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Students’ Use of Mobile Technologies:
Motivational Factors
Hoda Baytiyeh, The American University of Beirut, Beirut, Lebanon

ABSTRACT

Mobile technologiesareall-pervasive in thecurrentdigitalgeneration,andcollegestudents rely
ontheirmobilephonestocommunicateonadailybasis.Inthemidstofthemyriadofapplications
availabletodownloadonthemobile,sometoolshavebecomemorewell-knownandmoreoften
adoptedthanothers.AnexampleofsuchatoolisWhatsApp,whichgainsanincreasing,widespread
numberofusersonadailybasis,particularlyintheMiddleEastregion.Thepresentstudyinvestigated
collegestudents’useofWhatsAppasacommunicationtool,andusedLebanonasacasestudy.A
qualitativeresearchdesignwasimplementedtounderstandtheperceptionsofcollegestudentsvis-à-vis
WhatsApp,andtoinvestigatethemotivationalfactorsbehindthepopularityofthiscommunication
tool.Theresultsrevealedfourthemes:simplicityfordiscussionandcoordination,cost-effectiveness,
immediacyandsenseofbelonging.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

Withtheadvancesofnewtechnologies,digitalcommunicationbetweencollegestudentshasbecome
popular, via the use of various tools, such as email, short message services (SMS), Facebook
groups,Twitterandinstantmessaging(IM)amongothers,andthismayinfluencelearning.Asone
ofthesetools,theuseofIMhasmadeimportantcontributionstothelearningprocess,encouraging
collaborative learning, active class participation and informal learning and communication. As
such,studentshavetheadvantagesofaskingquestionsduringthelearningprocessandparticipating
indiscussions.Althoughsomeresearchershaveperceivedthesetoolsasnon-academic,andhave
suggestedthatIMhasanegativeeffectonacademicwriting,othershavereportedthattheuseofIMas
acommunicationtoolforfacultyandstudentspromotespositiveoutcomes,suchasstudentlearning;
activelearning;informalcommunicationbetweenstudents;in-personinteractionbetweenstudents
andfacultythatisrelatedtocoursecontent;asenseofbelongingandcommunity;thebreakdown
ofteacher-studentsocialbarriers;andstudents’attentivenesstowards,andseriousconsiderationof,
assignments.

Overthepastdecade,severalstudieshaveinvestigatedthereasonsbehindtheadoptionofSMS
asamobiletechnologyamongteenagersinvariouscountriesinEurope(Finland,Norwayandthe
UK),JapanandtheUS,anddifferencesintextmessaginghabitsacrossteenagersinthesecountries
werenoticed(Church&de-Oliveira,2013).However,itwascommonlyfoundthatSMSisprimarily
generallyusedamongfriendsandpeersforchatting,planningandcoordination,aswellasforcarrying
outritualssuchastheexchangingofspecificmessagesasgifts.Themainreasonsfortheadoptionof
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SMSwererevealedascost,easeofuse,socialconnection,immediateresponsesandthesimplicity
ofthelanguageemployed,suchasabbreviations(Grinter&Eldridge,2003).

Anothermobiletechnologytool,WhatsAppIM,waslaunchedin2009,andisavailableonavariety
ofsmartphoneplatforms.WhatsAppMessengerisacross-platform,mobilemessagingapplication
thatenablesuserstoexchangemessages,phonecalls,images,videosandaudiousingthesamedata
planasforemailsandwebbrowsing(WhatsApp,2016).WhatsApphandled10billionmessagesper
dayinAugust2012,whichroseto27billiondailymessagesinJune2013,andusersshare700million
photosdaily(Olson,2013).AsofFebruary1,2016,1billionpeople,nearly1in7peopleonthe
planet,usedWhatsApp(WhatsApp,2016).Severaladvantageshavebeenidentifiedasbeingbehind
theadoptionofWhatsAppasamaincommunicationtool,ratherthanotherplatforms:itsimmediacy,
cost-effectiveness,thedesiretobeapartofatrendandconstantinteractionwithfriendsandfamily,
aswellastheabilitytosendanunlimitednumberofmessagesandtoconductconversationswith
manyfriendssimultaneously(Church&de-Oliveira,2013).

2. THE SPREAd oF SoCIAL MEdIA TooLS

Arecentstudythatinvolved6,093face-to-faceandtelephoneinterviewswithparticipantsaged18
andolderfromEgypt,Lebanon,Qatar,SaudiArabia,TunisiaandtheUnitedArabEmirates(UAE)
showedthatmobiletechnologieshavepervadedArabculture(Dennis,Martin,&Wood,2015).Itwas
shownthatalmost79%oftheparticipantsusedsocialmediaatleastonceaday,andnearly69%used
theInternetonadailybasis,tolearnofthelatestnewsandeventsfromfriendsandfamily.Inaddition,
FacebookandWhatsApphavebeenconsideredastheleadingsocialmediaplatformsintheMiddle
Eastregion,astheyareusedbymorethan3in4respondents(Dennis,Martin,&Wood,2015).It
hasbeenshownthatWhatsAppishighlypopularamongallagegroups,asithasbecomeubiquitous
intheUAE(usedby100%ofrespondents),Lebanon(97%),SaudiArabia(94%)andQatar(89%).

Amixedmethod(qualitativeandquantitative)studywasconductedbytheArabSocialMedia
InfluencersSummitin2015andrevealedthatWhatsAppisthemostsocialtoolusedafterFacebook
asshowninTable1(Arab-Summit,2015).Thestudyinvolvedasampleof7282activeusersofsocial
mediaaged15+yearswhocurrentlyuseatleastonesocialmediatoolonregularbasisaswellas
expertsinthefieldsofmediaandcommunications.ThestudywasconductedintheArabGulfcountries
(UnitedArabEmirates,KingdomofSaudiArabia,Kuwait,Bahrain,Qatar,OmanandYemen),the
LevantRegion(Lebanon,Syria,Palestine,JordanandIraq)andNorthAfrica(Egypt,Libya,Tunisia,
Algeria,MoroccoandSudan)witharound400participantspercountry.

InLebanonalone,twoleadingmobiletelecommunicationscompaniesofferWhatsAppservices.
ThefirstoftheseisTouch,whichofferstheWhatsAppBundle,providingsubscriberswith200MBto
sendandreceivemessages,pictures,videosandaudiofor$4permonth(Touch,2016).Thesecond
companyisAlpha,whichprovidessubscriberswith100MBofWhatsAppservicesfor$2permonth
(Alpha,2016).WhatsAppisafreeapplicationthatiseasytodownloadanduse.Itenablesusersto
createanunlimitednumberofgroupsandchatwithupto256peopleatonce,withtheflexibilityfor
useonavarietyofmobile-deviceplatforms.WhatsAppuserscansynchronouslyandasynchronously
exchangeanunlimitednumberoftextmessages,images,videosandaudiowiththeirsocialnetwork,
groupsandcontacts(WhatsApp,2016).

Irrespectiveoftheservicesofferedbycompanies,anyonewhohasanInternetconnectioncan
useWhatsApp.In2006,almost16.7%oftheglobalpopulationcouldaccesstheInternet,andthe
Internetpenetrationratehadalmostdoubled(34.3%)6yearslater.In2016,itwasestimatedthatthe
Internetwasavailableto50.1%oftheworld’spopulation(Internet_World_Statistics,2016),asshown
inTable2.TheInternetpenetrationratewasreportedtobe75.9%inLebanonand57.4%throughout
theMiddleEast(Internet_World_Statistics,2016).
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