscious 
or unintentional dimension, especially emphasized here, challenges us to search for 
new ways of approaching, studying and theorizing within the everyday media 
multitasking field (Baumgartner et al. 2014). For example, factors such as habitual 
media behavior, addictive media behavior and increasingly mixed everyday 
experiences, all indicating some level of uncontrolled behavior and unconsciously 
performed everyday activities, need to be considered. 

Furthermore, this study suggests that media multitasking behavior often varies 
considerably according to, for example, social and situational factors and special 
occasions. This contextual dimension of everyday media multitasking is most often 
overlooked in cognitive research (Carrier et al. 2015). For example, the MMI approach 
neglects individual and situational variations, which is essential in media multitasking 
research linked to the everyday settings (Watson and Strayer 2010). While the vast 
majority of studies rate diginatives as heavy media multitaskers (e.g. Carrier et al. 
2015; May and Elder 2018), the issue of individually varying patterns from day to day 
is not acknowledged. Therefore, results from MMI studies do not correlate with 
results in other types of media multitasking studies where, for example, media diaries 
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or observations are used to assess behavioral patterns or profiles (e.g. Rosen, Carrier, 
and Cheever 2013; Baumgartner et al. 2016). 

The contextual embeddedness highlighted here, especially, is a key entry point into 
a better understanding of why diginatives engage in disruptive media multitasking in 
the first place, and why they continue doing it regardless of the experienced negative 
consequences. The notion of contextual embeddedness suggests that preconditions 
and responses to certain cues can vary dramatically in different contexts. The context 
itself can trigger disruptive behavior, but people and elements in certain contexts can 
also have an opposite effect. Whether media multitasking is perceived as distractive 
or not is also affected by the context. This is mirrored in the identified profiles and the 
notion that one can “move” or shift between these profiles. Sometimes such a shift is 
undeliberate and goes largely unnoticed (e.g. a shift from the good to the bad as a 
consequence of a new device or newly embraced social media application), whereas 
other times the shift can require much work and determination (e.g. a shift from the 
ugly to the proud). 

This propensity of individuals to adjust and relate to disruptive media multitasking 
differently in different contexts suggests that the experience of a certain media 
multitasking activity may vary in different situations. For example, checking social 
media on one’s mobile while engaging in a social situation may be perceived as 
distractive if the social situation itself feels interesting, whereas the same activity in a 
social situation that is experienced as uncomfortable may seem a welcomed 
distraction, almost a relief. Whether this activity is triggered by an internal need of 
having something to do, by an internally experienced compulsion to check one’s 
phone for updates or by a notification becomes irrelevant. The notion of whether the 
activity is performed deliberately or unintentionally is more important; the study 
indicates that unintended media multitasking activities are more often perceived as 
disruptive, no matter what triggered them in the first place. 

According to Aagaard (2019), the question of whether media multitasking is 
distractive or not has become irrelevant. He even suggests that the word multitasking 
could be replaced by the word distraction since we can establish the fact that 
multitasking really means distraction. This study contradicts Aagaard as it 
acknowledges that the activity of media multitasking itself is perceived differently in 
different situations, and that the same activity and its outcome can be perceived as 
disruptive, even destructive, in certain situations and as a welcomed distraction in 
others (but a distraction nonetheless). This indicates a need for increased awareness 
of one’s behavior in different contexts and strategies for handling distractions in the 
situations where these are experienced as problematic. To further explore the 
empirical findings, the aggregated theoretical dimension of digital distraction has been 
added to the data structure overview (see Figure 5, p. 149). 
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Figure 5. Final data structure overview 

 

While the term digital distraction is frequently used in media multitasking research, 
there seems to be confusion related to the definition of this concept. Aagaard (2015; 
2019) suggests that digital distraction is more or less equivalent to the concept of 
media multitasking, whereas Carrier et al. (2015) refer to digital distraction as what is 
defined as technology-induced interruptions in this study. Here, digital distraction is 
defined as the consequence of everyday media multitasking activities, which are 
perceived as disruptive and problematic by the person engaging in the activity. The 
following two questions, which arise in consequence of this definition, are explored 
next: 

1) If media multitasking is performed based on a deliberate decision and the 
disruptive consequences are known, why do diginatives frequently keep 
engaging in activities resulting in digital distraction? 

2) If media multitasking is performed unintentionally and the disruptive 
consequences are perceived as highly problematic, how can diginatives 
cope with digital distraction?  
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7. UNDERSTANDING AND COPING WITH DIGITAL 

DISTRACTION 

The main obstacle to a clear understanding of the effects of the new 
media is our deeply embedded habit of regarding all phenomena from 

a fixed point of view. (McLuhan and Fiore 1967) 

As brought forward in this study, new perspectives are needed to advance our 
understanding of disruptive media multitasking. It is clear that prior empirical 
evidence and theorical perspectives are insufficient in embracing the complexity of 
such activities in the everyday context. Therefore, the aggregated theoretical 
dimension of digital distraction is explored and discussed further in this chapter in 
light of the empirical study and the literature review presented earlier (see chapter 4). 

Rooted in the empirical findings, and influenced by the literature review, a new 
cross-disciplinary conceptual framework is developed, embracing “old” as well as 
“new” dimensions essential for advancing our understanding of digital distraction in 
the modern volatile media landscape. Digital distraction is located at the very core of 
this framework, embracing disruptive everyday media multitasking activities and the 
underlying time allocation and prioritization decision. First, the argumentation takes 
the following steps: first, the characteristics of digital distraction and media 
multitasking activities are discussed from an Activity Theory perspective, defining the 
concepts of activity and distraction, exploring the relation between these and 
highlighting a few key issues that need to be considered when aiming to understand 
digital distraction. Second, a new conceptual framework is presented, and each 
dimension of digital distraction as defined in the framework is discussed. Third, the 
concept of digital metacognition is introduced as a structure for coping with digital 
distraction. 

 

7.1.  Observation: Like a kid in a candy store 
In January 2019, I attended a lecture on wellbeing and healthy habits, held by Lovisa 
“Lofsan” Sandström (one of Sweden’s leading experts, authors and social media profiles 
on exercise and health). I made two important revelations during this lecture. The first 
revelation relates to my own behavior whenever I find myself in a room full of people, 
especially if it’s a lecture-like occasion. I can’t seem to stop myself from observing what 
the other people in the audience are doing while expected to take part of the lecture. I’m 
like a kid in a candy store; I get childishly excited about any opportunity to observe 
different types of crowds and their engagement in media multitasking, because very 
seldom I attend a lecture or event where somebody would not take out their phone or 
laptop! It doesn’t matter what age the audience is, or what type of event I attend, it never 
takes more than a few minutes before someone picks up their phone to check something 
seemingly very important. This was also the case during this particular lecture. At first, 
only a few phones were used to take pictures of slides and maybe to check something else 
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quickly. However, the number of phones used for pictures and other purposes kept 
growing over the course of the lecture. It’s like the behavior was contagious. 

The second revelation I made relates to a story that Lovisa told about an actual kid 
in a candy store. Her two sons had made a New Year’s resolution not to eat candy for 
one entire month. The younger one was able to stay away from candy for only a few 
hours. Then he walked past a candy store, and just by looking at the window, he gave in 
to the impulse and wanted to go in and smell the candies. He ended up buying and eating 
an entire chocolate bar. The older one realized that the temptation would be too big if 
he entered the store, so he decided to wait outside and had succeeded in staying away 
from candy for two weeks by the time of the lecture. This example was used to highlight 
the fact that changing even a small part of your own everyday behavior is not only up to 
you or your willpower. To truly succeed, you also need to look at and understand the 
effect of different cues in your environment – it’s much easier refrain from eating candy 
if you don’t enter the candy store. 

Applying these revelations to the context of my research really highlights the critical 
issue of exploring things from new perspectives. Sticking to a dual-task and purely 
cognitive approach will never provide enough knowledge on the actual real-life process 
of media multitasking. It’s not all about our willpower or personality traits – we need to 
understand how different cues in the environment affect our engagement in seemingly 
irrational, disruptive activities. But avoiding the candy store seems quite easy. Can we 
really avoid media, when media is everywhere, and media multitasking is contagious? 

 

7.2.  Media multitasking activities and digital distraction 
People today, especially young people, have a hard time sitting still and completing a 
project or task without regularly checking the phone, social media, or something else 
online (e.g. Agrawal, Sahana, and Dé 2017). This empirical study shows that the 
diginative informants frequently engage in media multitasking activities in class, at 
home, on the go, etc., and that most of these activities are described and perceived as 
fragmented, disruptive, habitual, addictive, and sometimes highly problematic (se e.g. 
The Bad and The Ugly profiles). The framework developed here, aiming to 
complement prior research and advance our knowledge about digital distraction in 
the everyday context, builds upon the notion that focus needs to be shifted from a 
cognitive perspective towards everyday media practices (see e.g. Steele and Brown 
1995; Steele 1999) and physical activities (see e.g. Kaptelinin, Victor and Nardi 2018). 

Traditional theories on limited attention and information processing capabilities, 
and the subsequent cognitive overload, negative socioemotional and performance-
related consequences (see e.g. Brasel and Gips 2011; van der Schuur et al. 2015; May 
and Elder 2018) may explain why we are not capable of media multitasking without 
any “cognitive costs”. However, these cannot explain why people frequently keep 
engaging in everyday media multitasking regardless of numerous documented and 
self-perceived negative consequences. The framework presented here draws 
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inspiration from the Scandinavian school of Activity Theory (see e.g. Kaptelinin and 
Nardi 2018). At the core of the framework is the everyday media multitasking activity 
(as defined by the AT approach) and the complex underlying time allocation decision 
process. However, certain fundamental assumptions of the AT approach are 
questioned and developed by adding perspectives such as unconscious everyday 
activities and the perceived disruptive nature of such activities into the framework. 

 

7.2.1. An Activity Theory perspective 
Inspired by the development of Practice Theory in sociology, a new paradigm emerged 
within media studies in the early 1990s, highlighting the importance of regarding 
media as practice, and focusing on the everyday context of media consumption (Steele 
and Brown 1995; Steele 1999; Couldry 2004). Around the same time, Activity Theory 
(AT), which can be viewed as a theory of practice, started to gain grounds within 
Human-Computer Interactions (HCI) and Information Systems (IS) research (e.g. 
Kaptelinin and Nardi 2018). AT can be described as a psychological framework that 
integrates motivation, cognition and behavior into the context of human practices 
(Kaptelinin, Victor and Nardi 2006). It is a quite complex theoretical framework; 
therefore, only a few critical aspects of the AT approach will be highlighted and 
discussed here.36 Focus lies on defining what is meant by an activity and what factors 
are included in this definition. 

The aim in AT is to understand the unity of consciousness and activity from the 
perspective of a single individual (e.g. Nardi 1996; Kuutti 1996). However, the isolated 
individual is perceived as an insufficient unit of analysis, which is why the cultural and 
technological aspects of human actions are also considered (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, 
and Mavlanova 2011). AT suggests that the context for an individual’s actions must 
be included in the basic unit of analysis; this means that the object of research is always 
essentially collective even if the main interest is in individual action (Kuutti 1996). The 
unit of analysis in AT is the individual’s activity, which encompasses cultural 
(community) and technical (technology) mediation (e.g. Nardi 1996; Benbunan-Fich, 
Adler, and Mavlanova 2011). An activity is traditionally defined within AT as being 
“composed of subject, object, actions, and operations” (Leontʹev 1978; in Nardi 1996, 
p. 37). Figure 6 (p.153) illustrates the basic structure of an individual activity as 
proposed by Vygotsky and his colleagues.  

 

 

 

 
36 For a more extensive overview of the AT framework, see for example Leont'ev (1978), Bødker (1989) 
and Kuutti (1996). 
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Figure 6. Vygotsky’s original model of mediated action  
(Engeström 2001). 

 

Activities are distinguished from each other according to their objects (Kuutti 1996, 
p. 27). The object (or rather the “objective”) is what drives the activity, whereas the 
subject is the person, or the group, engaged in the activity (Nardi 1996; Kuutti 1996). 
Objects can be transformed and altered during the course of an activity. Objects can 
be material things, but according to, for example, Engeström (2001), objects can also 
be defined as something less tangible or completely intangible. Actions are defined as 
“goal-oriented processes that must be undertaken to fulfill the object” (Nardi 1996, p. 
37). Hence, the underlying idea is that actions are conscious (because of the goal-
directedness) and that many different actions can or need to be taken to meet the 
ultimate goal (ibid.). A fundamental idea in AT is also the notion of mediation by 
artefacts or tools (Kuutti 1991; Ditsa and Davis 2000). There are three categories of 
tools: 1) primary tools; physical tools, artifacts, instruments, machines etc., 2) 
secondary tools; language, signs, models etc., and 3) tertiary tools; cultural systems, 
virtual realities, etc. (ibid.). 

