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This paper examines how mobile messaging apps have changed the way that people micro-
coordinate. It is based on five focus groups of young adults in Singapore and Taiwan. Orig-
inally, microcoordination usually assumed dyadic interaction using either SMS or mobile
voice calls. Increasingly, mediated communication uses mobile messaging apps that allow
multisided interactions that facilitate task-based chat groups. Groups are easily formed but
can be difficult to manage. This paper advances our understanding of microcoordination
via the use of messaging apps. Specifically, it provides insights into the dual roles of instru-
mental and expressive interaction integral to the functioning of these messaging groups,
ambient-mediated sociation in the form of readily available communication partners in
groups, and the emergence of meme-based coordination.
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Perhaps the most fundamental function of the mobile phone is to make us individually
available to one another, thus facilitating coordination. Indeed, they afford us constant
and ubiquitous connectivity. We can call one another to just chat, or to arrange (or
rearrange) our plans. Until the rise of the smartphone and the mobile Internet, this
was mostly limited to dyadic interactions. We could call and text to one other person
at a time. Thus, we could microcoordinate (or hyper-coordinate; Ling & Yttri, 2002)
our interactions, but with only one person at a time. With the coming of smartphones
and messaging apps, it became possible to expand this horizon. We are able to quickly
construct groups of varying sizes to just chat or to coordinate specific tasks.

Mobile messaging apps like WhatsApp, WeChat, Viber, Telegram, Line, and
Snapchat are a rapidly growing part of the mobile ecosystem. As of early 2015,
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the 10 largest messaging apps had approximately 3 billion subscribers. The largest
service, WhatsApp, handled more than 7 trillion messages per year, a number that
is larger than the number of SMSs sent (The Economist, 2015). Looking at the
material from the United States, about a third of teens with phones use messaging
apps (Lenhart, 2015a). Like SMS, mobile messaging apps provide users with an inex-
pensive, flexible, and easy to use tool for communication and for coordinating their
daily interactions.

For each major city or even a country, there is a push by users to settle on one or at
best two mobile messaging apps. Once a critical mass of users forms around one app,
that becomes the de facto messaging platform in that area (Ling & Canright, 2013).
By using the particular app, we are, in a sense, signaling our embrace of our mediated
social sphere. This, however, is not simply a gesture of solidarity. Our friends and col-
leagues can demand it of us. Indeed, a particular mobile messaging app can become
structured into the flux of interactions since it is the venue where important infor-
mation from friends, a social group, or even clubs or sporting activities is diffused.
If we do not use the appropriate app, we become problematic for others since extra
effort is needed to include us in group activities (Ling, 2012). In this paper, we will
examine the use of mobile messaging apps and the way that users in Singapore and
Taiwan have adopted and used them. We will explore how they have changed the way
that people microcoordinate their social activities.

To foreground the findings of this work, the adoption and use of messaging apps
changes the dynamics of microcoordination. Earlier forms of microcoordination
were dyadic (calls, SMS). By contrast messaging apps are multisided forums. This
development brings several new issues of interest for communication scholars. First,
expressive interaction has a more central role in managing mediated group dynamics
when compared with the dyadic interaction of the earlier mobile communication
regime. Second, this form of interaction facilitates what we call ambient-mediated
sociation, namely that our social group, and not just individual communication part-
ners, are always available. Thus we can build and maintain awareness of the multiple
groups in which we are involved. This maneuvering in an ambient-mediated space
(between potentially available communication partners) lies in the delicate handling
of both technological features and social dynamics. Third, it facilitates what we call
meme-based coordination, that is, a digital propagation of cultural phenotypes. This
deepens our reliance on the groups to which we belong and, to some degree, reduces
the cognitive burden falling on individuals (e.g., to remember the date for an event)
in social coordination. Messaging apps are essential in this process because, as our
findings suggest, the sheer flow of group messages can be a way to manage our social
responsibilities. Finally, there is a whole set of issues that merits further examination
such as the effects of size, leadership, back-channels, task-focus, and formal versus
informal group definition on the effectiveness of chat groups. These issues have long
been the focus of small group research, usually in face-to-face groups. Our study
suggests the need to revisit related principles and concepts to understand how mobile
messaging apps provide a unique shape to emerging types of group interaction.
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Legacy of Microcoordination
The concepts of microcoordination and hyper-coordination were introduced by Ling

and Yttri (2002) based on work done in the late 1990s. Its original formulation sug-
gests that mobile telephony facilitates direct interpersonal communication, which in
turn allows for fine-grained instrumental coordination of everyday life. We can, for
example, call directly to one another to decide at which café to meet. The individual
addressability afforded by the mobile phone (Ling, 2008; Ling & Donner, 2009) allows
us this more nuanced interaction. “Real time” (Townsend, 2000) and personal com-
munication allows us an enhanced ability to orient ourselves in daily life and to man-
age our interdependencies in order to achieve quotidian goals (Malone & Crowston,
1990). The original formulation of microcoordination describes how people used the
mobile phone to work out everyday logistics, to “soften” schedules, and to iteratively
coordinate social interaction. It assumed dyadic interaction. In the original work,
microcoordination and hyper-coordination, which describes the expressive use of
mobile communication, were seen as largely separate, but slightly overlapping spheres.

The original specification of microcoordination examined instrumental commu-
nication in the context of intimate/primary, secondary, and remote interactions. This
was inspired by the work of Craig Calhoun and his analysis of communities without
propinquity (Calhoun, 1992, 1998). Calhoun drew on Webber (1963), who established
the idea that people do not need to be continually copresent to establish a community.
However, according to Calhoun, Webber did not fully develop the notion of com-
munity. Indeed, Calhoun’s essays are an effort to address that issue by developing a
taxonomy of interpersonal interaction that includes intimate/primary, secondary, and
remote interactions. In Calhoun’s words, a primary relationship must be directly inter-
personal and involve “the whole person” (Calhoun, 1987, p. 332); a realm in which he
felt that electronic communication would be “a useful supplement” (Calhoun, 1998,
p. 379). The second level, while less socially immersive, also involves a combination
of copresent interaction, but with people who are more socially removed. He sug-
gests that it is the tertiary interactions that are likely to come under the purview
of digitalization. In a dystopian vein, he suggests that digitalization will cut down
or eliminate intimate groups. In a more positive light, he suggests that it will affect
the more impersonal tertiary relationships, but not the primary or secondary ones.
Time has shown that mobile-based mediation takes place at all levels and it is the
personal nature of the mobile phone that has facilitated this. Indeed, the original
idea of microcoordination examines the bolstering of mediated interaction in the
intimate sphere.

