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Multitasking of existence: Technological mediation
in the daily life of the new digital generation

ANTHI SiDIROPOULOU!

This study uses a qualitative research perspective in order to explore how young
adults of the net generation get involved with ICTs and what types of meaning they
attribute to ICT use. Eighteen to twenty-two years old adults in Greece constitute the
first generation that were born and raised in a digital environment. Our purpose is to explore how this generation
express themselves and fulfil psychological needs while in cyberspace, in what ways and to what degree
fulfilment is achieved, how authentic the expression of needs is, and to what type of emotional experience this
whole process contributes. Are young adults able to distinguish the psychological signification of their ICTs
use? We investigated these questions by asking participants to keep a diary for a period of five days about their
patterns of ICTs use, the emotional needs covered by this use, the satisfaction they receive from it, and their
multitasking practices, and then to reflect and report on their personal findings. Thematic analysis of the findings
and self-reports indicates that young adults do not seem to receive the psychological gratification they seek
while using ICTs; this lack of fulfilment contributes in turn to extended multitasking practices, even when it
comes to selected leisure activities. This mediated daily routine creates new forms of anxiety to young adults,
who report feeling trapped in a permanently escaping reality that requires constant presence and participation.

ABSTRACT

PSYCHOLOGY, 2018, 23 (2) @ 20-36

Introduction

Reviewing the literature about internet use
we often come across terms like “net genera-
tion” (Tapscott, 2009), “digital natives” (Pren-
sky, 2001) or “millennials” (a term attributed to
Strauss & Howe, 1987, as mentioned by Horo-
vitz, 2012), to determine a generation qualita-
tively differentiated from previous generations
mostly because of the significance of ICTs in
their lives. Two technological breakthroughs
appear to be related to the emergence of net
generation: (a) the expansion of broadband
connection, a development placed around
the year 2000, in Greece; the establishment
of fast but, most importantly, continuously

1. National and Kapodistrian University of Athens.

active connections changed the texture of
transitioning to digital reality, as the rituals
which suggested the transition from tangi-
ble to digital reality were no longer in place
(e.g. the typical dial-up sound of the modem
and the on-screen window which informed us
of a successful connection); and (b) the ex-
pansion of “smart phones” which according
to international data is placed around 2010
(Mendelson, 2016), with Greece following ap-
proximately the same time pattern. Up until
2010, cyberspace was found within the home,
but when the functions of smart phones be-
came available, cyberspace could be trans-
ferred anywhere, thanks to small and portable
devices with minimal requirements regarding
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charging and connectivity to the internet. The
use of smart phones accomplishes a transi-
tion from “bedroom culture” (Livingstone &
Bovill, 1999; Livinstone, 2007), to the “end-
less symbiotic connectivity culture” that Suler
(2015) describes.

Up until a few years ago, we could make
a more clear distinction -mostly for teaching
and research purposes- regarding what com-
puters, the internet, mobile phones and dig-
ital applications could offer to the user. The
capabilities provided by ICTs -their software
and hardware requirements along with their
network limitations (e.g. slower data trans-
fer speed)- ensured a form of use that was
quite clear in its functionality, namely aiming
towards information, communication or enter-
tainment. At present, broadband connections,
smart phones, and constant connectivity, as
well as software and hardware upgrades con-
cerning speed and volume of data transfer,
allow simultaneous use of different technolo-
gies and applications, which in turn results in
servicing different needs with devices smaller
than 14 centimeters.

Davou (2005) and Davou & Sidiropoulou
(2017) offer an operational distinction about
how ICTs are involved in the life of individu-
als. ICTs are new communicating “tools” at
the disposal of modern individuals, and in this
sense they may constitute extensions of the
body in the classical McLuhan (1964) line of
thought, expanding senses and mental pro-
cesses, while, at the same time, necrotizing
the physiological organ they replace. ICTs
also have “contents”, i.e. new images, ideas,
styles of life etc., globally produced and cir-
culated. As tools, ICTs expand human experi-
ence and multiply relating capabilities, i.e. in
psychological terms, they have an impact on
how people perceive and experience self, oth-
ers and relationships. With their “contents”,
ICTs have an impact on the way people un-
derstand and interpret the world, i.e. on the
representations formed and the thought pro-
cesses linked to these representations. These

‘operating modes’ can be silent, as all ICTs
are so integrated in peoples’ lives that they
are being taken for granted as they “help us
lead our lives without making their presence
loudly declared” (Davou, 2005, p. 43-44). At
the same time the presence of ICTs is loud,
since “more and more information, consump-
tion, movement and activity are being pushed
into the time available to the individual, which
is relatively constant (although there exist lu-
natics who earnestly try to ‘sleep more effi-
ciently’)” (Eriksen, 2001, p. 101).
Cyberspace as a psychological space is
defined through representation, interpretation
and social interaction (Suler, 1999). In other
words, cyberspace transcends the instrumen-
tal functionality of computers and is trans-
formed into a space of presence, representa-
tion, experimentation and communication as
well as absence, abstention, fixation and iso-
lation. In that sense, cyberspace constitutes
another field of socialisation and experience,
a space where expressing needs and deriving
gratification is possible, while it co-exists with
family and with social contexts such as the
workplace or the school. The manner in which
the individual places her/himself inside cyber-
space forms an experience that results from
already established psychological resources,
the sense of self, as well as unsatisfied yet im-
perative needs related to different life stages.