This basic mediated activity model (Figure 6) has later been developed further by 
many researchers. For example, Engeström’s (2001) expanded AT model (Figure 7, 
see p. 154) describes how a wide range of factors work together to impact an activity. 
The fundamental idea remains the same, i.e. the object (or outcome) is achieved by 
human activities which are mediated by artefacts (e.g. tools, documents, etc.). 
However, this model includes the notion that activities are also mediated by the 
community. The community may impose rules that affect the activity, and the 
individual subject works as part of the community to achieve the goal. (ibid.). 
  

Mediating artefact 

Object Subject 
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Figure 7. Engeström’s Activity Theory Model  
(Engeström 2001). 

 

This model suggests that human activity is tied to a larger cultural context; activities 
are socially bound and cannot be viewed simply as the sum of individual actions 
(Engeström 1990). Internal activities cannot be understood if they are analyzed 
separately from external activities, because they transform into each other. AT 
proposes a specific notion of context – “the activity itself is the context” (Nardi 1996):  

 
What takes place in an activity system composed of object, actions, and operation, 
is the context. Context is constituted through the enactment of an activity involving 
people and artifacts. Context is not an outer container or shell inside of which 
people behave in certain ways. People consciously and deliberately generate 
contexts (activities) in part through their own objects; hence context is not just “out 
there”. Context is both internal to people—involving specific objects and goals—
and, at the same time, external to people, involving artifacts, other people, specific 
settings. The crucial point is that in activity theory, external and internal are fused, 
unified. (Nardi 1996, p. 38) 
 

What does this mean in the media multitasking research context? Given the fact that 
modern media multitasking by default involves technology of some sort, this 
technology-mediated activity perspective provides an appropriate base for the 
conceptual framework (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011). A media 
multitasking activity is performed by a subject (an individual) and can be driven by 
an object (for example, a need for entertainment or staying updated). The activity 
consists of several actions which, in turn, involve several operations (ibid.). This type 
of hierarchical conceptualization places the activity at the top (see Figure 8, p. 155). 
The activity is characterized by the object (the motive) that the subject seeks to attain 
(e.g. Ditsa and Davis 2000; Kaptelinin and Nardi 2006). 

Tools 
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The second layer in this model, the actions, are physical actions taken towards 
specific conscious goals (e.g. Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011). Actions 
can be compared to what is often referred to as tasks in other disciplines, for example 
in HCI (e.g. Nardi 1996). A task can be defined as an assigned or voluntary 
undertaking that requires time and other resources to reach an outcome (i.e. the 
object) (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011). The third layer, the operations, 
are routine processes that do not require specific conscious efforts for their execution 
but allow for adjustment to ongoing circumstances (ibid.). These are automated 
responses to perceived or actual conditions that allow humans to adjust their actions 
and/or the overall object to the current situation (e.g. Nardi 1996; Kaptelinin and 
Nardi 2006; Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8. Hierarchical levels of activity  
(Ditsa and Davis 2000). 

 

This hierarchical conceptualization of an activity is why the AT perspective is used as 
inspiration in this study. According to the AT logic, a media multitasking activity 
consists of several mediated actions (or tasks) that are affected by and adjusted 
according to circumstances in the context. Benbunan-Fich et al. (2011) argue that the 
goal-orientation perspective of AT in combination with this dynamic adaptation in 
human activities can help us to better understand and predict routine as well as 
emergent and contingent actions. One of the strengths of AT is that it is a clarifying 
descriptive tool rather than a predictive theory (Ditsa and Davis 2000). Another 
strength is the inclusion of “social” and “material” as part of the same conceptual 
framework, hence, avoiding a traditional analytical dualism between these dimensions 
(Karanasios 2018). However, the digital era poses several challenges for AT (ibid.). 
The greatest weakness of this perspective in the context of this study is the underlying 
object of understanding the unity of consciousness. “AT incorporates strong notions 
of intentionality, history, mediation, collaboration and development in constructing 
consciousness” (Ditsa and Davis 2000, p. 243; inspired by Kaptelinin, V. 1996). As the 
empirical findings indicate, everyday media multitasking activities are often 
unconsciously performed, thus, this fundamental assumption of goal-orientation and 
consciousness in AT is challenged. 
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7.2.2. Intentionality in everyday media multitasking 
The Activity Theory approach, like most other models and perspectives used for 
understanding everyday media multitasking, suggests that activities are goal-oriented 
and based on deliberate decisions (e.g. Karanasios 2018). According to Leont’ev 
(1978), there is no such thing as “objectless activity”. While this notion largely prevails 
in recent AT research (see e.g. Kaptelinin and Nardi 2018), Karanasios (2018) reminds 
us that AT does not focus on static objects, rather on active objects that are socially 
constructed and transformative, and may well reflect the complexity and true nature 
of human activity. In fact, the notion of object-orientation remains one of the most 
questioned and debated issues within AT (e.g. Kaptelinin, Victor 2005; Karanasios 
2018). In response to such problematization efforts, the field of AT has been developed 
and advanced lately by using AT in flexible and creative ways and by combining AT 
with other theoretical perspectives (e.g. Kaptelinin and Nardi 2018).  

Here, the developed conceptual framework is inspired by the AT approach in 
terms of embracing 1) the hierarchical definition of an activity (activity – actions/tasks 
– operations/conditions), and 2) the key components of the AT framework 
(individual/subject – community/context – technology/mediation tool). These 
elements highlight the interplay between individuals, artefacts and the environment 
as part of the activity. However, the issue of object-orientation is fundamentally 
questioned as the empirical study shows that everyday media multitasking activities 
are often performed in an unconscious and unintentional manner. This stresses the 
importance of addressing concepts such as intentionality and consciousness. 

Intentionality is a philosophical concept, originally from phenomenology, which 
can be defined as “the power of minds and mental states to be about, to represent, or 
to stand for, things, properties and states of affairs” (Jacob 2019). The concept of 
intentionality is closely connected to other philosophical and psychological concepts 
such as consciousness and awareness (Siewert 2017). While these concepts are used 
here to challenge the object-orientedness of AT, Nida-Rümelin (2014) suggests that 
there are no “subjectless experiences” and that there is always some form of basic 
intentionality involved in all activities and experiences37. While acknowledging the 
philosophical definitions and traditions of intentionality, the concept is defined and 
used here in a much more pragmatic way to describe media multitasking activities 
that are performed as a consequence of a deliberate and goal-driven decision, for 
example for entertainment purposes (e.g. Hwang, Kim, and Jeong 2014; Ralph et al. 
2019) as opposed to more absentminded and unintentional media multitasking 
activities (e.g. Marty-Dugas et al. 2018). 

 

 

 

 
37 For a more elaborate discussion of the notion of basic intentionality, see Nida-Rümelin (2014)  



157 

 

For example, if you are attending a lecture which you find boring, you may make 
a deliberate decision to take out your smartphone and start multitasking with it. This 
illustrates an intentional decision, presumably following the recognition of feeling 
bored. Most media multitasking studies on predictors (e.g. applying the Uses and 
Gratification Theory) presume that everyday media multitasking activities are of this 
type of intentional nature (e.g. Wang and Tchernev 2012; Zhang and Zhang 2012; 
Ahad and Anshari 2017). However, media multitasking in this type of situation can 
also be of a more unintentional nature. The person sitting next to you may take out 
his or her phone, which may trigger you to give in to the impulse to take out your own 
phone as well. For example, Fried (2008), Sana et al. (2013) and Ralph et al. (2019) 
found that media multitasking in a classroom context affected not only the one 
multitasking, but also other students, resulting in unintentional media multitasking 
activities and disrupted learning processes. This study suggests that unintentional 
media multitasking behavior in a classroom context can also be triggered by, for 
example, pure habit to take out one’s phone when entering the classroom or by a 
compulsive need to check social media or something else online. These findings 
suggest that the intentionality aspect of everyday media multitasking is worth 
exploring further. 

Furthermore, this example of unintentional media multitasking also highlights the 
fact that the underlying decision can be affected by various elements in the 
environment, and that psychological and individual predictors are not enough in 
anticipating such activities. Also, the perception of this type of activity may be 
different depending on its intentional or unintentional nature. If the activity is 
triggered impulsively or compulsively it may be perceived as distractive, whereas, if 
the same activity is driven by a conscious goal (to avoid being bored) it may feel like a 
welcomed distraction (but a distraction nonetheless). 

This study shows that the majority of the informants’ described media 
multitasking activities that are experienced as disruptive are of an unintentional 
nature. Therefore, the importance of addressing the concept of intentionality when 
studying everyday media multitasking and digital distraction is further emphasized. 
Still, this concept has been overlooked in most prior media multitasking studies 
(Ralph et al. 2019). However, indirectly, this issue is addressed in studies where the 
unconscious or uncontrolled dimension of media multitasking is mentioned, 
addressed, or measured. This dimension is part of, for example, studies on habitual 
and addictive media [multitasking] behavior (e.g. LaRose, Lin, and Eastin 2003; 
Oulasvirta et al. 2012; De-Sola Gutiérrez, Rodríguez de Fonseca, and Rubio 2016; 
Wilmer, Sherman, and Chein 2017; Duke and Montag 2017). 

 

7.2.3. Digital distraction – An unintended consequence? 
As illustrated by the example with the kid in the candy store (section 7.1) and the 
classroom example above, regardless of good intentions (not to eat candy or not to 
engage in media multitasking), habits, addictive tendencies or elements in our nearby 
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environment may take over and trigger unintentional media multitasking activities 
anyway: “Our technological habits have a powerful hold over us” (Aagaard 2017, p. 
85). The appeal, but also the distraction, of social media and the endless content online 
can be hard to resist, especially when disruptive media multitasking activities 
manifests themselves as everyday routines or addictive behavioral patterns (ibid.). 
Understanding what factors affect our media multitasking behavior, and how, is key 
in gaining deeper insight into digital distraction. However, we first need to understand 
what is really meant by the concept of digital distraction. 

Digital distraction is widely used, but seldom clearly defined, in media 
multitasking studies. Most often, the concept is associated with technology-induced 
interruptions and subsequent distraction that prevents someone from concentrating 
on something else (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; Agrawal, Sahana, and Dé 2017). Agrawal et 
al. (2017, p. 191) define digital distraction as “distraction due to electronic devices and 
media that break the concentration from the main piece of work that is being done”. 
A similar definition is applied here, which implies that digital distraction is linked to 
everyday activities that involve 1) multitasking with digital media, and 2) are perceived 
as disruptive and problematic by the person engaging in the activity; i.e. while digital 
technology is a central part of the activity, the activity is not necessarily triggered by a 
technology-related cue. 

As mentioned, a media multitasking activity is defined here as embracing several 
mediated actions (or tasks) that are affected by and adjusted according to contextual 
circumstances. To fully understand everyday digital distraction, we need to consider 
the entire activity system (see e.g. Nardi 1996). We also need to consider the entire 
process involved, i.e. predictors, patterns and consequences. In the proposed 
conceptual model (Figure 9, see p. 161), a number of individual, technological, as well 
as contextual, dimensions, rooted in the empirical study and the comparative 
literature review, are addressed as part of understanding the predictors of everyday 
media multitasking activities in particular. The activities themselves (as described and 
reflected upon in the media diaries, see chapters 5 and 6) constitute the patterns. 
Digital distraction can be viewed as a consequence, or an outcome (see Engeström’s 
model, Figure 7, p. 154), of the media multitasking activities. 

This perspective raises the issue of causality (see section 7.2.4) and the role of self-
perception (and other “selves”; see section 7.2.5). However, it also raises the question 
of whether distraction should be viewed as an intended goal (or object), i.e. if 
distraction is deliberately sought after, or rather as an unintentional consequence. The 
empirical study suggests that while a large portion of everyday media multitasking 
activities are of an unconscious nature, the informants are well aware of the disruptive 
and potentially destructive consequences. They frequently engage in media 
multitasking (more or less consciously) regardless of their awareness of subsequent 
digital distraction. Similar results have also been presented by, for example, Junco and 
Cotten (2011) and Sanbonmatsu et al. (2013). This suggests that, while not always an 
intended object, digital distraction is seldom a completely unexpected outcome of 
media multitasking, at least not on an individual level. However, on a larger societal 
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level, increasingly distracted minds and disruptive behavioral patterns seem more 
likely to be an unintended consequence of the new mobile media landscape. 