Since its introduction, microcoordination has been used by a variety of scholars.
Licoppe (2004) discussed it in the context of connected presence, Rheingold (2002)
refers to it in his book on smart mobs, and Baym (2010) uses it in her book on
personal connections in the digital age. Ito (2001) cites microcoordination in her
analysis of Japanese youth, as does Dourish (2004) in his analysis of context. Micro-
coordination has been used when examining sexting (Vanden Abeele, Campbell,
Eggermont, & Roe, 2014) and in the quasihabitual use of mobile phones (Panek,
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Bayer, Cin, & Campbell, 2015). For more than a decade, the concept has been a part
of the scholarly landscape.

Going beyond academic analysis, microcoordination has become structured into
our everyday uses of mobile communication. Since the introduction of mobile com-
munication, we have indeed grown increasingly reliant on mobile devices to help
guide us through our daily tasks. Arrangements are made with the assumption that
our partners will be available to us via the mobile phone in order to work out the
specifics or to readjust the meet-up as needed. That is, use of the mobile phone is struc-
tured into the way that we work out our quotidian scheduling. The mobile phone is a
key device in this and it has progressively been seen as an obligatory part of our daily
“kit.” To forget our mobile phone means that we cannot fully participate in social life.

Dyadic versus Multiparty Coordination
The original conception of microcoordination did not encompass multiparty coordi-
nation. This limitation is not surprising as it was conceptualized before the diffusion
of smartphones and their capacity to facilitate multisided messaging. At that point,
there was largely only the ability to engage in one-on-one interactions via mobile voice
calls and SMS. Indeed, this type of interaction is still one of the most common forms
of mobile communication (Lenhart, 2015b).

The point-to-point nature of SMS and voice calls means that group coordi-
nation has to be carried out in a series of individual and isolated calls/texts. In a
hub-and-spoke type of communication, one person (the hub) can send the same
text to several others (the spokes). However, the recipients cannot see the responses
of the other recipients or even know who the other recipients are. The content of
previous interactions is not commonly available. The recipients of the message have
only access to the SMSs that they either send or receive. This leads to cumbersome
planning. If someone wanted to invite five others to a café, this meant five different,
nonoverlapping calls or SMS messages. If all were satisfied with the suggested timing
and the location of the event, then there was not a problem. However, if some people
wanted to adjust the time while others wanted to adjust the location, then the person
who initiated the event—that is, the hub—would be overwhelmed with a welter of
calls/SMSs that sought to work out the café visit. These considerations underscore
the limitations of these messaging systems.

The diffusion of smartphones and the mobile Internet has altered all this. The work
of Brown, McGregor, and McMillan (2014) shows that the smartphone is integrated
into the way that people organize transport, communication, and entertainment. It
is used in what Fortunati (2002) calls the “folds” of daily life as the locus of social
coordination and expressive interaction. Smartphone-based messaging apps have
replaced the earlier hub-and-spoke topography. Some are brand specific (e.g., iMes-
sage for Apple users) and others are available across mobile operating systems (e.g.,
WhatsApp, Line, WeChat, etc.). Further, some messaging apps can be used on smart-
phones, tablets, and PCs (e.g. Facebook Messenger and Google Hangouts). These
apps facilitate both dyadic and group interactions in one platform. They allow users
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easily to create chat groups where all the participants can see the entire thread of all
comments and responses. This has opened up the coordination process so that all
participants can respond directly to one another rather than having to go through
the person who had initiated the interaction.

Smartphone-based messaging apps also draw on the legacy of instant messaging
(IM). Like IM, messaging apps support “presence awareness” and visible alerting,
which enrich the near-synchronous interaction and information exchanges in
one-to-one, one-to-many, or many-to-many formats (Quan-Haase, Cothrel, & Well-
man, 2005). “Presence awareness,” or simply “presence,” allows users to indirectly
create and maintain a sense of connection to others; it also enables them to negotiate
availability or preparedness for interaction (Nardi, Whittaker, & Bradner, 2000).
Although it has lost its earlier position, IM was widely used in supporting informal
communication in different interpersonal, group, and organizational contexts, as well
as teamwork and coordination efforts related to formal communication (Starbird &
Palen, 2013). Compared with audible phone conversations, IM offered a venue for
relatively private (Handel & Herbsleb, 2002) and silent interactivity (Renneker &
Godwin, 2003).

In addition to the multisided dimensions of messaging apps, they often have
the ability to show the presence (Milewski & Smith, 2000) of other users, as well
as whether they have “seen” or read messages through the use of “read receipts.”
Church and de Oliveira (2013) find that this functionality is viewed both positively
and negatively. On the one hand, presence functionality alerts people to when others
are potentially available. On the negative side there is a privacy issue. Read receipts
can also play into the dynamics of the interaction, encouraging people to cultivate
an image of being responsive (Tyler & Tang, 2003). Indeed, Mai, Freudenthaler,
Schneider, and Vorderer (2015) note that the “seen” function of messaging apps
encourages people to answer more quickly than they otherwise might have.

As noted, there is the need to develop a critical mass of users before a tool is locally
functional (Ling & Canright, 2013). At the time of the focus groups in this study,
WhatsApp was the messaging app of choice in Singapore while it was Line and Face-
book Messenger in Taiwan. In other contexts, WeChat is used in China; SnapChat
is common in Norway. Indeed, when people move to another country they often
find that they must adopt a new system for local interactions while continuing to use
another app to maintain contact with friends back home. There is a “soft coercion”
to join the dominant messaging platform as seen in the comments of Alice, a woman
from Singapore, who noted:

… everyone just asks you what’s your WhatsApp, they will make a group, like club
committee, and like just with your friends, you can get WhatsApp with just a phone number.
So everyone has WhatsApp, and you have to communicate.