From bedroom safety to mobile safety

The gradual silent impact of new technol-
ogies on new generations, as we move from
television to the cyberspace, is reflected in a
study, mentioned by Eriksen (2001). Carried
out in the early 1990s among Californian stu-
dents, this study concluded that the time the
students could stay focused in a lecture was,
on average, seven minutes, a timeframe that
corresponds to the rate of television commer-
cials. This reference to the influence of tele-
vision on how cognitive processes such as
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attention are used is indicative of an impact
of media that began long before the influence
of interactive technological applications. Tele-
vision, as the dominant medium of informa-
tion and entertainment, is easily blamed for
keeping children busy indoors. But a study by
Clement (2004, as cited in Gray, 2011) indeed
showed that many mothers admitted that they
preferred to keep their children at home and
watching TV for safety reasons. According to
Gray (2011), media coverage plays an import-
ant role in sustaining a phobia of the outside
world. In addition to the “dangerous outside
world”, the increase of time spent at school
and the subsequent decrease of traditional
free-play time intensified the habit of watching
television and enhanced its impact on shap-
ing habits and needs (Gray, 2011). Inside the
home, television sets provided potentially
innumerable “intimate others” (Thompson,
1995) who intruded in face-to-face family in-
teractions. As if family members had become
more and more indifferent in or incapable of
communicating with one another; and as if
individuals had never mastered or had lost
the developmentally essential capacity to be
alone, i.e. the capacity for the experience of
being alone and turned inwards, while some
reliable other is quietly present (Winnicott,
1958/1990). Television not only synchronised
large portions of the population to common
lifestyles (Eriksen, 2001), but also constituted
a symbol of free time and protected space
within the household; it managed to blur the
“distinctions between here and there, between
face to face and mediated, and between the
private and the public” (Davou 2005, p. 96).
Studying teenagers and their relationship
with the media a few years ago, Davou & Sid-
iropoulou (2013) had found that teenagers
were setting television aside, as its use con-
stituted a habit that connected them to their
parents, whom they wanted to emotionally
distance themselves from, as part of their
developmental process. Even if a TV set had
remained inside the bedroom, viewing habits

had changed during adolescence and were
geared more toward the internet and its ca-
pabilities, such as downloading TV series and
live streaming.

By the time adolescence arrives, mobile
phones are transmuted into symbols of free-
dom and independence. Parents provide
teenagers with mobile phones in order to en-
sure their protection within the need for grow-
ing independence that coincide with their
current stage of development (Turkle, 2011).
The phone must be turned on at all times and
teenagers must always be available to their
parents, when they are away. This way, teen-
agers (as well as their parents) feel secure,
but also at a comfortable distance from them.
Naturally, all these exchanges are intensified
by a non-safe external representation of the
modern world. Mobile phones are now medi-
ating between feelings of loneliness, insecu-
rity and boredom and deprive individuals of
the opportunity to experience these feelings
in a constructive way that would strengthen
and enrich the sense of self (Storr, 1988;
Phillips, 1993).

Based upon this techno-social culture and
the violent representation of external reality,
ICTs found the appropriate ground to grow.
The cyberspace was quickly integrated to an
already existing “bedroom culture”, i.e. what
Livingstone (2007) and Livingstone & Bovill
(1999) had initially attributed to television, and
defined as a set of conventional meanings
and practices closely associated with identity,
privacy and the self that have become linked
to the domestic space of the child’s bedroom.
With the establishment of smart phones, it be-
came possible for cyberspace to be available
everywhere and for everyone. Teenagers,
who had associated their freedom with the
provision of mobile phones, have now come
of age, and while the outside world fears still
hold both for them and for their parents, cy-
berspace accompanies young adults on ev-
ery experience of interacting with that “dan-
gerous” world.
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Connectivity and disruption

The endless symbiotic connectivity (Sul-
er, 2015) through smart phones creates new
capabilities but also new forms of anxiety.
The experience of a reality, in which the indi-
vidual through a collection of gadgets “lives
at the pace of objects and to the rhythm of
their ceaseless succession”, has already
been described by Baudrillard in 1970. To-
day’s technological objects fulfil Baudrillard’s
(1970/2005) definition about gadgets; their
functional utility is secondary to their playful
value, and to their psychological importance
as tools of communication and organization
of daily life (or omni-tools), and as gateways
of escaping meaninglessness, i.e. loneliness,
boredom and insecurity.