 

7.2.4. Causality 
The issue of causality is a critical challenge in all media multitasking research; it is 
almost impossible to derive any conclusive results concerning causality, especially in 
an everyday context (e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Szumowska et 
al. 2018). Take for example the emerging trends identified here, related to the concepts 
of materiality, routine and addiction. Are we forming disruptive and fragmented 
media routines because we frequently use media? Or are we frequently using media 
because of those routines? Are we addicted because we excessively media multitask? 
Or do we become excessive media multitaskers because of perceived addictive 
tendencies? There’s no way of telling the cause-effect relation in these cases. 

The traditional distinction between predictors, patterns and consequences in 
media multitasking research imply a need for further exploration concerning 
causality. All of these elements are included here as part of the activity process and the 
proposed framework, suggesting that these are all intertwined. Separating one of these 
elements from the others easily leads to vague tautologies and conceptual confusion 
(in accordance with e.g. Aagaard 2015). Digital distraction cannot be understood 
without understanding everyday disruptive patterns and the underlying decision 
process, especially when the activities are unintentional by nature. No attempts will 
be made here to establish any cause-effect relations between the identified dimensions 
in the conceptual framework. 

 

7.2.5. The many selves of media multitaskers 
In accordance with the methodological approach in this study, the distinction between 
the “remembering self” and the “experiencing self” is made with regard to the 
reflective narratives in the media diaries (in accordance with e.g. Kahneman and Riis 
2005; Jarden 2011; Zajchowski, Schwab, and Dustin 2017). In addition to these 
“selves,” the concept of self-perception is introduced as part of the conceptual 
discussion on self-perceived addiction and self-perceived disruptive consequences of 
frequent media multitasking. The Self-perception Theory, developed by Bem (1972), 
describes how people interpret their attitudes and preferences by observing their own 
behavior. The theory is counterintuitive and proposes that “we interpret our own 
actions the way we interpret others’ actions, and our actions are often socially 
influenced and not produced out of our own free will as we might expect” (ibid.). 

In practice, discrepancies can occur between what’s real and how it is perceived. 
For example, people often perceive themselves as more physically attractive than 
average (see e.g. Zell and Alicke 2011). Sanbonmatsu et al. (2013) found a similar 
disconnection between self-perceived multitasking ability and actual multitasking 
ability. These findings suggest that those most likely to engage in media multitasking 
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are those who are most overconfident in their own multitasking abilities (ibid.). In 
terms of self-perceived disruptive consequences (as described in the media diaries), 
while a certain disconnection between these and actual consequences may be 
acknowledged, the perceived effects offer an interesting perspective as complement to 
actual documented effects. For example, some of the reflections on problematic media 
multitasking behavior (see e.g. The Ugly profile, section 6.2.3.) can be interpreted as a 
cry for help. Their perceived problems may not be established or clinically diagnosed 
in any way, but they perceive they need help with finding ways to manage their 
problematic everyday media behavior. The ultimate goal with the framework 
proposed here is to create a greater awareness of the factors affecting everyday digital 
distractions to find new tools for managing perceived distractive and destructive 
media behavior. To do that, we need to carefully listen to the informants and their 
experiences related to such disruptive behavior. In a sense, their recollections of their 
own behavior are actually more important in the quest to gain a deeper understanding 
of digital distraction than their actual behavior (in accordance with e.g. Sanbonmatsu 
et al. 2013). 

In addition to these “selves,” the concept of self-awareness will also be discussed 
later in this chapter. Furthermore, recent media multitasking studies have also 
addressed other “selves”, such as self-efficacy (e.g. Wu 2017), self-esteem (e.g. Xu, 
Wang, and David 2016) and self-regulation (e.g. Parry, le Roux, and Bantjes 2019). 

 

 

7.3.  A new conceptual framework: Dimensions of digital 
distraction 

Rooted in the empirical study and influenced by Activity Theory and the literature 
review, particularly related to media multitasking predictors, a new cross-disciplinary 
conceptual framework is proposed here. The aim of the framework is to advance our 
knowledge on digital distraction by presenting a number of central dimensions that 
help us understand the complexity of disruptive media multitasking activities and 
subsequent digital distraction. The framework, as depicted in Figure 9 (p. 161), 
includes the concept of digital distraction (as defined in the previous section), and 
embraces predictors, patterns and consequences of disruptive everyday media 
multitasking activities. The central individual, technological as well as contextual 
dimensions (inspired by the AT framework), can be used to analyze and understand 
the characteristics of such activities from different perspectives and are further divided 
into “subcategories” or additional dimensions (grounded in the empirical study). 
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Figure 9. Dimensions of digital distraction. 

 

As mentioned earlier, theorizing and conceptualization efforts within the emerging 
research area of media multitasking, particularly within the area of predictors, have 
been dispersed, implying a lack of fundamental theoretical perspectives and even 
conceptual confusion (e.g. van der Schuur et al. 2015; Robinson 2017; Aagaard 2015; 
2019). The traditional stronghold within cognitive psychology and experimental and 
survey methodology contributes to a heavy focus on the individual, mainly 
psychological, predictors and motivators for media multitasking activities. This study 
and the proposed framework do not contribute to advancing cognitive research on 
media multitasking; rather, it provides a point of departure for further research into 
this phenomenon from different perspectives by introducing some key dimensions of 
everyday media multitasking that have been largely neglected in prior studies. The 
additional dimensions in the framework provide a wider view on why diginatives 
multitask with media to begin with, and why it is hard to stop even though they most 
likely are aware of the distractive, potentially damaging, consequences of their 
disruptive and fragmented behavior. Next, each dimension is discussed and explored 
further. 
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7.4.  The individual dimension 
The individual dimension is closely linked to what Jensen and Aagaard (2018) refer to 
as the first wave of (HCI-centered) media multitasking research, characterized by 
cognitive science and individual factors. Most prior media multitasking research 
could be categorized as part of this dimension, especially the stream of research that 
focuses on self-interruptions (see e.g. Dabbish, Mark, and González 2011) and the 
stream that focuses on the relation between media multitasking and (impaired) 
cognitive functioning (see e.g. Wilmer, Sherman, and Chein 2017). This dimension 
seems to be a natural part of the picture since media multitasking is always studied by 
focusing on the individual and his/her relationship with or response to some specific 
aspect(s) of media multitasking. One may argue (and quite rightfully so) that all of the 
dimensions in the picture could be part of the individual dimension, because, in the 
end, it is always the individual that acts upon the impulse to engage in disruptive 
media multitasking in a more or less intentional manner. However, the unit of analysis 
here is the entire activity system involved in everyday digital distraction. The 
framework is not a descriptive framework of an individual’s perspective; rather, the 
dimensions emphasized in the framework illustrate some key elements in the activity 
system that affect the media multitasking activity and the underlying decision process. 
All of these dimensions need to be acknowledged (and addressed and explored further 
in future studies) to advance our knowledge on this particular phenomenon. I 
acknowledge that in the complex reality of digital distraction in the everyday context, 
all of these dimensions are interconnected, and one is hard to separate from the other.  

The individual dimension in the framework is divided into the following 
subcategories: 

1) the individual difference dimension; general individual, personality and 
motivational factors affecting the propensity for and engagement in 
disruptive media multitasking; 

2) the conscious dimension; disruptive media multitasking and digital 
distraction characterized by intentional activities, control and moderation; 

3) the unconscious dimension; disruptive media multitasking and digital 
distraction characterized by unintentional activities and a sense of loss of 
control. 

 

7.4.1. The individual difference dimension 
According to the perspective of AT logic applied here, a media multitasking activity 
consists of several mediated actions (or tasks). The individual engaging in this activity 
holds a freedom to decide how many tasks will be performed and how they will be 
combined. (e.g. Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011). Each individual 
approaches the decision to multitask differently; including not only what tasks to 
perform but also how to integrate their performance in a particular time interval 
(ibid.). As prior cognitive research shows, there are a multitude of different individual 
factors related to, for example, cognitive control capabilities, information processing 
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ability, personality traits and self-perceived benefits (see e.g. Carrier et al. 2015; van 
der Schuur et al. 2015; Robinson 2017; May and Elder 2018; Aagaard 2019) that dictate 
how the user performs the tasks, i.e. will he or she focus on one task at the time or try 
to engage in several tasks simultaneously. 

Prior research has shown that deficits in executive control (see e.g. Beuckels et al. 
2019), personality traits such as polychronicity, impulsivity and sensation-seeking 
(e.g. Adler and Benbunan-Fich 2013; Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; Kirchberg, Roe, and 
Van Eerde 2015), and self-perception in terms of perceived benefits (see e.g. Robinson 
2017) as well as overconfidence in one’s media multitasking ability (see e.g. 
Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013) increase the likeliness of engaging in media multitasking. 
While this study does not address the above-mentioned cognitive control systems or 
personality traits, characteristics that can be linked to these, for example, feeling 
restless, becoming easily bored and signs of FOMO and addictive tendencies are 
associated with a greater proneness to media multitasking. It seems that people who 
are impulsive, restless and who often seek gratification, attention and sensations 
online and are (over)confident in their multitasking abilities are more likely to engage 
in everyday media multitasking than others, at least on a general level. 

While demographic and socio-demographic factors may seem to be a logical 
element in this dimension (in accordance with e.g. Jeong and Fishbein 2007), very 
little evidence has been found on the relation between demographic factors and 
individual differences in media multitasking (see e.g. Wang and Tchernev 2012; Duff 
et al. 2014; Kononova and Chiang 2015). Similarly, no real differences were identified 
in relation to age or gender. It seems that individual differences in propensity to media 
multitask are not really likened to factors such as age or gender. However, socio-
demographic factors such as education background, size of household and living 
arrangements have been found to have an impact. For example, Patil et al. (2019) 
showed that digital distraction was lower among students in a computing-related 
major compared to other students. This study shows that living arrangements, 
especially recently experienced changes in living arrangements, impact the propensity 
to media multitask in different ways. 

Often the MMI approach is used to highlight individual differences in propensity 
for and engagement in media multitasking (e.g. Ophir et al. 2009; van der Schuur et 
al. 2015; Parry and le Roux 2019). However, focusing only on a distinction (made on 
somewhat questionable grounds) between HMMs and LMMs and a comparison 
between these categories, many essential individual differences in everyday media 
multitasking activities are overlooked. For example, the MMI approach does not 
address the issue of intentionality. Parry and le Roux (2019) suggest that more explicit 
emphasis needs to be put on understanding individual differences concerning 
motivations and intentions. 
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7.4.2. The conscious dimension 
According to this dimension, we focus on how the individual approaches the decision 
to multitask in an intentional and controlled manner (see also the discussion on 
intentionality in section 7.2.2). The decision is often rooted in a recognized need (e.g. 
cognitive, affective, personal integrative, social integrative or tension release), and the 
media multitasking activity is performed as a way of gratifying the need. Media 
multitasking can also be a response to a need to fulfill multiple goals within a certain 
time interval. This follows the logic of the Uses and Gratifications Theory (see e.g. 
West and Turner 2014) and the traditional object-oriented perspective of Activity 
Theory (see e.g. Kaptelinin and Nardi 2006). Many reflective narratives in the diaries 
can be associated with this dimension, for example, there are a number of needs 
mentioned which media multitasking helps to gratify, i.e. a need for constant 
entertainment, a need for staying up to date, and a need for always being available, etc. 

This dimension resonates with The Good (see section 6.2.1) and The Proud (see 
section 6.2.4) profiles which are characterized by a sound, controlled and moderate 
relation to everyday media multitasking. It implies a certain degree of awareness 
concerning the object and the actions. However, even this type of consciously 
performed activity does not necessarily correlate with actual ability to multitask. 
Again, self-perceived benefits and overconfidence, as well as other individual factors 
mentioned in the previous section, may increase the propensity to deliberately engage 
in everyday media multitasking activities. Furthermore, the empirical study shows 
that these types of conscious media multitasking activities are not perceived as 
disruptive in the same way as unconscious activities (even though they may be). This 
underlines the importance of exploring the issues of intentionality and self-perception 
further. Crucial in understanding individual media multitasking activities and digital 
distraction is also the continuous decision to engage in media multitasking. If this is a 
conscious decision, what triggers repetitive engagement in media multitasking 
regardless of perceived and documented disruptive effects? 