Those who do not have the messaging app pose a challenge for others since their
inclusion requires special effort (Ling, 2012). Thus, it facilitates group coordination to
push them toward using the locally accepted messaging app.
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There is previous research into a portion of this issue. The effect of smartphones
and their access to the Internet has been examined by Bertel (2013), who developed
the notion of flexible alignment. He notes that users can access information (as
opposed to communicating with other persons) regardless of time and place. This
means that they can look up locations and flexibly align themselves to events. Bertel
limited himself, however, to only individuals accessing information from cloud-based
services, not the interaction of social groups.

Managing the Social Dynamics of Group Coordination
The development of multiparty coordination brings with it a range of issues that the
interlocutors need to work out. Is there, for example, agreement as to whether the
group chat is a task-oriented forum or one that is more for phatic social interac-
tion? If it is goal-oriented, is there a formal role structure and formal membership
requirements, for example, a dues-paying member of the volleyball team? Indeed,
in some cases group chats are the communication channel for such quasiformal
groups. Are the dynamics of interaction shaped by the status or perhaps the charisma
of individuals, or by mutual nonhierarchal respect among the members? If there
are specific group goals, for example, organizing a weekend BBQ or reminding
team members of an upcoming competition, who can form and assign tasks,
reminders, etc.? Are the tasks seen as legitimate by other participants? Are there
free riders or people with more power? Is the group on-going (the volleyball team),
time-limited (the students in a class for a semester), or one-off (organizing a birthday
party)? What is the balance between instrumental and expressive interaction in
task-oriented groups?

The fact that group chats are often among people who have both copresent
and mediated interaction means that they can place one another into a common
contextual framework (Cramton, 2001). This helps to moderate some of these issues,
but it may also lead members to assume that the groups are based on consensus
when other social undercurrents may cause what Marwick and Boyd (2011) call
context collapse.

Another issue with group chats is that users may approach them using the social
tools appropriate for a small group while it is actually a medium-sized group with
several dozen members. In these cases, “off-topic” discussions and the development
of backchannel groups (McCarthy & Boyd, 2005) may be an issue. In addition, there
are issues of thematic decay because of the threading, or what Herring (1999) calls
disrupted turn adjacency. Messaging apps on small screens mean that it is taxing for
the reader to keep track of thematic threads.

This paper explores how new mobile messaging applications have changed the
way we coordinate activities; that is, how we manage interdependencies to achieve
goals (Malone & Crowston, 1990). It updates the idea of microcoordination (Ling &
Yttri, 2002) that was limited by the dyadic nature of communication allowed by earlier
mobile phones.
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Method

The material for this analysis came from five focus groups: three in Singapore and
two in Taiwan. Focus groups were chosen since they provide access to respondent-
initiated thematic issues and insight into their mechanics. Personal interviews and
ethnographies could also have been used, but focus groups encourage peer-generated
insight since the comments of one participant can trigger insights on other partici-
pants. Observations are another option, but this approach does not easily allow insight
into people’s discussion of the mechanics of use. Finally, questionnaires were not real-
istic given the inductive nature of the study.

Both Singapore and Taiwan are early adopters of smartphones as well as mobile
messaging apps. The adoption rate for smartphones is approximately 90% in Sin-
gapore and 73% in Taiwan. The participants were college students at universities
recruited from student pools in Singapore and Taiwan. All the respondents owned
a smartphone and all used messaging apps. In addition to being active in the use of
smartphones, this sociodemographic cohort is also familiar with mediated-facilitated
coordination. Hence, the analysis of these college student groups can inform under-
standing about microcoordination enabled through mobile messaging on a broad
scale.

In the Singapore groups, there were 20 females and 7 males. In Taiwan there were
10 of each. Interviewees were told that the focus groups would examine “smartphone
use.” They were not prompted that it would be a discussion on mobile coordination in
the recruitment. Participants received either class credit (Singapore) or a small cash
inducement (Taiwan). The Singapore focus groups were conducted in English. The
Taiwan groups were conducted in Mandarin and the transcripts were translated to
English for analysis.

The focus group protocol started with broad questions about how the participants
coordinated everyday life. Next, if it had not already come up, they were asked how
they used different tools (including digital devices) in their daily coordination. Then
followed a discussion about how to coordinate different types of activities, the use of
their smartphones to gather information when coordinating, and finally the use of
their devices for interacting/coordinating with services and with objects.

The focus groups were video recorded. The data were transcribed and the authors
started by independently reading the material and developing their own sense of the
broad, high-level concepts. Thematic elements were noted in short memos, letting
ideas emerge from the texts, and developing categories (Krueger & Casey, 2014).
While there was not an explicit test of intercoder reliability, there was broad agree-
ment with regard to the concepts that were found. The corpora were then entered into
a shared Google spreadsheet where the individually developed high-level concepts
were further indexed, developed, and refined (Meyer & Avery, 2009). In the Google
Sheets the original utterances were in one column and the codings of the different
coders were noted in the parallel columns. At the point of departure, we were inter-
ested in dyadic versus multiparty interaction, but the specific codes, for example,
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“WhatsApp threads,” “Leaving groups,” and “Presence,” arose organically from the
corpus. The sorting function of the spreadsheet facilitated this work. After two to
three readings of the transcripts in the Google Sheets, the utterances associated with
relevant codes were transferred to a document that formed the core of the findings
section below. This material was again reread and grouped, progressively sharpening
the focus of the concepts that arose. The names of the participants presented in the
findings were anonymized.

Findings

In the sections that follow we report on the findings. The four major sections include
(a) the central position of the smartphone and messaging apps in the lives of the
respondents; (b) the various dimensions of use, that is, the proliferation of groups,
the volume of messages, and the size of normal chat groups; (c) the specific use of
messaging groups for coordination; and (d) the challenges presented by the use of
messaging apps.