Turkle (2011) discusses extensively how
involvement of young people with ICTs dis-
rupts individuation processes in adoles-
cence, arguing that the rite of passage from
dependence on parents to independence
has been transformed by technology. In the
traditional variant, the child internalizes the
adults in his or her world before crossing the
threshold of independence. In the modern,
technological tethered variant, parents can
be brought along in the intermediate space
of technologies, where everyone important
is on speed dial. “In this sense, generations
sail down the river together, and adolescents
don’t face the same pressure to develop the
independence we have associated with mov-
ing forward into young adulthood” (Turkle,
2011, p. 173).

According to Mendelson (2016), constant
digital interference by messages and notifi-
cations on mobile phones and the accelera-
tion of life in modern reality is saturated by
ICTs, which contribute to a kind of temporal
disruption that causes anxiety and pressure,
disrupting contemplation and attentiveness
(Shrestha & Lenz, 2007; Bushman & Hues-
mann, 2006; Giedd, 2012). These feelings of
discomfort —anxiety and pressure- coupled

with the concomitant disruption of attention
are a consequence of the individual’s over-en-
gagement with ICTs, which is not imposed,
but feels natural.

ICTs offer the possibility of constant up-
dates on social media, despite the limitations
of their scope narratives. Moreover, ICTs
function to acknowledge existence through
the digital “strokes” that the user receives; an
acknowledgement of existence similar to that
which is achieved through the ‘social strokes’
that Berne (1964/2015) considered as the fun-
damental units of face to face social interac-
tion.

Long before the development of ICTs,
Baudrillard (1970/2005) had already de-
scribed the stressful relationships within con-
sumer society, where humans are no longer
involved in trying to assert or prove them-
selves, but in seeking the approval of others.
Everyone “solicits” and manipulates, and
everyone is solicited and manipulated. This
condition is now exacerbated by the possibili-
ties provided by ICTs. Hence, Harcourt (2015)
refers to a new form of subjectivity, which is
formulated through self-censorship, fear of
being monitored and exposed, as well as by
the consumer nature of digital applications.
This contemporary sense of self that develops
is “pervasive, permeable and transient” (Men-
delson, 2016), and bombarded with global
and homogeneous media images that allow
little time for personal imagery and reflective
thought. At the same time the development
of the self may be delayed and confused by
the infinite assumptions, theories and possi-
bilities, which are now potentially available to
the individual in the digital world.

Suler (2004) has elaborated on the phe-
nomenon of lowered sensitivity to others,
attributing it to what he labeled the online
disinhibition effect, which he defined as the
tendency of some people to self-disclose or to
act out more frequently or intensely than they
would in person, when they are online. Suler
suggests that this effect develops because the
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medium allows for a combination of dissocia-
tive anonymity, invisibility, asynchronicity, so-
lipsistic introjection, dissociative imagination,
and minimization of authority, as one moves
from one online environment to another. It is
not one single disinhibited ‘online self’ that is
exposed, but rather different cognitive and
emotional “constellations” of one’s self that
are activated, surface in and interact with dif-
ferent types of online environments. Current-
ly, through Harcourt’s definition (2015), a new
foundational principle emerges which con-
denses the conflict between perceiving the
consequences of exposing oneself and the
desire for such exposure, since it is viewed as
an imperative form of co-existence and par-
ticipation.

The reality of the endless symbiotic con-
nectivity leads to a need of entirely con-
trolled, imaginary and superficial relation-
ships (Suler, 2015). Suler refers to symbiotic
connections with others, which do not allow
for solitariness and self-reflection, and cause
anxiety at the same time. “The phantom vi-
bration, when we feel the phone vibrating
with a notification, when in fact it did not,
shows how cyberspace has seeped into our
physical being at an unconscious level” (Sul-
er, 2015, p. 180). Meanwhile, young adults
coexist with other people in the direct and
the digital environment, communicating with
both at the same time, in such a manner that
they are neither too close nor too far away,
achieving a degree of proximity that doesn’t
activate the stress often associated with in-
timacy or the fear of detachment (Davou,
2005; Turkle, 2011).

All these new digital conditions have creat-
ed a new social context within which modern
individuals develop, interact and “inhabit”; a
context dramatically different from that of all
past generations. Our aim was to investigate
the type of emotional “bond” young people
develop with ICTs, the possible psycholog-
ical investment on them and the ways ICTs
mediate -often non-consciously- the experi-

ence of self and relationships. If we approach
cyberspace as a psychological space that
constitutes a parallel psychological reality,
inside which needs are being expressed and
gratified (Suler, 1999) in a way similar to how
they are satisfied in family, friendship or the
workplace, then the following research ques-
tions arise:

(i) What form does expression and
gratification of these needs take (if at all)?