 

7.4.3. The unconscious dimension 
The unconscious dimension embraces media multitasking activities that are 
performed in a more unintentional and unconscious manner. Regardless of a certain 
degree of “basic intentionality” (see e.g. Nida-Rümelin 2014), the individual is not 
aware of the object (if it even exists) and therefore acts in an automated, spontaneous, 
habitual or compulsive manner. The underlying triggers or object of this type of 
activity may not only be unconscious in the sense of being “not in conscious”, but may 
be unavailable to the person in a sense of being difficult to bring to awareness even if 
he or she tries really hard (see e.g. Frosh 2002; Krüger and Johanssen 2016). This may 
explain the informants’ difficulties in reflecting upon and explaining unconscious 
media multitasking activities in their diaries. 
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The unconscious dimension is most often overlooked (or simply bypassed due to 
methodological or theoretical choices) in media multitasking research. However, this 
dimension is accentuated in the media diary study where frequent engagement in 
unconscious media multitasking activities can be identified in the overall surprise that 
the informants express in relation to their everyday media use, and in the emerging 
trends of habitual and addictive media [multitasking] behavior. Furthermore, this 
type of behavior is repeatedly related to the experience of disruptive, problematic and 
detrimental consequences in the media diaries (see The Bad and The Ugly profiles in 
sections 6.2.2 and 6.2.3). 

Habits play an important role in this unconscious dimension (see e.g. Couldry 
2003; Couldry 2004; Markham 2017). While the very notion of media routines has 
been questioned in relation to diginatives, the informants in this media diary study 
describe surprisingly consistent, but highly fragmented media habits. LaRose and 
Eastin (2004) define habits as behavioral acts without self-instruction or conscious 
thinking. While habits are often positive in terms of providing a sense of control over 
one’s behavior in new situation (see e.g. Wood and Neal 2007), many of the habits 
described in the diaries related to media use and media multitasking were perceived 
as “bad habits”. Van Deursen et al. (2015, p. 411) note that “people who extensively 
use their smartphones for social purposes develop smartphone habits faster, which in 
turn might lead to addictive smartphone behavior”. This establishes a link between 
habitual and addictive behavior. However, it also raises concern towards coping with 
such behavior as the personality traits and cognitive limitations associated with media 
multitasking are also associated with failure of self-regulation and a higher risk of 
addictive media behavior (ibid.). 

The anticipation of reward and the experienced “highs” that characterize habitual 
media behavior (see e.g. Hansen 2019a) are also central elements in addictive media 
behavior. An increased trend of media addiction is one of the more prominent 
empirical findings in this study. The distinction between habit and addiction, here, is 
made based on perceived withdrawal symptoms, growing tolerance and a general 
sense of loss of control in what is referred to as self-perceived addiction. The latter 
also embraces consequences that are experienced and described as particularly 
problematic by the informants. What characterizes both bad habits and perceived 
addictions is perceived difficulties in breaking such negative behavioral patterns, 
especially when media today is present in basically everything we do. The media diary 
served as a real eye-opener to many informants, which can be viewed as a step in the 
right direction in overcoming distractive and problematic media use. Overall, all the 
individual dimensions addressed in the framework highlight the importance of 
increased self-awareness among diginatives in coping with digital distraction. 

 

7.5.  The technological dimension 
While the individual dimension(s) resonates with the first wave of media multitasking 
research as defined by Jensen and Aagaard (2018), the technological dimension(s) can 
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be associated with both the second wave, focusing on human actors and mediated 
activities influenced by the Activity Theory, and the third wave, embracing habitual 
and embodied media activities (ibid.). The AT approach supports the view of 
technology as a mediating tool that allows individuals to carry out different forms of 
tasks (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and Mavlanova 2011). The interaction between user and 
technology is a key aspect of AT (ibid.). In the digital era, this interaction has become 
an essential part of most everyday activities among diginatives, increasing the 
likeliness of digital distraction. However, the technological dimension plays a 
somewhat ambiguous role in media multitasking and digital distraction. On the one 
hand, mobile devices, digital platforms and software are increasingly developed to 
facilitate media multitasking activities; on the other hand, users are increasingly 
interrupted by electronic notifications and technology (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, and 
Mavlanova 2011). Media multitasking is not only an individual choice, but also the 
result of the dynamic adaptation of individuals to the contemporary media 
environment (ibid.) 

The technological dimension can be seen as such an obvious part of digital 
distraction that the distinction between this and the other dimensions may seem 
almost redundant. However, as increasingly mediated, mixed and embodied 
experiences keep invading our everyday lives, we easily accept and adapt to them not 
really taking time to stop and reflect on the role of technology in how we behave, act 
and think. I believe it is important to problematize this trend, and therefore the 
following subcategories are highlighted: 

1) the mediated dimension; focusing on media multitasking activities as 
affected and mediated by mobile technology; 

2) the embodied dimension; focusing on “media” multitasking within the new 
era of increasingly integrated technological solutions. 

 

7.5.1. The mediated dimension 
Jeong and Fishbein (2007) and Kononova and Chiang (2015) highlight media factors, 
such as access to technology and media content as well as media ownership, as key 
predictors of media multitasking behavior. Based on the empirical findings related to 
materiality and mediated experiences (see section 5.3), we can safely assume that we 
have long since passed the question of ownership or access being a deciding factor. 
For example, while some informants in 2013 were still contemplating about whether 
or not to buy a smartphone, at least 99 % of the informants every year after 2016 own 
a smartphone, no longer referring to it as a smartphone but just a phone or a mobile. 

The fact that technology is always present in some form or another in diginative’s 
lives, taking a more active role in mediation of everyday activities all the time, quite 
naturally increases opportunity and probability for digital distraction. The 
smartphone, especially, which for many diginatives has grown into “an extension of 
their hand”, is an important factor in predicting media multitasking behavior. The 
smartphone has replaced many other everyday functions and artefacts, such as the 
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alarm clock, wristwatch and calendar, which makes the dependence and the role of 
this device even more impactful. The division line between “lived experiences” and 
“mediated experiences” (as defined by e.g. Thompson 1995) is becoming increasingly 
blurred. 

Technology-induced media multitasking activities are also part of this dimension. 
Among others, Thornton et al. (2014), found that the mere presence of a mobile phone 
can be distracting due to what the phone represents in terms of, for example, social 
connection and anticipated “highs” related to social media. In line with increasingly 
personalized and integrated recommendation and notification systems, the likeliness 
of distraction in the form of a simple beep (and what that represents) also keeps 
growing. Furthermore, the adoption of a new device or application was also found in 
the diary study to be a significant factor predicting (at least temporarily) increased 
media multitasking and subsequent digital distraction. 

Most informants describe actions taken to prevent or reduce problematic media 
use as a reaction to a recognized feeling that one’s media use is spiraling out of control 
(e.g. The Proud, section 6.2.4.). A more proactive approach (in accordance with The 
Good, section 6.2.1) is described as desirable. However, most informants find it 
difficult to achieve this goal. 

 

7.5.2. The embodied dimension 
This dimension, while not that clearly acknowledged in the media diaries, is growing 
in more importance every day. It deals with “media” multitasking that exceeds the 
mobile media era as described in the previous section. In accordance with the 
development of IoT, VR, AR, AI, etc., technology is becoming a situated part of 
basically everything around us, not only in what we refer to today as mobile devices 
(e.g. Jensen and Aagaard 2018). We engage with this type of technology without even 
reflecting on the fact that this could also be interpreted as a form of media. Still, it may 
just as well as any mobile device serve as a source for digital distraction. 

In the diary study, such technologies are not (yet) included into the definition of 
media to any significant extent. However, over the time period of the study (2013–
2019), informants’ have found it increasingly difficult to define the concept of media 
and what role media plays in their lives. This becomes particularly clear when studying 
how the informants relate to and define the concept of media. In later years, especially, 
it seems difficult to grasp where media begins, and where it ends. This can be seen as 
an indication of the concurrent technological development leading up to increasingly 
“blurred lines” and mixed experiences. 

As mediated, mixed and embodied activities increasingly become an integrated 
and habitual part of everyday life, it becomes clear that the current technological 
development is outrunning the development of our brains (e.g. Hansen 2019a). We 
are simply not equipped to cope with this rapidly advancing digital era and trying to 
do so leads to cognitive overload. Overall, the technological dimensions in the 
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framework suggest that new tools and strategies are needed for dealing with 
increasingly mediated and embodied activities. 

 

7.6.  The contextual dimension 
While most of the individual, as well as technological, dimensions presented above 
have been addressed and explored in prior studies on media multitasking and digital 
distraction, at least to some degree, the contextual dimension has rarely been 
addressed to any further extent. The context in certain empirical studies and the 
effects of everyday media multitasking activities in or on these studies are addressed, 
for example, the immediate consequences on driving (Nijboer et al. 2016; Stavrinos et 
al. 2019) as well as the immediate and long-term effects on different academic learning 
environments (Xu, Wang, and David 2016; May and Elder 2018). Certain elements in 
the physical environment, for example technology, have been acknowledged as having 
an impact on media multitasking and digital distraction (see the technological 
dimension, section 7.5.). However, the overall effect of the context (as in physical 
environment or situation) is generally overlooked. The role of context embedded in 
the time allocation decision is highlighted here, drawing on the Activity Theory logic 
suggesting that context is an integrated/embedded part of any activity. 

Only a few media multitasking studies acknowledge and address the contextual or 
situational dimension; they suggest that contextual factors, such as physical location 
and the presence of company, are important stimuli in the media multitasking 
decision process (see e.g. Zhang and Zhang 2012; Sanbonmatsu et al. 2013; Kirchberg, 
Roe, and Van Eerde 2015; Ralph et al. 2019). In the media diary study, contextual 
factors were perceived by the informants as having a substantial effect on their media 
multitasking activities. The following subcategories are highlighted next: 

1) the everyday dimension focuses on contextual factors affecting the 
mundane and habitual everyday media multitasking activities; 

2) the special occasion dimension focuses on special events and situations that 
affect the propensity to media multitask in different ways; 

3) the social dimension focuses on the effect of people and social situations on 
media multitasking and digital distraction. 

 

7.6.1. The everyday dimension 
The everyday dimension embraces cues in different contexts or situations that 
trigger habitual media multitasking activities and digital distraction. The concept of 
contextual embeddedness (see section 6.4) implies that the decision whether or not 
to engage in media multitasking is often influenced by external (excluding 
technological) cues. This is the case, especially for habitual everyday media 
multitasking. For example, if the same media multitasking routine is performed 
every morning in bed, while eating breakfast or while getting ready for the day, these 
actions become increasingly automated and associated with that specific context, 



169 

 

which in turn becomes an integrated part of the activity. In practice, this means that 
if you become used to checking news on your computer and social media updates 
on your phone while eating breakfast, the recurring everyday situation of eating 
breakfast (rather than any personality trait or technological factor) may trigger the 
impulse to multitask. 

This type of internalized habit of media multitasking is described as part of many 
different contexts in the media diaries, for example, at home, at the gym, in the 
classroom, while driving, while traveling by bus or train, etc. While the contextual 
effects of this type of natural commonplace of media multitasking are often the same 
(i.e. triggers the impulse to media multitask) the slightest change in the context, for 
example, the presence of different people or stimuli can have a substantial impact 
on the media multitasking decision. Some changes may increase the propensity to 
engage in media multitasking while others have an opposite effect. Furthermore, the 
decision may vary from time to time in similar situations due to different individual, 
technological and contextual factors. 

 

7.6.2. The special occasion dimension 
The special occasion dimension is partly connected to the everyday dimension in 
terms of representing changes in the context (as described above) that breaks the 
habitual everyday media multitasking patterns in some way. Some special occasions 
mentioned in the media diaries as having substantial effects on media multitasking 
routines are, for example, travel, sporting events, exam weeks, parties and health-
related issues. These have very different perceived effects on media multitasking and 
digital distractions. For example, a travel abroad most often decreases propensity for 
media multitasking as it breaks the pattern of triggering cues in the everyday context. 
Being ill however, may have the opposite effect as this means you are spending more 
time at home, which is often a commonplace for media multitasking with numerous 
different cues that may trigger digital distraction. Work- or study-related tasks 
constitute a paradox; for some, this means no media multitasking at all (focusing on 
studies or work completely), whereas for others, this increases their media 
multitasking behavior (finding it hard to focus on what needs to be done and 
procrastinating). Furthermore, some general trends of changed behavior caused by 
events in the world were also identified. For example, Trump’s inauguration in 
January 2017 caused an overall increased media multitasking frequency among the 
informants. This also caused increased use of the TV, which otherwise is not that 
frequently used. 