The Central Position of Mobile Messaging Apps
“I need my phone:” Coordination and mobile messaging
Messaging apps, such as WhatsApp, were seen as being synonymous with coordina-
tion, as seen in the response of Kwok, a man from Singapore. His comments came
at the beginning of the session when the topic was the general question of everyday
coordination, prior to any discussion of messaging apps and their role in coordination.

Interviewer: When we talk about coordination, what do you think of?

Kwok: WhatsApp.

Interviewer: What are the things in daily life that you use WhatsApp to coordinate?

Kwok: Wow! A lot of stuff like what I do after work, where we going to meet up for project,
which meeting we are going for tomorrow at work, what my wife is cooking for dinner.

Kwok’s direct association of everyday coordination with WhatsApp is noteworthy.
It is indeed telling that he tracked directly to messaging apps, noting their use for
informal social activities, more formal work, and school-related tasks.

In general, the mobile phone was seen not just as a tool for contacting others but
also as a type of diary where important information resides.

Emily (Singapore): …Basically, I use my phone for everything I need to do for the day . . . .
It’s all here. (Touching her phone)… My life is here. If I forget to bring my phone out, I’ll
just turn back and get my phone…

Another respondent from Singapore, Navya, noted that if she forgot her phone at
home, “I’ll probably have 500 WhatsApp messages in my phone when I get back.” In
spite of information overload—an issue to which we will return below—the mobile
phone is the tool with which Emily and Navya coordinate their social lives. Different
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channels are used for different audiences in part due to the social norms associated
with the use of these channels in respondents’ social context. E-mail is used for more
socially distant contacts (e.g., professors), SMS for closer connections, and messaging
apps like WhatsApp for the broad group of contacts that range from close friends to
fellow members of various activities. All these different groups are available via the
smartphone.

Messaging apps have gained a position in the quotidian lives of the respondents
for a number of reasons. One is cost. So long as the user is on a Wi-Fi network, use
is free. When using a telephone operator’s network, the only cost is for data transfer.
Another advantage is that some of the apps give users access via PCs, mobile phones,
and tablets.

Another reason for their popularity is that messaging groups support both dyadic
and multisided interaction. The latter is often more efficient than SMS and one-to-one
calls. This was recognized by the respondents. According to Kwok, “In a group chat,
[you can] broadcast a message, it can reach out to a lot of parties at the same time. If
you have to call, you have to call one by one.” This ability to have multisided interac-
tion simplifies planning. However, as will be discussed, it can also result in confusion
because of too many voices.

The Dimensions of Mobile Messaging Groups
There were many different dimensions associated with the use of messaging groups.
The number of groups in which a person was active, the volume of messages, the
number of participants in different groups, and the dynamics of leadership in the
groups varied. In general, the material shows that there is a substantial flow of
messages across many different groups. However, the most important groups are
often informal and quite small.

“It’s kind of ridiculous”: The ease of forming chat groups
The respondents reported that they could be a member of anywhere from several
dozen to more than 100 different chat groups; albeit the largest part of these are not
active. For example, Shirley (Taiwan) was in “… 21 Line groups, and 96 Facebook
groups.” She estimated that about one third or one quarter were in active use. The pro-
liferation of groups comes from the ease of forming them. Indeed, groups are started
to address even the most mundane tasks.

Danny (Taiwan): It’s kind of ridiculous. When you attend an activity and the activity breaks
into small groups so they create another group. So let’s say you attend a 20-people activity,
they will say ‘Now let’s separate into different groups, into five groups,’ so four people in
total. And the four people will say ‘Okay, let’s create a [chat] group of our own.’ So there
would be two groups for an activity. It easily becomes like that.

Groups can be generated on the spur of the moment as needed. Indeed, an
individual can be included in a group without even being asked. Rather a person who
wishes to construct a group can simply add names from his/her address list. If the
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unwittingly included individual does not want to be a part of the group, he/she then
needs to opt out.

According to the respondents, groups can be ongoing, for example, a sports team,
a club, or a band, or they can be formed among smaller groups to coordinate a school
assignment or the preparation for upcoming events as seen in the comments from
respondents in Singapore.

Navya: … [A] group of friends created a group for a particular event. For example, a group
for group work or another for birthday party. It [will] only be alive until tonight because no
one will talk in the group anymore because it is exhausted. It is only for the planning of the
birthday party.

Chloe: We created a Facebook group [for my cousin’s wedding] to discuss about this, so we
added all the friends together and also relatives together in the group, we posted our ideas
about what to wear…

Groups can be established primarily for instrumental purposes, such as planning
a birthday party, or a wedding. In other cases, they are created primarily for social
interaction.

While groups are easy to establish, the respondents seemed reluctant to erase
them. Thus, they accumulated many “dead” groups.

Anne (Singapore): … I have a lot of groups. I just counted; there are about 100 or more.
Lots of them were established for [a school] report, and after I finished the report, I didn’t
quit it. I don’t have the habit to quit them.

Groups might be retained out of laziness. For example, Danny noted, “I’m too
lazy to quit.” Alternatively, they are saved in case there is the need to rejuvenate them,
or as a way to preserve contact information. This suggests that the list of previous
groups can be seen as a type of latent social resource (Haythornthwaite, 2002). The
persistent presence of the archived group conversations as well as the group can be
reused, restructured, and recontextualized (Erickson & Kellogg, 2000). Danny could,
for example, revisit his list of groups when there is a new activity he would like to
promote. Thus, the latent groups represent a social resource that can be rejuvenated
as the need arises.

“The most-used groups are usually small, very small”
Groups can range from as few as three to as many as several dozen members. Larger
groups are usually associated with quasi-formal, club-based activities, while informal
groups of friends are common in the lower end of the range. It is this latter type of
group that was reported to be the most active as seen in the comments from Taiwan.

Yu: The most-used groups are usually small, very small.

Eunice: If the group is really small, then we know each other…

John: Because they are all familiar with one another so you will participate actively.
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Interviewer: By very familiar you mean you will see each other daily?

Yu: Yes.

While these groups can be task-focused in some cases, for example, planning of
a common social event, however, they seem to function by consent embedded in a
well-developed social familiarity. In the words of Janet, “For me, five is a cozy group.”

“It’s just too many messages”: Managing the volume of notifications
Active users said that they could send as many as 200–300 messages per day appor-
tioned across various group chats and one-on-one interactions. On a normal day,
Jimmy, a man from Taiwan, estimated that he sent 25–50 messages, “Unless there’s an
extreme example, very extreme, like the day before the activity and we have to send a
lot of messages.” When they are engaged in an active conversation, respondents said
that they might generate up to five messages a minute. In many apps, users receive
notifications for new messages. In the case of groups with a lot of traffic, this can
become bothersome, leading them to mute the notifications from a particular group.
As noted by a female participant, Vivian (Taiwan), “It’s just too many messages. I will
turn off the notifications.”

The constant flow of messages also suggests an extension of Licoppe’s (2004)
connected presence, that is, an open channel constantly and ritualistically main-
tained between individuals. Our analysis suggests what might be called a broader
ambient-mediated sociation that describes pervasive social awareness afforded by
messaging apps. Just as with connected presence, there is a continual flow of mes-
sages in the messaging groups. However, several groups (with several members)
can be concurrently active. This goes beyond Licoppe’s conceptualization of open
channels between two individuals to include a broader flow of group-based inter-
action. Ambient-mediated sociation is also somewhat similar to Hampton’s (2016)
persistent-pervasive community wherein we use social media to broadcast and mon-
itor information exchanges with our social contacts. We extend this by examining the
need to and the ways that respondents manage, or mute, such pervasive awareness.

Users need to decide whether to participate in the flow of interaction, to simply
monitor it, or to ignore it. The importance of the group plays a role. When there is
activity on their favorite groups, respondents said they feel compelled to follow.

Anne (Taiwan): I actually check immediately when I see the notification when it comes to
the most used group. I will check it as long as someone talks. But if there’s the group I’m not
that familiar with, I might not check immediately . . . . When someone starts a conversation
and some people join, I would join them as soon as possible if they are close to me.

In other cases, users reported being more passive. Wendy (Taiwan) said that she
will “lay low in the group, only when there’s gossip will I start to join the conversation.”
Her comment underscores the tension between being overwhelmed with the flood of
messages and maintaining a position in the discourse of a group.

The data show that the smartphone and messaging apps are important channels
of communication for the sphere of close ties. Anne’s sense that she should apportion
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effort to the maintenance of groups “if they are close to me” resonates with the idea
of ambient-mediated sociation and the assertion that strong ties are developed and
maintained via mobile communication (Ling, 2012). Taking this further, both Anne
and Wendy also tacitly acknowledged that both expressive and instrumental group
interaction communicated via their smartphones tied them more thoroughly into
the group since they held themselves aware of the themes and gossip of the group.
This brings up the more phatic nature of hyper-coordination. While people need to
keep informed about the status of various groups in order to participate as needed,
there is also a dialectical tension for users involved in this ambient social mediation
space. They can attend to the flow of different groups, but at other times, they might
ignore the messages and turn off the notification alerts. Previous conceptualizations
of social awareness (Hampton, 2016; Naaman, Boase, & Lai, 2010) do not delve into
this tension.

“There will be people constantly reminding me”: Group Reminders and Meme-based
Coordination
The analysis above has described different dimensions of messaging. We now turn to
the respondents’ use of messaging apps when coordinating their social activities.

“Someone asked me if I want to have dinner”: Ad-hoc planning
The respondents spoke of following the stream of group messages on their phones to
orient themselves with regard to social activities. Given that the smartphone makes
them individually available (Ling, in press), the meetings could be arranged with only
short notice and be quite dynamic in their logistics. This is seen in an exchange in a
Singapore group.

Interviewer: How many people are [planning things]; using messages. Is anything going on
right now? Check your phone. (Everyone checking their phones)

Zoe: Someone asked me if I want to have dinner.

Lucas: Someone asked me whether I want to go out with friends.

May: Birthday celebration at night. (Laugh)

Mia: … Somebody asked me to do something later.

The comments show that a variety of activities was being worked out, even as the
focus group took place. These ranged from informal invitations for dinner to more
formally planned birthday parties. Some were more impulsive while others involved
more elaborate planning and division of labor.

When asked if there were alternative activities coalescing, some respondents
noted that they had up to three different pending activities. If there were conflicting
events, the respondents said they might try to work out alternative time slots or
a prioritization based on their importance, urgency, and fungibility. Indeed, the
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respondents seemed to be quite adroit at using the messaging apps and calls to work
out these complications.

“Hey guys, tonight, 7pm”: Meme-based coordination
Beyond explicit individual messages to organize activities, the respondents noted
that the flow of messages was itself a coordination system since it reminded them of
upcoming events. Participants reported that they relied on the volume of messaging
traffic, as opposed to the individual messages, to remind them of events. May (Singa-
pore) said “… Let’s say I have a meeting with friends, there will be people constantly
reminding me through messages.” For May, the very volume of messages in a partic-
ular messaging group was itself a cue. There were other examples of this in the data.

May: We will remind [each other] like ‘Hey guys, tonight, 7pm meet, blah blah blah. Don’t
forget.’… Someone will initiate that. Remind everyone else that something is happening.

Interviewer: … is there usually one person doing that?

May: Yes. [It] usually depends on the event. Today we are going to have a birthday party.
There will be a designated person who coordinates the birthday. So that person will say, ‘Hey
guys, cake bought, see you tonight.’ And we will just reply, ‘See you tonight.’

Messaging groups make it easy to mobilize participants. The reminder might be
a message about who should buy the cake, but the very volume of activity within the
chat group also contributes to the coordination of an event. Both the explicit and
inadvertent jogging of the collective memory in messaging groups is what we might
call an ambient, socially distributed, meme-based reminder/coordination system
(Dawkins, 2006). It is individuals relying on one another in the social coordination of
cultural events. This is seen in the comments of May, who said, “I could forget [about
events] but my friends know that they have to remind me a day before.” After lying
fallow for some time May’s comments show that the revival of messages reawakens
the coordination.