 

7.6.3. The social dimension 
As with the special occasion dimension, the social dimension also constitutes a quite 
paradoxical dimension. For example, the company of family or friends can have 
different effects on different people in different contexts. Sometimes a visit to the 
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parents leads to increased propensity for digital distraction, sometimes it has the 
opposite effect. Sometimes a night out with friends makes one forget about the phone 
completely, sometimes there are “uncomfortable” social situations that increase the 
probability for digital distractions. The social dimension frequently reoccurs in the 
reflective narratives in the media diaries. However, there is no detectable general 
pattern or emerging trend linked to this particular issue. Similar paradoxical 
descriptions and reflections can be found throughout the entire study. However, in 
later years (2017–2019), an increase can be detected in expressed wishes for spending 
more time face to face with real people and being more present (not looking at any 
screens) in such social situations. 

Overall, the contextual dimensions highlight the importance of understanding 
how different individuals react to different external cues in different contexts and 
situations. To understand the effect of context on digital distraction, increased 
awareness of individual differences and a certain contextual sensibility is needed. 

 

7.7.  Coping with digital distraction: Digital metacognition  
The dimensions of digital distraction framework highlight issues that are important 
to consider in advancing our knowledge about digital distraction from a theoretical, 
methodological as well as practical perspective. The potential and shortcomings of the 
framework are discussed in the next chapter from these perspectives. However, the 
dimensions and the framework also offer important insights on an individual level 
into what dimensions are important to acknowledge and pay attention to in 
developing much needed new strategies for coping with everyday digital distraction. 
The individual dimensions highlight the importance of self-awareness of one’s own 
everyday media behavior and propensity to engage in media multitasking. The 
technological dimensions highlight the importance of awareness of the role of 
technology in everyday life and suggest that new tools and coping strategies are needed 
for dealing with increasingly mediated and embodied media multitasking activities. 
The contextual dimensions highlight the importance of self-awareness of how 
different contextual and situational cues affect one’s propensity to engage in media 
multitasking and digital distraction and a certain level of contextual sensibility. These 
components can also be recognized as part of the concept of digital metacognition. 

Metacognition in its simplest definition means “thinking about thinking” (Lai 
2011). According to Schraw and Moshman (1995) we all regularly do this, but few of 
us are aware that this systematic common cognitive process is called metacognition. 
The concept embraces two central components, knowledge and regulation, and is 
often linked to the context of education as metacognition can help regulate and 
support students’ learning (Cross and Paris 1988; Schraw and Moshman 1995; Lai 
2011). For example, Cross and Paris (1988, p. 131) define metacognition as “the 
knowledge and control children have over their own thinking and learning activities”. 
Earlier studies on metacognition suggested that metacognitive skills are developed in 
young children (before the age of six). However, later studies show that metacognition 
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can also be taught and developed later in life (Lai 2011). The key components of 
cognitive knowledge and cognitive regulation, as well as the relation between them 
have been interpreted and defined in many different ways (ibid.). Flavell (1979) 
includes internal and external factors that may affect cognition as part of his definition 
on cognitive knowledge. He classifies cognitive knowledge in the following way: 1) 
person knowledge (knowledge of the nature of human beings), 2) task knowledge 
(knowledge on demands of different tasks), and 3) strategy knowledge (knowledge 
about different forms of strategies and what strategies are most useful). 

The concept of digital metacognition has been mentioned in a few media 
multitasking studies (see e.g. Wu 2017; Parry and le Roux 2019), but has not really 
been considered thoroughly within this context. Wu (2017) defines digital 
metacognition as a greater understanding of one’s own digital behavior and suggests 
that this is needed to control and better manage digital distractions. Parry and le Roux 
(2019) indicate that awareness interventions, restriction interventions and 
mindfulness interventions are viable strategies for coping with digital distraction and 
that [digital] metacognition is a key component in all of these three categories. 
Inspired by Flavell (1979), digital metacognition is defined here as a systematic process 
embracing awareness of internal as well as external (technological and contextual) 
dimensions, in terms of: 

1) awareness about one’s own media behavior (conscious as well as 
unconscious); 

2) awareness about the characteristics of media multitasking activities 
(predictors, patterns and effects); 

3) awareness about different strategies for coping with digital distraction and 
contextual sensibility (i.e., awareness of what strategies are most useful in 
different contexts and dimensions). 

Digital metacognition offers a viable and pragmatic framework for developing new 
strategies for coping with digital distraction. However, as Schraw and Moshman 
(1995) suggest, metacognition is most often an unconsciously performed process. The 
challenge in developing new coping strategies, thus, lies within encouraging 
diginatives to actively observe and reflect upon their own media behavior, to strive for 
a better understanding of when and where their media behavior becomes problematic, 
and to find suitable ways of coping with perceived problematic behavior in different 
situations. The methodological and theoretical scope of this study offers useful 
approaches in this endeavor. For example, the media diary served as a simple but 
efficient method for enhancing the informant’s awareness of their own everyday 
media behavior. A similar diary exercise is something that may help many of us gain 
a better picture of our own media behavior and identify problematic activities and 
situations. Furthermore, the conceptual framework can be used as a tool for 
recognizing different triggers and dimensions, internal as well as external, that have 
an impact on everyday digital distraction. If the framework is used for this purpose, it 
is important to remember that we are all different and that our reactions to similar 
cues may vary due to different circumstances.  
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8. DIGINATIVES AND DIGITAL DISTRACTION 

[…] we’re living in a “dark age” of technological distraction. The 
technologies that have granted us such productivity, communicative 
potential, and information access are also chronically distracting us, 

in multiple ways, and we’re only starting to learn the devastating 
mental and physical consequences of this. (Johansson 2019) 

This dissertation explores one of the most impactful socio-cultural trends of our time: 
the evolution of everyday media multitasking. This trend (a presumably unintended 
consequence of digitalization) has given rise to many (also presumably unintended) 
negative consequences, such as impaired abilities to concentrate and process 
information and increasingly restless and impatient individuals. It seems we are 
constantly trying to do too many things at once as an attempt to keep up with today’s 
hectic and volatile media landscape. In consequence, many of us experience cognitive 
overload and subsequent stress, anxiety and other psychological and physiological 
symptoms. Indeed, we are living in a “dark age” of digital distraction (Johansson 
2019). Distraction is everywhere and we increasingly let ourselves be distracted (e.g. 
Aagaard 2017). Our human brains are failing to keep up with the rapid technological 
development (e.g. Hansen 2019a). The future does not seem too bright. However, 
while some fundamental changes in our everyday media behavior are needed, there is 
hope that we can learn how to cope with this new and highly volatile media landscape. 

This study approaches everyday media multitasking from a highly pragmatic 
perspective, addressing methodological as well as conceptual gaps in prior media 
multitasking research. The overall aim has been to develop a conceptual framework for 
understanding digital distraction by exploring changing media behavior and perceived 
disruptive media multitasking among diginatives. Let us return to the central research 
questions for a short overview on key findings. 

How has the media behavior of diginatives changed between 2013 and 2019? 

This question was part of the initial research plan and has guided the empirical data 
collection and analysis process throughout the entire study. Prior studies have 
recognized several media-related behavioral changes among the diginative 
generation in the past decade. This longitudinal media diary study highlights four 
specific emerging trends identified in the diginative informants’ media behavior: 1) 
increasingly mediated and mixed everyday activities, 2) increasingly fragmented 
media routines, 3) increasing self-perceived media addiction, and 4) increasing 
engagement in disruptive media multitasking. These trends have been explored 
further in the dissertation by introducing the key theoretical concepts of materiality, 
routines, addiction and media multitasking. While many other trends also were 
identified in the Grounded Theory-inspired analysis process, the four key emerging 
trends were chosen because they clearly “stood out” in one way or another. 
Specifically, the emerging and paradoxical trend of increasing media multitasking 
seemed interesting due to the concurrent escalation of research on this particular 
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phenomenon; which is why media multitasking was chosen as the core concept to 
be explored further. 

How do diginatives describe and relate to their own media multitasking activities? 

The second question was introduced in conjunction with the decision to focus on 
media multitasking as the core concept. The reflective narratives in the media diaries 
describe a large portion of the informants’ everyday media multitasking as 1) 
unintentional (e.g. impulsive, habitual and addictive), 2) technology induced (e.g. 
triggered by mobile notifications or the mere presence of mobile devices), and 3) 
contextually embedded (e.g. triggered by non-technological external elements or 
contexts, also highly affected by special occasions and social situations). 

A key empirical finding is that unconsciously performed media multitasking 
activities are perceived as notably disruptive, whereas intentional activities are 
perceived as less problematic. The aggregated theoretical dimension of disruptive 
media multitasking was introduced to make a distinction between media multitasking 
activities that are perceived as disruptive by the informants, and media multitasking 
activities that are not. The study shows that the same activity can be perceived as 
disruptive in certain contexts, and as a welcomed distraction in others. This suggests 
that focus needs to be shifted towards the experience and the perception of the activity, 
rather than the activity itself, to further explore the phenomenon of everyday media 
multitasking. 

Four different profiles were identified, illustrating different ways the informants 
experience and relate to their own media multitasking activities. The Good and The 
Proud profiles indicate a positive, conscious and moderate relation to everyday media 
multitasking, whereas The Bad and The Ugly profiles indicate a negative, disruptive 
and uncontrolled relation. An individual’s relation can change over time in 
accordance with internal as well as external factors and, thus, move between these 
profiles. In this study, The Bad and The Ugly profiles clearly exceeded the more 
positive and controlled ways of relating to media multitasking. This led to further 
questions in terms of why diginatives keep engaging in disruptive media multitasking, 
and how they can develop strategies to cope better with perceived problematic media 
behavior. 

Why do diginatives frequently engage in disruptive media multitasking? 

This research question was included parallel to the recognition of the theoretical 
dimension of disruptive media multitasking. The question is rooted the theoretical 
framework related to media multitasking predictors, and the central question within 
this research area: “why do people engage in media multitasking?”. However, the 
scope of the question is expanded to include the repetitive nature of everyday media 
multitasking. Furthermore, the question highlights the paradox in frequently 
engaging in activities that are perceived as disruptive and problematic. Inspiration 
was drawn from the literature review to find and explore a new and cross-
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disciplinary conceptual perspective on disruptive media multitasking and its 
predictors, much needed to advance our understanding of this phenomenon. 

Rooted in the extensive and continuous empirical data analysis process, and the 
identified emerging trends, theoretical concepts and aggregated theoretical 
dimension, the second aggregated theoretical dimension of digital distraction was 
introduced as a means to capture a more focused perspective related to everyday 
media multitasking activities that are perceived as disruptive and problematic. The 
Activity Theory approach served as inspiration for the development of a conceptual 
framework, embracing different individual, technological as well as contextual 
dimensions that affect the propensity for engaging in disruptive everyday media 
multitasking activities and subsequent digital distraction.  

Some of the recognized dimensions in Dimensions of Digital Distraction 
framework (as depicted in Figure 9, p. 161), have been thoroughly addressed in prior 
research on media multitasking predictors, e.g. individual cognitive motivations 
and technology-induced distractions. The findings in study largely support prior 
findings and theories related to these dimensions, and suggest that, for example, 
certain personality traits and the availability and presence of mobile devices and 
digital services can be recognized as predictors of media multitasking. However, 
other dimensions have generally been neglected in prior research even though these 
emerged as essential in this study, e.g. the contextual dimensions. Social situations 
in particular were found to have a notable impact in the informants’ propensity to 
engage in media multitasking. Some situations automatically triggered the impulse 
to take out the mobile phone and start multitasking, whereas, others had a 
completely opposite effect. 

How can diginatives develop strategies to cope with everyday digital distraction? 

This question served as inspiration for developing the conceptual framework and 
introducing the concept of digital metacognition. The empirical study highlights the 
importance of a relationship with media multitasking characterized by awareness, 
moderation and a proactiveness of a certain degree (in accordance with The Good 
profile). The Dimensions of Digital Distraction framework does not describe the 
actual process of digital distraction but highlights a few key dimensions that may affect 
the process in different ways. The framework can be used from an individual’s 
perspective, mapping out dimensions, and characteristics or cues within the 
dimensions that may trigger or hinder disruptive media multitasking activities. This 
helps the individual increase awareness of different contributing factors as to why he 
or she engages in digital distraction.  