The concept of a meme (i.e., a cultural idea, activity, behavior, or style that prop-
agates via different forms of communication) is seen in the shared production of
cultural events such as a birthday. Planning the event is not the task of a single isolated
individual. Rather, it is collective, with individuals drawing on generalized notions of
what a birthday should be and then specifying it via planning, sharing, and orienting
themselves as the occasion requires. The individual messages might be people remind-
ing one another about the particulars of the event (e.g., who is responsible for various
preparations, event logistics such as timing, location, importance, etc.). The sum total
of the messages, however, is a boost in the volume of messages in a particular chat
group. The byproduct of this enhanced messaging flow is to spread a reminder from
person to person with regard to the event.

Meme-based coordination socializes the task of organizing activities. To some
degree, it moves the agency for holding oneself oriented from an individual to a group
locus. The people “constantly reminding,” May meant that she did not necessarily
need to keep a personal calendar, but that she could keep herself updated, to some
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degree, via the flux of messages in relevant group chats. At the same time, it also
assumes there will be members who will take the initiative to reinvigorate the thread
at the appropriate time.

The Challenges of Messaging Apps
While messaging apps provide a forum for both instrumental and expressive group
interaction, challenges include managing the flow of interaction, socially awkward
situations, and the group dynamics associated with developing consensus.

“Please summarize”: Managing the flow of interaction in chats
Respondents felt that at times they could be overwhelmed with the flow of messages.
The fact that the respondents had so many chat groups with so many people meant
that there was a “signal-to-noise ratio” issue that was difficult to manage.

Emily (Singapore): … It is irritating because you will get hundreds of messages every hour.
You will scroll and see what the main thing is. Maybe it is just a coordination of a gathering
and they start talking about a lot of other things. So you will just look for the main thing and
then you answer the main thing…

Mia: Sometimes it will be like so many [messages] (Gesture showing the long list of
conversation), I don’t read it and I’ll just say, ‘please summarize’ . . . . It depends on the
topic… and what the conversation is. Whether it is relevant. If it’s all rubbish, I’ll just
ignore…

Perhaps because of the volume of message in large groups, participants noted the
use of backchannels, that is, smaller group chats conducted in parallel, but separate
from the larger group. These provide a space for alternative commentary in the larger
group.

Janet (Singapore): There is group chat with the boss and the group chat without the boss…
(Laugh)

Lily: Usually there’s a big group and there’s a smaller group within the big group.

Emily: The smaller group is those that you can really connect with, so you can be yourself
like saying things.

Lily: Sometimes it goes on simultaneously and we’ll say like “oh, she is such a bitch… ”
(Laugh)

Emily: But you have to be very careful when you want to send.

Shawn: You have to make sure that it is the right group chats…

Emily: [In the smaller group] … they are people that you’re closer with.

Interaction in smaller groups can be used to remind one another of things and
they may allow a space for counterdiscussions.
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These smaller groups provide a more close-knit forum where the respondents felt
that they could “really connect.” There is not the same need to be guarded, nor is
there the same power structure. It is a forum in which they can provide support and
diversion vis-à-vis the larger, more formal groups. When thinking of meme-based
coordination, this means that members of the backchannel can, for example, provide
one another a “heads-up” when there is a need for them to attend to issues in the
larger group.

“It’s really touchy”: Presence, privacy, and the false assertion of unified purpose
The functionality afforded by messaging apps gives users new tools with which to con-
textualize their messaging, but they also provide new challenges in the management
of group interactions. When used inappropriately, they can threaten the usefulness of
messaging apps for coordinating social activities.

This can be seen in use of the “presence” function where “… you can see who’s
online… it has a sign. If the sign is lit, you will know he is on line” as noted by Shawn
(Taiwan), who felt that this was convenient. He also noted that “read receipts” can
show when another person was last active, whether a message they sent has been
seen, and whether their interlocutor is currently composing a response. These cues let
him frame his expectations with regards to the progression of the interaction. At the
same time this presence information could also challenge users’ sense of propriety
and their sense of privacy. This concern is seen in the comments of Sally and Rebecca
(Singapore).

Sally…With my boss, I know that she recently installed WhatsApp on her phone. I can still
choose to SMS her and not WhatsApp because it is a deliberate choice. . . . You can see the
“last seen” blue ticks, so SMS is more private.

Rebecca: Like what she said, about last seen. I actually find myself quite paranoid about it.
My boss will know what time I read [messages]. I am very, very paranoid with that.

In addition to the issues of presence, respondents also noted that it was some-
times socially awkward to be involuntarily included in chat groups without first being
asked. The organizer of the group might incorrectly assume that the people he/she
included in a group support a particular initiative. Madelyn (Singapore) described
how involuntary inclusion in a messaging group to buy a gift for a colleague ran
counter to her actual feelings but made it difficult to demur. She said, “… if some
people don’t want to share the gift, it is very awkward to say I don’t want to share . . . .
It’s really touchy… ” Madelyn went on to say that if she was reluctant to participate,
it could prompt conjecture about her actual feelings toward the colleague. This is
seen in the comments of Janet.

Janet (Singapore): …Recently in my office, somebody had a birthday. The person who was
supposed to send out an official happy birthday message… created a temporary WhatsApp
group of about 20 people to say happy birthday. It seemed obligatory that everyone in the
WhatsApp group needed to respond to say happy birthday. If you don’t, it’s like [you are]
not being friendly . . . . People actually didn’t like it and complained about being added into
this temporary group that they were forced to respond to.
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The transparency of interaction and the ability to create involuntary groups can
result in awkward situations. In nonmediated situations, group formation requires
active solicitation, where “people, intentions, and resources become organized into an
initial coordination network of relations among members, projects, and technology
that demarcates that group as a bounded social entity” (McGrath, Arrow, & Berdahl,
2000, p. 98). The person forming a group usually approaches eventual members
and asks them to join. For their part, the person being asked can use a repertoire
of techniques to avoid participating. Further, their reluctance to participate is not
necessarily common knowledge. Following from the comments of Madelyn and
Janet, these elements of solicitation, negotiation, and the stratagems of demurral
are largely absent in mobile chat groups. The ease of establishing a group makes it
difficult for group members to maintain the façade of a loyal group member when
there are such complicating issues.