The identified dimensions capture the essence of the concept of digital 
metacognition. This concept highlights the following elements as key components in 
coping with everyday digital distraction: 1) awareness of one’s own media behavior 
(conscious as well as unconscious), 2) understanding and awareness of disruptive 
media multitasking activities (predictors, patterns and effects), and 3) awareness of 
different strategies for coping with digital distraction and what strategies are most 
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useful in different contexts and situations (contextual sensibility). An increased level 
of digital metacognition can serve as a critical step towards new and efficient strategies 
for coping with everyday digital distraction. Therefore, digital metacognition is 
something that would need to be introduced and adopted as a natural part of 
diginative’s everyday lives. The academic context is essential in encouraging 
diginatives to become aware of the importance of digital metacognition. However, the 
same awareness and regulation strategies are needed among people of all ages today. 
Thus, digital metacognition should be introduced in educational contexts at a much 
earlier age, preferably at primary and secondary educational levels. In the next 
sections, the implications of these findings are reflected upon from a few central 
perspectives. 

 

8.1.  Digital distraction: A generational issue? 
The question of generations has been a central feature in this study. While I stated 
earlier that age is not considered an important factor in the study, and that no 
comparative efforts between generations will be made, I later realized that age does 
matter. The empirical study showed no differences between age groups in terms of 
behavioral patterns or relations to media multitasking. However, this seems quite 
logical, as most of the informants were about the same age. Nevertheless, when 
comparing diginatives with other generations (defined by chronological age), age 
certainly becomes relevant. For example, recent studies have found that the 
contemporary media landscape and the constant presence of technology in young 
children’s lives, coupled with critical cognitive developmental stages, has affected 
their brains structures (e.g. Armstrong 2019), and led to critical problems related to 
attention spans and capabilities (e.g. Baumgartner and Sumter 2017; Baumgartner et 
al. 2018). According to the prevailing norms of older generations, this development 
is highly alarming. However, this may actually indicate that these youngsters will be 
better prepared for dealing with digital distraction later in life. 

As regards to older generations (born before 1990), they are rapidly closing in on 
younger generations in terms of adopting mobile technology as part of everyday 
activities (e.g. Rowlands et al. 2008). Their brains may not be affected in the same 
way as children’s brains. However, the effects of media multitasking are just as 
disruptive for older generations, if not even more so. While older generations, in 
general, are better at focusing on one task at the time (e.g. Segijn et al. 2017), they 
may be slower in recovering from distractions. Thus, the consequences of everyday 
digital distraction may actually be greater among older generations in terms of the 
time it takes to regain momentum and recover from disruption in, for example, 
work-related tasks. 

The diginative generation has not grown up in a world immersed with mobile 
technology in the same way as younger children. They also have no recollection of 
a time without the Internet in the same way that older generations have. This “in 
between” generation is still very interesting to study as they have grown up parallel 
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to the expansion of the Internet and have experienced the introduction and growth 
of social media. They are quick to adopt new mobile technology and digital services; 
however, they are also highly susceptible to subsequent negative consequences as 
they lack appropriate skills and strategies to cope with the distractive effects of new 
technology. These young adults are currently found in universities or in the early 
stages of their careers and will be the “consumers of tomorrow”. They are in the 
forefront of the ongoing media behavioral changes, and the rest of us are following 
in their footsteps. For this reason, it is safe to assume that by studying the media 
behavior of diginatives and their relation to digital distraction, insight can be gained 
concerning other generations, also. 

 

8.1.1. A new generation of digital awareness 
The present media diary study indicates that diginatives, in general, lack suitable tools 
and strategies for coping with digital distraction. This could be one explanation for 
why The Bad and The Ugly profiles are more prominent than The Good and The 
Proud. The irony is that, most often, the applications or functions that record or 
control screen times, found on the smartphone is used for regulating media use. Thus, 
the same device, which is singled out as one major contributing factor for increased 
digital distraction, is also used to regulate digital distraction. While this may be helpful 
to a certain degree, non-technological strategies are also needed. A moderate and 
controlled relationship with media multitasking and digital distraction as illustrated 
by The Good profile, i.e. proactive by nature and does not necessarily stem from a 
serious “wake-up call”, as with The Proud, is desired and needed. This requires a new 
generation of digital awareness (not tied to age in any way) which features increased 
levels of digital metacognition.  

As the emergence of The Proud profile in recent years illustrates, there is also a 
current general trend towards a subculture characterized by deliberate technological 
non-use that needs to be acknowledged (see e.g. Thorén et al. 2019). While such non-
users and “hipsters” taking an active stance against the use of digital technology may 
have traditionally been excluded from media consumption studies (ibid.), they in fact, 
become highly interesting here. In the media diary study, there is only a few 
informants that could be categorized as “non-users” or “non-multitaskers”, but they 
showcase a high degree of digital awareness and metacognition in their reflective 
narratives. They have developed viable strategies for regulating and coping with 
excessive everyday media use and multitasking (either proactively or as a consequence 
of an experienced “wake-up call”) and describe these strategies in detail in their 
diaries. They even noticed that they could probably teach their friends a thing or two; 
the problem seems to be that their friends are not really inclined to listen to their 
experiences. 

This highlights the fact that diginatives, in general, must become more aware of 
their own behavior and what dimensions and cues trigger them in what way. Digital 
metacognition should be introduced and adopted at an early age, and need to be 
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reinforced on all levels of education, to avoid stress and other symptoms caused by 
excessive media use in later years, and to counteract the above-mentioned 
unwillingness to acknowledge and deal with what is experienced as problematic media 
behavior. In particular, the concept of contextual sensibility needs to be emphasized 
as an essential part of the new generation of digital awareness. This highlights the 
importance of understanding and being able to adapt coping strategies according to 
the preconditions of different contexts and situations. 

 

8.1.2. A new generation of learning environments 
Among many others, Uncapher et al. (2017), suggest that gaining more knowledge 
about media multitasking as part of 21st-century learning environments is an urgent 
matter. Different learning environments have become natural commonplaces for 
media multitasking, and digital distraction has become an inevitable part of diginative 
university students’ everyday lives. Most interventions taken to regulate digital 
distraction in the academic context include, for example, forbidding mobile 
technology from the classroom. However, this is not a viable long-term solution, as 
technology can also bring invaluable benefits to the learning process. Not all 
disruptions are bad; these can offer opportunities for implicit learning (e.g. Edwards 
and Shin 2017), and have a positive effect on, for example, a creative process or give a 
boost to a writing process. Still, creativity does not come from a screen. A balance 
between technology and non-technology elements are needed in the new generation 
of learning environments. In order to find balance, digital distraction needs to be 
managed in the learning environment, by the learner, by the teacher, by fellow 
students, etc.; thus, digital metacognition becomes indispensable. While the 
importance of increased awareness and digital metacognition is highlighted here in 
the academic setting, as noted, this should also be introduced and established at earlier 
educational levels. 

The next generation of learning environments also needs to tap into the yet 
unexplored potential of integrating everyday digital tools, such as social media, as part 
of enriched learning experiences (in accordance with e.g. Saykili 2019). Within the 
academic context thus far, focus has been primarily placed on embracing new 
technologies as part of learning processes and on digital literacy skills. I believe a shift 
is needed towards greater focus on digital metacognition. Students do not necessarily 
need to learn how to use more technology; they need to learn how to manage digital 
distraction. Focus needs to be shifted from restricting technological devices to 
supporting students in becoming aware of and coping with their everyday media use. 
Perhaps we also need to take a closer look at “the bigger picture” and the established 
structures. For example, if students manage to outperform themselves using mobile 
technology as an integrated part of their learning process, should we prohibit this? I 
believe we need to reconsider the role of media in the new generation of learning 
environments. A learning process including a certain degree of media multitasking 
may take slightly longer than without similar involvement of mobile devices. 
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However, perhaps it is the timeframe, and not the devices, that constitutes the 
problem. Perhaps we need to be more flexible with deadlines. We may even need to 
reconsider the very concept of a priori determined study periods. 

Rice, Hagen and Zamanzadeh (2018), introduce the concept of Media Mastery as 
a means to understand, cope with and use multiple and paradoxical media in new 
learning environments. This is defined as “the choices (conscious or unconscious), 
habits, and patterns people develop in their lives regarding the use of media, based on 
their own and their social groups’ values and attitudes toward media, as well as on the 
characteristics of media” (Rice et al. 2018, p. 1230). This concept captures the essence 
of digital metacognition as defined and explored in this dissertation. However, it also 
includes the dimension of time and attention management. Time management has 
been raised as a critical skill in many studies on media multitasking and digital 
distraction in the academic context. However, in the present-day attention society, it 
is all about attention (Gillberg, 2014). Thus, attention management skills are growing 
more and more important, i.e. students need to learn to take control over and manage 
their limited attentional capacities. Alongside digital metacognition, a certain level of 
meta-attention is needed (see e.g. Wu 2015; Wu and Cheng 2019). Modern technology 
has us hooked and we need to un-hook ourselves and regain one of our most valuable 
assets, our ability to focus on what we want, when we want and for however long we 
want (Salzberger 2019). 

 

8.1.3. A new generation of consumption and marketing 
Diginatives are constantly connected, constantly available and are constantly looking 
for entertainment. They are also restless and impatient and never really bored. As 
consumers, they are always reachable through digital channels, but at the same time, 
their fragmented behavioral patterns become more and more difficult to predict. 
What is more, other generations (defined by age) are continuously following in their 
footsteps. What does this really mean from a marketing perspective? The fact that 
media multitasking has become a natural part of everyday life has numerous 
implications for advertising and marketing research and poses an array of new 
opportunities, and challenges, for marketing practitioners (e.g. Duff and Segijn 2019). 
Again, it is all about attention, and in the hectic media landscape, catching the 
attention of consumers, especially young consumers, has become increasingly 
challenging (ibid.). 

The traditional view on consumers’ information processing and buying behavior 
as a sequential process can be forgotten (see e.g. Bardhi, Rohm, and Sultan 2010). 
Online consumption and buying decisions become more complex and cognitively 
challenging in line with technological advancement and changing media behavior 
(ibid.). Understanding the environmental constraint of advertising clutter and 
competitive interference becomes crucial for understanding the current non-linear 
preconditions for media behavior and consumer decision processes (e.g. Angell et al. 
2016). Traditional models and theories on advertising exposure, focused attention, 
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memory and recall need to be revisited and reconsidered (e.g. Duff and Segijn 2019). 
Ads need to be viewed as an integrated part of the current media and attention 
landscape; a deeper understanding of audiences, activities, technological solutions, 
contexts, as well as the everyday interactions and intertwinement between these, is 
needed (ibid.). 

Interestingly, these types of discussions and perspectives also arose during the 
marketing courses in which the media diary study has been conducted, as part of the 
subsequent sense-making process related to the diary task. Many bright ideas on new 
and more integrated marketing strategies have been developed and discussed, and the 
challenges for marketing in the volatile media landscape have been identified and 
explored. Some informants also included reflections on these types of challenges in 
their diaries: 

 
I notice that the digital services I use have become fewer and that a large portion of 
the apps I used to use have been deleted. This must be really challenging for those 
that produce media or marketing services. The challenge is to get everything “under 
the same roof”. What I mean is, for example, that I used to have my music stored in 
different places, now Spotify accounts for at least 90 % of what I listen to. The same 
is happening with movies; Netflix is a very convenient service. Marketers need to 
adapt to these kinds of new and concentrated entertainment services. (Jon, 22, 2016) 
 

An increasingly impulsive and restless generation of consumers who are frequently 
reachable via several different media channels can be a real goldmine from a 
marketing point of view. However, increased awareness of, and insights into, the 
fragmented media habits of these consumers is needed in order to “break through” 
and capture their disjointed and limited attention. The identified dimensions of digital 
distraction in the proposed framework can be of great help for marketing scholars as 
well as practitioners trying to understand this new generation of consumption. Future 
marketing strategies will need to move beyond cross- or multichannel approaches, 
and instead be designed to tap into several different dimensions of the consumer’s 
everyday media behavior. 

 

8.1.4. A new generation of media behavior 
As suggested before, we are currently experiencing the emergence of a new media 
behavior. The current “new” media behavior is characterized by certain behavioral 
traits such as a preference for “quick fixes” and media multitasking. While many such 
“new” characteristics and media behavioral trends have emerged in the past decades, 
in line with the current technological development, I believe our media behavior will 
continue to evolve. In particular, technological solutions and services linked to IoT, 
AI, VR, AR, etc. will lead to increasingly blurred lines. Defining “media” is already 
difficult which can be seen in the media diaries. In the past seven years, the informants’ 
preconceptions of media have changed from including traditional forms of media 
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alongside mobile media to primarily include nearly nothing more than mobile media. 
Today, if it cannot be found on a screen, according to the informants, it is not 
considered part of the concept of media. However, seven years from now, the situation 
will undoubtedly be just as different as it was seven years ago. Along with the rapid 
development trends in mobile media, I doubt it will become easier to define where 
media starts and where it ends, as well as when we are using media or not. 