“They couldn’t reach a consensus”: Task unity and thematic decay in quasiformal groups
While messaging apps are a venue in which to coordinate group tasks, the expe-
rience of the respondents indicated that the nature of messaging apps could frus-
trate this purpose. When members of an informally organized group do not have
the routines, legitimized leadership, and a willingness to curb alternative suggestions
for the sake of group unity, issues of cohesion can arise, and completion of the task
can get derailed. Moving beyond the instrumental dimensions of microcoordination,
the group decision-making can make extra demands on the expressive dimensions
of group interaction. These elements can be seen in the experience of Janet, who
described how the task of deciding on a birthday present for a member of her church
choir fell apart because there was not a strong consensus or a recognized leader who
could persuade the other members into agreement.

Janet: My friend [was] trying to coordinate to getting a birthday present for another friend
within a group. She created a 20-person group and started to ask what we should buy for
this person. The whole afternoon, there were a few hundred messages going to and fro. In
the end, I didn’t have time to look at the messages, but when I last saw a few hours later, they
aborted the thing because they couldn’t reach a consensus. The last one was “get him a gift if
you want to.” That’s all . . . . Sometimes, I think that things need to be solved face to face
rather than different people saying different things in a group chat . . . . The friend that
created that group earnestly wanted to get a gift for that friend. But after a while she gave up
because people were talking about rubbish. They won’t answer things directly. It was just
quite a pain after all that . . . . Some were saying get a T-shirt; another person said why not a
cake then another person said what kind of T-shirt, how expensive. Should we split the cost
evenly? Or should everybody give what they want to give. All different views…

Janet noted that the group was “quite sensitive with interpersonal relationships.
So if one person doesn’t agree, we will not have the heart to go on and leave him
out.” Indeed, existing relationships among members or the anticipation of future
interaction may render such computer-mediated group interaction more inclusive
and receptive (Walther, 1994). The size of the group, the limitations of messaging
apps, the requirement of consensus-based decisions, and the different interests of the
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participants frustrated the intentions of the person who started the group. Thus, the
coordination of this activity was stillborn.

An issue that complicates interaction in these groups is difficulty in following con-
versations. This is because of what Herring (1999) calls disrupted turn adjacency in
the discussion threads. In smaller groups or groups with little traffic, the comment
of one participant often refers to the immediately previous comment. However, as the
number and tempo of comments increases, and as alternative themes arise (e.g., com-
ments about buying a t-shirt and another thread about a cake), a particular comment
may anaphorically refer to one that was written sometime before that has long since
disappeared from off the edge of the reader’s screen. This makes it difficult for peo-
ple to gather the gist of the interaction and leads to thematic decay. In face-to-face
interaction, there are audio and gestural cues that help to maintain the thematic con-
sistency of the interaction, but these are not present in these app-based chat groups.
Thus, as seen in the situation described by Janet, it was easy to generate ideas, but
it was difficult to find a satisfying consensus. The difficulty of reaching a consensus
could also be partly due to the lack of informational feedback and lack of leadership
in this computer-mediated group (Kiesler, Siegel, & McGuire, 1984).

Janet’s experience shows that ease of including many people in the group does
not necessarily map onto the mechanisms needed to accomplish tasks in chat groups.
While it was easy to develop suggestions in the group, agreement can be elusive. In this
case, the ethic of consensus, the group size, the ad-hoc nature of the task, the varying
levels of commitment, and the confused adjacency of messages meant it was difficult
to chart a path through the alternative suggestions. In the end it became a frustration.
In smaller groups, the consensus model seems easier to apply. This also underscores
the need for expressive sensitivity when dealing with what is in effect small-group
interaction (McGrath, 1984). Moreover, in groups with a stronger cohesive sentiment,
a clear goal, and established leadership (e.g., a coach addressing a sports team), coor-
dination usually fares better (Starbird & Palen, 2013). In these groups, they enact a
network that involves coordination of member relationships, sequencing of tasks, as
well as the mechanics of achieving the tasks (McGrath et al., 2000).

Discussion

Mobile messaging apps have provided us with a new coordination tool. Their
wide-spread adoption indicates that multisided, text-based interactions respond to
a social need. They provide users with a communication/coordination tool that is
inexpensive, flexible, and easy to use. These apps open up the communication sphere
so as to allow both expressive and instrumental interaction in groups, and not only in
the dyadic interactions that were possible with mobile voice calls and SMS. As noted
by the respondents, there is a quasiobligatory nature to using the de facto messaging
apps in different locations.

Beyond the soft coercion to use a particular app, there was also the need to develop
the social norms of use. Just as when the landline (Fischer, 1992) and the mobile phone
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(Ling, 1997) appeared, there are social issues that need to be sorted out. In the case of
the landline telephone there were issues regarding forms of address. In Victorian Eng-
land these were challenged by the development of the telephone since the interlocutors
could not see one another and thus did not have the visual cues that would help them
to know proper forms of address given their respective status (Fischer, 1992). It took
some time to work out the conventions. As is obvious in the comments of the focus
group participants, the same process is happening with mobile messaging apps. Users
are working out the rules, etiquette, and the methods of managing this communica-
tion channel.

The focus group data show that users were in the process of developing new tech-
niques to manage use of the apps and the social interaction that they facilitate. With
time, people became comfortable using feature phones for microcoordination. These
norms are being reworked for use with mobile-based messaging apps. However, the
rules of interaction for earlier versions of microcoordination only partially apply.
Rather than only interacting with one person as in SMS, people are interacting with
multiple parties, whom they might, incorrectly, collapse into a single category in
their minds (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). The respondents noted that chat group-based
norms are being worked out in a variety of situations. For example, policing forms of
interaction and need to stay “on message” are different in small informal groups and
in quasiformal groups, such as those associated with clubs and teams. The norms of
interaction are different depending on the size of the group and the degree to which
there is a recognized leader in the chat group. The respondents noted that they are
working out the rules of when discussions should be taken to back channels versus
carried out in the chat of the whole group. It is these kinds of issues that are in flux
and where norms are evolving.