The boundary between online and offline and digital and analogue has already 
become blurred to the degree that such dichotomies seem redundant (e.g. Thorén et 
al. 2019). In line with the development of a new generation of media and media 
behavior, the very concept of media multitasking will probably also become 
redundant. For this reason, we need to shift our focus towards concepts such as digital 
distraction, to describe embodied experiences and disruptive interactions with some 
form of technology. Although the concept of media grows more complex, the 
distractive nature of the “new media” is likely to prevail. The proposed framework 
may be a useful tool in understanding factors that affect digital distraction in the future 
also. However, the dimensions identified in the framework presented in this 
dissertation reflects the current situation; in the future, some of these “old” 
dimensions may need to be replaced by new and more relevant dimensions. 

 

8.2.  Theoretical contributions 
Researchers within social sciences seem to agree that previously accepted 
propositions, models and ways of thinking need to be challenged and revised. This is 
especially the case within research disciplines that are heavily affected by 
contemporary technological development and societal changes. While some 
fundamental models and theories are still relevant today, they often fail to embrace an 
increased need for a more holistic perspective, stepping away from one specific theory, 
model or proposition and opting for wider and more general frameworks instead (e.g. 
Swedberg 2012). Van der Schuur et al. (2015) and Janssen et al. (2015) suggest that a 
more holistic view and new cross-disciplinary theoretical frameworks are required to 
enhance the cohesion and conceptualization in media multitasking research. Focus 
should lie on media multitasking in the everyday context, stepping away from the 
traditional cognitive stronghold within the field (see e.g. Aagaard 2019). 

The conceptual framework developed in this dissertation combines the three waves 
of media multitasking research, following the logic of the development within the HCI 
field as presented by Jensen and Aagard (2018). The framework combines different 
research fields and disciplines in its different dimensions. For example, the Individual 
dimensions draw on research primarily within cognitive psychology, the Technology 
dimensions are more closely related to disciplines such as HCI and IS, and the 
Contextual dimensions are inspired by a sociological perspective. The framework 
contributes to each of these research fields and disciplines, offering a widened cross-
disciplinary understanding of why diginatives in general engage in everyday digital 
distraction, and numerous new insights and entry points for further testing and 
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exploration. For example, the Unconscious dimension must be explored further 
within cognitive psychology to complement the traditional stronghold within the 
Conscious dimension. Within HCI and IS, the Embodied dimension must be explored 
further, tapping into the next development stages of mobile devices, wearables, IoT, 
VR, AI, etc. Overall, this cross-disciplinary approach suggests that we should not 
completely overlook the first wave of primarily cognitive (laboratory and 
experimentally based) research, even though we are moving media multitasking 
research into the everyday context. While this extensive stream of cognitive research 
is insufficient in explaining the paradoxical growing trend of media multitasking and 
digital distraction in the complex everyday context, future studies and 
conceptualization efforts (within the second and third wave) should aim at 
complementing rather than discharging this first and imperative research wave. 

The proposed framework is an initial attempt to combine different dimensions of 
digital distraction and may well serve as inspiration for further studies and 
conceptualization efforts to help advance our knowledge on digital distraction from a 
theoretical perspective. The concept of digital dimension is introduced as a means to 
avoid traditional distinctions between media multitasking and interruption-related 
concepts that have contributed to the current dispersion of the entire field. The 
framework expands the scope beyond one or two specific dimensions to embrace a 
more holistic and cross-disciplinary view of the phenomenon. The framework can be 
used as an analytical tool for understanding digital distraction from different 
perspectives and offer many new entry points to be further studied and explored on 
many different levels. 

In line with the overall aim of the study, the framework is discussed here primarily 
from the perspective of media multitasking and digital distraction on a quite general 
level. However, as media, media multitasking and digital distraction have become 
integrated parts of research within a multitude of disciplines, the framework also 
becomes relevant within areas such as education studies and marketing and 
advertising studies. While inspiration for the framework is drawn from Activity 
Theory, the proposed framework does not necessarily contribute to advancing that 
particular theoretical field, at least not from the traditional AT point of view. However, 
this study does address the central notion of intentionality in mediated activities, 
which is a perspective that needs to be explored further within the AT tradition in line 
with recent development of mobile technology and media solutions. 

 

8.3.  Methodological contributions and limitations 
Not only do we need to rethink traditional theoretical perspectives, but also traditional 
research methods, to capture the quickly evolving patterns of media consumption 
(Lindgren 2017). This is especially the case within media multitasking research where 
traditional experiential dual-task methodology fails to provide a deeper 
understanding of media multitasking in an everyday context (Benbunan-Fich, Adler, 
and Mavlanova 2011; Ralph et al. 2014; van der Schuur et al. 2015; Segijn et al. 2017). 
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This study offers a novel, to this date unique, methodological approach. First, the 
longitudinal scope offers valuable insight into changing media behavior and emerging 
trends among young adults between 2013 and 2019. Second, the exploratory 
pragmatic approach inspired by Grounded Theory and the framework proposed by 
Gioia et al. (2013), as well as the chosen media diary method, offer unprecedented 
opportunities to explore everyday media [multitasking] activities and digital 
distraction through media users’ own recollections and perceived experiences, 
without proposing any predetermined definitions or alternatives. This 
methodological approach complements prior empirical studies with the perspective 
of self-perceived experiences. It is a perspective that is seldom explored in media 
multitasking, but highly relevant due to the discrepancies between the experienced 
and the reported or narrated realities. This study highlights the importance of 
addressing the perceived experience of a media multitasking activity, rather than the 
physical activity itself or the cognitive processing of the activity. 

The vast set of empirical data in the study offers a wide enough basis for the 
Grounded Theory inspired analysis, and reduces potential biases as a consequence of, 
for example, the informants’ definition of media and level of motivation which could 
have affected the findings more prominently with a smaller sample. However, the vast 
set of reflective narratives also posed some challenges in balancing between qualitative 
and quantitative measures. While I strived for a purely qualitative analysis, I do 
acknowledge the fact that some quantitative measures in terms of growth expressed 
in percentage, and expressions such as “most of the informants” have been used in the 
dissertation to illustrate some interesting empirical findings. Some may suggest that 
this indicates a mixed method logic (including both quantitative and qualitative 
measures). I would like to argue the that this is still a qualitative study featuring a few 
minor quantitative elements stemming from the rich set of empirical data. In general, 
qualitative research within the field of media multitasking research has been scarce. 
Combining qualitative research methodologies with the more traditional, quantitative 
approaches would benefit the field. 

At the same time as this research approach offers many new and much needed 
opportunities to advance the field of media multitasking research, some key 
limitations need to be recognized. One methodological limitation is the iterative and 
messy research design, influenced and adjusted not only by new empirical insights (as 
suggested by the GT perspective), but also by several external factors and practicalities 
along the way. Also, acknowledging self-perceived and narrated experiences was 
mentioned as a strength of the study earlier; but this is also one of the significant 
weaknesses of the chosen methodological approach. Relying solely on this perspective 
for the primary data analysis may constitute a certain bias in the reported empirical 
findings. No generalizations can be made towards actual media behavior of diginatives 
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due to the decision to focus only on the reflective narratives in the media diaries.38 The 
diary method would need to be combined with other methods for capturing “life as it 
is lived” to gain a more reliable picture of diginatives’ actual media use in future 
studies.39 

 

8.4.  Suggestions for future research 
An ongoing phenomenon such as the one studied in this dissertation offers a 
multitude of opportunities for exploration. A continuation of this longitudinal media 
diary study is already planned.40 Related to the diaries, several concepts that emerged 
in the data analysis process have been left out of the dissertation in order to limit the 
scope of the study into a manageable amount of work and pages. For example, 
emerging trends and theoretical concepts related to social media use, general media 
consumption patterns, sociability, and emotions will be subject to further exploration 
after the completion of this dissertation. The regular reports/loggings of media 
consumption in the diaries will also be further analyzed applying a quantitative or 
mixed method logic for the analysis. Furthermore, the data collected  

In addition to these already planned research activities, other suggestions for future 
research on a more general level pertain to developing the diary methodology by 
integrating elements of quantitative data collection or tracking functions in mobile 
devices to capture and explore the difference between actual and narrated media use. 
The picture dimension of the diary could also be developed and further explored, as 
pictures offer an interesting take on exploring young adults’ everyday lives and media 
use. The format of the diary could also be altered to embrace, for example, video or 
audio material, or activities and posts in social media. 

Furthermore, conducting similar diary studies among other generations (both 
younger and older age groups) would be an interesting basis for a comparative 
research design. As noted, chronological (and why not biological age) becomes an 
interesting factor to explore in relation to media multitasking and digital distraction. 
Most research within the field is, and has been, conducted among children, youngsters 
and young adults, but as older generations quickly adopt similar media behavioral 
patterns, these become a particularly interesting context on which to focus. 

 

 

 

 
38 Even though a few such suggestions admittedly may have “slipped through” in the text. 
39 Additional strengths and limitations are discussed in chapter 3. 
40 A new round of media diary collection was executed in early 2020. A continued data collection strategy 
is planned for at least three more years to cover ten years of development in young adults’ media behavior. 
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The identified profiles (The Proud, The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly) could be 
further developed into a strategic tool for measuring individuals’ perceived relation to 
media multitasking. The tool could serve as a scale for determining and identifying 
when one’s media multitasking is perceived as problematic and when actions need to 
be taken to regain control. This tool can be combined with the conceptual framework 
for further exploring and understanding what cues or situations trigger perceived 
problematic media behavior. 

In general, the proposed conceptual framework also offers many interesting 
possibilities and entry points for future research. Each dimension, and subdimension, 
could be further explored separately within the respective research field, or in different 
constellations from a cross-disciplinary perspective. Especially the dimensions not 
addressed within the context of everyday media multitasking must be explored 
further. Similarly, the initial attempt to define and address the concept of digital 
metacognition as part of developing new coping strategies, and as an integrated part 
of different educational stages, needs to be further explored. 

 

8.5.  Final observation: We need to change! 

“The Times They Are A-Changin’. Don’t criticize what you can’t 
understand.” (Bob Dylan, 1964) 

The world is changing. The observations and findings in this dissertation indicate that 
drastic changes are needed to cope with the new and volatile media landscape. However, 
most of us lack appropriate tools for doing it. Many modern individuals perceive their 
own media behavior as problematic, and they want to change. Some would really need 
to change. Many are trying to change. Some succeed while others don’t. The bottom line 
is that change is needed, but change is scary. Change means stepping into the unknown 
and uncomfortable. Change means having to do something differently. Change is tough 
and requires determination and willpower.  

However, pure willpower may not be enough. Think about the kid in the candy store 
trying to resist candy. How can we change our media behavior when media is 
everywhere? Change often requires more than we’re capable of ourselves. This whole 
project revolves around changed and continuously changing media behavior. The 
observed changes are not consequences of deliberate choices made by the studied 
diginatives. No, they are simply following a much larger societal change. At the same 
time, they are in the driver seat for continued change. We’re all following in their 
footsteps and while they are slowing down, other generations are currently starting to 
run to catch up. Is it really reasonable to expect diginatives or even younger children to 
change at the same time as we are adapting to their behavioral patterns? How can we 
expect our kids to manage their media behavior if we are glued to our screens 24/7? We 
really do need to change! But where do we start?  

All these changes are not easy to understand, but not understanding or not wanting 
to understand can be dangerous. This creates criticism, even fear for the unknown and 
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a subsequent division between those who do (or want to) understand, and those who 
don’t. This is nothing new, though. This is how it has always been. But what if change 
doesn’t have to be so dramatic and so scary? Maybe we can start small? Change requires 
understanding; understanding requires awareness. Maybe we can start there? Maybe a 
greater awareness and an openness towards the unknown is enough? I believe this can 
be the first step towards a brighter future.  
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APPENDIX 1. INSTRUCTIONS FOR MEDIA DIARY 2014 

 

Bäste mediedagboksskribent,  
 

Under vecka 12, dvs. 16-22 mars kommer du att skriva en elektronisk mediedagbok 
där du reflekterar över din mediekonsumtion. Dagboken är en del av 
marknadsförings-grundkursens projekt 4 (i samarbete med YLE). Både YLE och 
EDGE Research Group (http://blogs.abo.fi/edge) vill också gärna använda 
dagboken i sin forskning kring ungdomars mediekonsumtion. Dagboken hanteras 
anonymt i forskningen och inga namn, metrikelnummer eller andra 
personuppgifter ges ut. Vill du inte att din dagbok används i forskningsändamål så 
meddela om detta per mail till johanna.lindstrom@abo.fi. 

 

Ange följande bakgrundinformation i din dagbok: 

 
• Kön 
• Ålder 
• Var har du vuxit upp? 
• Hur ofta lyssnar du på radio? (Alla dagar? Varje vecka? Mer 
sällan? Aldrig) 
• Vilken radiokanal lyssnar du oftast på? Varför? 

 

Då du redogör för din medieanvändning, dela in ditt dygn i fyra delar: 

 
• MORGON (kl. 06.00 - 12.00) 
• DAG (kl. 12.00 - 18.00) 
• KVÄLL (kl. 18.00 - 24.00) 
• NATT (kl. 24.00 - 06.00) 

 

Observera och dokumentera följande saker: 

 
• VAD: Vad konsumerar du? Vad för slags innehåll är det i 
huvudsak du kollar? 
• HUR: Genom vilken medieplattform konsumerar du innehållet 
i fråga (tryckt form så som papperstidning, via dator, med mobilen, 
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tv, tablett/surfplatta osv.?) 
• NÄR & HUR LÄNGE: Tiden du tillbringar med mediet/ 
medierna uttryckt i minuter? Vilken tid eller när på dygnet? 
• VARFÖR: Orsaken till att du konsumerar mediet/medierna i 
fråga och orsaken till varför just med hjälp av den medieplattform 
som du valt att använda? 
• LÄGG SPECIELLT MÄRKE TILL vad du gör under din lediga 
”MIKROTID”, dvs. korta tidsintervall då du t.ex. väntar på bussen, 
väntar i kön, väntar på att en föreläsning ska börja osv. 

 

Tänk på: 

 

Hur definierar du media? Läsa böcker, dagstidningar och tidskrifter. Titta på tv. 
Lyssna på radio och lyssna på musik med t.ex. en mp3- eller skivspelare. Nyheter, 
social media, tv-program, spel, musik osv. via dator, mobiltelefon eller 
tablett/surfplatta. Spela spel med en spelkonsol eller annan apparat. Något annat 
som du tolkar som media? Din dagbok ska omfatta allt sådant som du definierar 
som media. 

 

Vi rekommenderar att du gör inlägg i dagboken fortlöpande under dagen, då allt 
ännu är i färskt minne (inte t.ex. endast på kvällen). Du får gärna också fritt 
reflektera över dina mediekonsumtionsmönster och andra tankar som väcks hos 
dig gällande din egen mediekonsumtion. Dessutom kan din dagbok innehålla en 
bild av den mest typiska/vanligaste mediekonsumtionssituation under morgon, 
dag, kväll och natt (totalt 4 bilder). 

 

Hur du lägger upp och strukturerar din dagbok avgör du själv, men vi vill helst att 
dagboken lämnas in som en word-fil. Dagboken fylls i under sju (7) hela dagar 16-
22 mars. Efter att du slutfört din dagbok skickar du in din filen via Moodle senast 
på måndag 23.3, kl. 12.00. 

 

Om du har frågor så kontakta Johanna (johanna.lindstrom@abo.fi)! TACK! 
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APPENDIX 2. INSTRUCTIONS FOR MEDIA DIARY 2017 
 
Bästa mediedagboksskribent!  
 
Under vecka 4, dvs. 20-26 januari kommer du att skriva en elektronisk 
mediedagbok där du följer med och reflekterar över din egen mediekonsumtion. 
Dagboken är en del av marknadsföring i praktiken-kursen.  
 
Forskare inom ämnet internationell marknadsföring vill gärna använda din dagbok 
i sin forskning kring ungdomars mediekonsumtion. Din mediedagbok är en del av 
fortlöpande datainsamling som startat 2011. Dagboken hanteras anonymt i 
forskningen och inga namn, matrikelnummer eller andra personuppgifter ges ut 
eller syns någonstans. Deltagande i forskningen är frivilligt. Om du inte vill att din 
dagbok används i forskningssyfte kan du meddela om detta per mail till anna-
greta.nystrom@abo.fi. 
 
 
 
Din dagbok ska innehålla följande delar: 
 

1. Bakgrundsinformation 
2. Redovisning av din medieanvändning 
3. Reflektioner över din medieanvändning 

 
 
1. BAKGRUNDSINFORMATION OBS! Uppge inte namn eller matrikelnummer i 
dagboken! 

 
• Kön 
• Ålder 

 
 
2. REDOVISNING AV DIN MEDIEANVÄNDNING 
 
Dela in ditt dygn i fyra delar: 
 

• MORGON (kl. 06.00 - 12.00) 
• DAG (kl. 12.00 - 18.00) 
• KVÄLL (kl. 18.00 - 24.00) 
• NATT (kl. 24.00 - 06.00) 
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Observera och dokumentera följande saker: 
 

• VAD: Vad konsumerar du? Vad för slags innehåll är det i 
huvudsak du kollar på? 
• HUR: Genom vilken medieplattform konsumerar du innehållet 
i fråga (tryckt form så som papperstidning, via dator/laptop, med 
mobilen, tv, tablett/surfplatta osv.?) 
• NÄR: Vilken tid eller när på dygnet konsumerar du media?  
• VAR: I vilka situationer? Hemma/på studieplatsen/på bussen/i 
bilen/på gymmet osv.?  
• HUR LÄNGE: Tiden du tillbringar med mediet/medierna 
uttryckt i minuter/timmar? 
• VARFÖR: Orsaken till att du konsumerar mediet/medierna i 
fråga och orsaken till varför just med hjälp av den medieplattform 
som du valt att använda? 
• LÄGG SPECIELLT MÄRKE TILL vad du gör under din lediga 
”MIKROTID”, dvs. korta tidsintervall då du t.ex. väntar på bussen 
eller någon vän, står i kö, väntar på att en föreläsning, ett TV-program 
eller sportträningen ska börja osv. 

 
 
Tänk också på: 
 
Hur definierar du media? Läsa böcker, dagstidningar och tidskrifter. Titta på tv. 
Lyssna på radio och lyssna på musik med t.ex. en mp3- eller skivspelare. Nyheter, 
social media, tv-program, spel, musik osv. via dator, mobiltelefon eller 
tablett/surfplatta. Spela spel med en spelkonsol eller annan apparat. Något annat? 
Din dagbok ska omfatta allt sådant som du själv definierar som media. 
 
Vi rekommenderar att du gör inlägg i dagboken fortlöpande under dagen, då allt 
ännu är i färskt minne (inte t.ex. endast på kvällen eller sista dagen av perioden, för 
då glöms mycket bort och dagboken ger inte en realistisk bild av din 
medieanvändning). Gör t.ex. anteckningar i din mobiltelefon och dokumentera 
gärna genom snapshots, bilder osv. 
 
Din dagbok får därmed mycket gärna innehålla bilder på typiska 
mediekonsumtionssituationer under morgon, dag, kväll och natt. 
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3. REFLEKTIONER ÖVER DIN MEDIEANVÄNDNING 
 
Reflektera fritt över din mediekonsumtion och tankar som väcks efter att du fört 
dagbok under en hel vecka. Överraskningar? Fördelar? Nackdelar? Finns det 
faktorer eller personer som påverkar din mediekonsumtion? Upprepar du samma 
saker vid samma tidpunkter eller ställen under dagen? Osv. 
 
Reflektera också över om du använder flera medier samtidigt (t.ex. tittar på TV 
och använder mobiltelefon samtidigt, scrollar sociala medier osv.), i vilka 
sammanhang och i vilket syfte. 
 
Lämna in din dagbok som Word-fil. Du kan använda mallen (se bilaga) eller 
strukturera din dagbok själv. Dagboken fylls i under sju (7) hela dagar, 20-26 
januari. Efter att du slutfört din dagbok skickar du in din fil via Moodle senast 
fredag 27.1 kl. 23.55. 
 
 
Bilaga 1. Mall för mediedagboken (frivillig) 
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1. BAKGRUNDSINFORMATION 
 

Jag är        år gammal. 
 
Jag är kvinna        man       annat      (ange med kryss X) 
 
  
2. REDOVISNING AV DIN MEDIEANVÄNDNING 
 
Dela in ditt dygn i fyra delar: 
 

• MORGON (kl. 06.00 - 12.00) 
• DAG (kl. 12.00 - 18.00) 
• KVÄLL (kl. 18.00 - 24.00) 
• NATT (kl. 24.00 - 06.00) 

 
Observera och dokumentera följande saker: 
 

• VAD: Vad konsumerar du? Vad för slags innehåll är det i 
huvudsak du kollar på? 
• HUR: Genom vilken medieplattform konsumerar du innehållet 
i fråga (tryckt form så som papperstidning, via dator/laptop, med 
mobilen, tv, tablett/surfplatta osv.?) 
• NÄR: Vilken tid eller när på dygnet konsumerar du media?  
• VAR: I vilka situationer? Hemma/på studieplatsen/på bussen/i 
bilen/på gymmet osv.?  
• HUR LÄNGE: Tiden du tillbringar med mediet/medierna 
uttryckt i minuter/timmar? 
• VARFÖR: Orsaken till att du konsumerar mediet/medierna i 
fråga och orsaken till varför just med hjälp av den medieplattform 
som du valt att använda? 
• LÄGG SPECIELLT MÄRKE TILL vad du gör under din lediga 
”MIKROTID”, dvs. korta tidsintervall då du t.ex. väntar på bussen 
eller någon vän, står i kö, väntar på att en föreläsning, ett TV-program 
eller sportträningen ska börja osv. 
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Fredag 20.1 Morgon Dag Kväll Natt 
Vad?     
Hur?     
När?     
Var?     
Hur länge?     
Varför?     
Anteckningar 
kring mikrotid 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

 
Bilder (20.1) 
Ange även datum och tidpunkt för när bilden är tagen och beskriv kort vad bilden 
symboliserar. 
 

 
Bilder (21.1) 
Ange även datum och tidpunkt för när bilden är tagen och beskriv kort vad bilden 
symboliserar. 
 
  

Lördag 21.1 Morgon Dag Kväll Natt 
Vad?     
Hur?     
När?     
Var?     
Hur länge?     
Varför?     
Anteckningar 
kring mikrotid 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 
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Bilder (22.1) 
Ange även datum och tidpunkt för när bilden är tagen och beskriv kort vad bilden 
symboliserar. 
 

 
Bilder (23.1) 
Ange även datum och tidpunkt för när bilden är tagen och beskriv kort vad bilden 
symboliserar. 
 
  

Söndag 22.1 Morgon Dag Kväll Natt 
Vad?     
Hur?     
När?     
Var?     
Hur länge?     
Varför?     
Anteckningar 
kring mikrotid 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Måndag 23.1 Morgon Dag Kväll Natt 
Vad?     
Hur?     
När?     
Var?     
Hur länge?     
Varför?     
Anteckningar 
kring mikrotid 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 
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Bilder (24.1) 
Ange även datum och tidpunkt för när bilden är tagen och beskriv kort vad bilden 
symboliserar. 
 

 
Bilder (25.1) 
Ange även datum och tidpunkt för när bilden är tagen och beskriv kort vad bilden 
symboliserar. 
 
  

Tisdag 24.1 Morgon Dag Kväll Natt 
Vad?     
Hur?     
När?     
Var?     
Hur länge?     
Varför?     
Anteckningar 
kring mikrotid 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Onsdag 25.1 Morgon Dag Kväll Natt 
Vad?     
Hur?     
När?     
Var?     
Hur länge?     
Varför?     
Anteckningar 
kring mikrotid 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 
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Bilder (26.2) 
Ange även datum och tidpunkt för när bilden är tagen och beskriv kort vad bilden 
symboliserar 
 
 
3. REFLEKTIONER ÖVER DIN MEDIEANVÄNDNING 
 
Reflektera över vad media är. 
 
Reflektera fritt över din mediekonsumtion och tankar som väcks efter att du fört 
dagbok under en hel vecka. Överraskningar? Fördelar? Nackdelar? Faktorer eller 
personer som påverkar din mediekonsumtion? Upprepar du samma saker vid 
samma tidpunkter eller ställen under dagen? Osv. 
 
Reflektera också över om du använder flera medier samtidigt (t.ex. tittar på TV 
och använder mobiltelefon samtidigt, scrollar sociala medier osv.), i vilka 
sammanhang och i vilket syfte. 
 
Längd: max 750 ord 
 

Torsdag 26.2 Morgon Dag Kväll Natt 
Vad?     
Hur?     
När?     
Var?     
Hur länge?     
Varför     
Anteckningar 
kring mikrotid 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 

    

Övriga 
anteckningar 
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