Another point plays off of Licoppe’s (2004) notion of the connected nature of
interaction. In his formulation of connected presence, he says that we are in ongo-
ing copresent or mediated contact with one another through the day. With mobile
messaging apps, and their collapsed contexts, it is not discrete individuals in dyadic
dialogues. Rather we are able to interact with many of the various strands of our lives
within a single app in an ambient-mediated sociation. New messages from particular
groups are flagged by the app that alerts us to activity. Once we open the chat dash-
board, we can see that our closest friends are making plans for the evening, that a
club activity is brewing, a project group is working out a meeting time, and that our
partner is on the bus and wants to chat. In this expanded, multi-strand version of
connected presence, we are able to monitor the ebb and flow of a variety of groups.
Indeed, the same interlocutor might be a part of two or more different chat groups in
addition to dyadic interaction. The management of simultaneous yet partial attention
to multiple groups allows people to be initiators but mostly recipients of communica-
tion in this ambient-mediated sociation (Hampton, 2016). In fact, individuals might
find themselves switching between passive and active ways of maintaining this perva-
sive social awareness. When they send new messages to the group, they want to know
someone in the group is aware of their message through the “read receipts” button.
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But on the recipient side, they wish to retain control of what group activity warrants
their attention.

Navigating the different opportunities for coordination in mobile messaging apps
demands a different conceptualization of the interaction when compared to SMS as
well as a different set of norms. The data examined here show that we are only starting
in this process. On the whole, the smaller groups seem to function well as they can
follow the principle of consensus. However, in larger messaging groups the material
shows that it was, for example, difficult to manage the decision-making process. It
may be that in these situations users apply the sensibility of a small chat with five
to ten people in a group chat with 20 people. It may be that they assume the exis-
tence of communication cues that are not a part of the messaging ecosphere and they
assume that people are following the appropriate conversation threads. Reliance on
these assumptions may be the cause of frustration when it is difficult to follow the
conversation threads and difficult to reach accord.

The data show that users are adapting these mediation systems to their needs and
developing unique use forms. The material also shows differences between microco-
ordination 2.0 and its earlier conceptualization. Referring to the trichotomy of Cal-
houn, microcoordination 2.0 suggests that mediated planning is not only a feature of
primary but also of secondary social spheres. At that point, it was easier to under-
stand the intention for sending a text message as being largely instrumental or phatic.
Our analysis suggests that the distinction between these two phases is less clear cut
with mobile messaging apps. With microcoordination 2.0 there is the need to rec-
ognize a broader register of group-based interaction issues, that is, the mixture of
expressive and instrumental interaction, the role of recognized leaderships versus
ad-hoc groups, as well as the influence of muddled message channels as the thread
of comments is lost below the screen. Indeed, in order to use messaging groups to
coordinate tasks and activities, there is the need to use instrumental communica-
tion to coordinate activities. In addition, there is the need for expressive commu-
nication to buffer individuals’ needs in the process. Indeed, this finding resonates
with earlier research in group task interaction concerning the necessity of having
both instrumental and expressive sensitivity in group interaction (McGrath, 1984;
Munro, 2013).

Another new dimension is seen in the development of what we have called
meme-based coordination. This conceptualization illuminates a type of distributed
social responsibility in the planning of group activities wherein the participants
rely on one another to revive a discussion as the time for an event approaches. It
is only when there is a broader group process that this becomes visible. It was not
a part of the earlier version of microcoordination. This development illuminates
the social dimension of mobile messaging apps that was not apparent in the earlier
conceptualization of microcoordination. It shows how the ease of including a broad
number of people in this mediation form results in a mediated social sphere, keeping
us in touch with the flux of group interactions.
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Limitations and future directions
There are limitations associated with the paper. First, the data gathered here focused
on the use of WhatsApp, Line, and Facebook Messenger. The unique functionalities of
other mobile messaging apps will give rise to other social constructions. Second, the
paper focuses on interaction among young adults in Asia. The dynamics of use may be
different in other places and among other sociodemographic groups. Third, an area
that calls for closer examination is interaction with services and objects. We have used
microcoordination 2.0 to refer to multiparty organization within participants’ social
sphere. Beyond this, the participants also used their mobile phones to coordinate vari-
ous types of services, for example booking taxis, reserving facilities (e.g., squash courts
or BBQ pits), gauging the arrival of buses, and booking tickets on trains. They also
noted that they often received reminders about dental appointments and notification
when, for example, they could pick up items that they had ordered (e.g., glasses at the
optometrist).

There are several dimensions of microcoordination 2.0 uncovered in the study
that bear further examination. First, we have documented the splintering of larger
informal chat groups when there are several message threads. We have suggested
that this arises from different levels of motivation for being in the group, unclear
leadership, and the confusion of message threads. It is an open question as to just
how much confusion over broken turn adjacency a group can tolerate before the
interlocutors are unable to follow the flow of the interaction. This might be examined
by using experiments to simulate task completion or by using large datasets to
examine the career of this type of group. Second, we have also found the development
of backchannel groups operating in parallel with larger groups. Again, what are
the conditions that cause these to develop? At what point does a smaller clique
of users in a larger group take their quasi-off-topic discussions into a separate
group? This issue could be studied with the use of traffic data supplemented with
qualitative analysis.

We use “microcoordination 2.0” to describe group-based interaction. It also may
be possible to describe coordination with physical objects and different types of sys-
tems, such as that in the developing internet of things, as microcoordination 3.0. This
theme was broached in the focus groups. However, it seems as though it was not as
much a part of the respondents’ lives as interacting with other people. Even when
prompted as to whether they used their phones to, for example, control music systems,
burglar alarms, etc., there was not much activity to which they related. Some respon-
dents had used remote cameras for different purposes. These types of interaction bear
closer examination.
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