(i) How authentic is the expression of
these needs and how is gratification ex-
perienced?

(iii) If ICTs become extensions of body
and experience, how aware are young
adults of how they use them and for what
purposes?

A qualitative investigation
of subjective experience with ICTs

The above research questions require
that individuals reflect on their own sub-
jective experience, that is, describe in their
own words their own involvement with ICTs,
and the emotional meaning they attribute to
it. To achieve this, participants in this study
were asked to keep a diary about their use
of ICTs and then to reflect on their writings
and experience. Diaries were structured
in terms of themes relevant to the research
questions above (e.g. which ICT used and
for what purpose —informational or emotion-
al- , for how long, whether with company or
alone), and participants were invited to re-
flect along these themes (Oatley & Duncan,
1992). An extended description of the diaries
is given below in the Measures section. The
diaries with participants’ reflections were then
subjected to qualitative thematic analysis;
themes comprised coherent and meaningful
patterns in the data relevant to the research
questions above (Clark & Braun, 2013). The
study was carried out during the winter se-
mester 2016-2017.
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(i) Participants

Literature on the digital generation shows
variations regarding the exact moment of
birth of this generation. In order to define the
population of interest for the objectives of the
current study, we used the two technological
milestones, the expansion of broadband con-
nection and smartphones, discussed in the
Introduction section. Our participants com-
prised of thirty-two third-year undergraduate
students (24 females and eight males) from
the Department of Communication and Media
Studies, National & Kapodistrian University of
Athens, aged 20-22.

(ii) Measures

A template diary was constructed, and
distributed to participants along with instruc-
tions regarding its completion. Participants
had to fill the diary for five consecutive days,
on dates predetermined by the researchers in
order to avoid variations regarding time man-
agement issues (during, for example, week
days vs. weekends). The diary comprised
seven columns with themes related to the
research questions as follows: (i) ICTs used,
(i) frequency of use, (iii) motives for use, (iv)
(approximate) duration of use, (v) use aiming
to emotional regulation, (vi) simultaneous use
of multiple technologies or engagement with
multiple activities in one kind of technology,
and (vii) information on whether the activity
had mainly an emotional (e.g. entertainment,
communication with friends) or cognitive (e.qg.
seeking information, reading an article) objec-
tive.

(iii) Procedure

After receiving the instructions and the di-
ary, participants filled in the diary - most of the
times at the end of each day -in line with the
instruction framework given to them. Some
participants reported that they filled in the di-

ary during the day, at the time they realised
that they made use of an ICT. After the five-
day completion, they were asked to reflect
on the materials collected and to record their
thoughts. The excerpts of self-reports that are
quoted below were collected from this sec-
tion.

Technologically mediated life

The analyses looked across the diaries to
identify themes in the data that would give a
cohesive description of ICTs involvement in
young adults’ lives. This description was en-
riched by participants’ own reflections of their
ICTs practices and experience. The discus-
sion of findings that follows is a synthesis of
the researchers’ observations and interpreta-
tions of data with participants’ own reflections.

(i) Coexisting with ICTs

Analysis of the findings began with exam-
ining types of ICTs young adults use daily,
the time length of use and frequency of use,
as recorded by participants. Although partic-
ipants were asked to record quantitative data
(i.e. length and frequency of use), research-
ers were aware that the data obtained might
not be accurate due to multitasking. This in-
accuracy did indeed happen. Recording of
quantitative data had the purpose of keeping
participants to the task and giving them the
opportunity to reflect on their practices. Our
purpose was to explore their experience as
they qualitatively reflected on it in their self-re-
ports.

The average time spent on ICTs as record-
ed by participants was approximately five to
seven hours daily. However, many partici-
pants expressed a reservation regarding the
accuracy of these numbers, as they were
aware of their mechanistic non-conscious
way of ICTs use. For example, one of the par-
ticipants mentioned that “some technologies
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are used almost automatically while waiting for
something else or at the beginning of the day,
even for a couple of minutes” (Male, 21). At
the same time, they asserted that they were
surprised by the results of their diaries con-
cerning the time they spend in ICTs. None-
theless, many participants described their
relationship with their mobile phone or the
internet as resembling addictive behaviour,
while at the same time most of them seemed
to share a sentiment that is summed up in the
words of two participants: “/ felt lost and in-
secure without my smart phone, like I've lost
some part of myself” (Female, 21), and “a day
without a mobile phone would have been la-
belled as a ‘dead’ day. Whenever | happened
to find myself in this position, | had a constant
feeling of anxiety and a sense of insecurity”
(Female, 22). Regarding awareness of their
relationship with ICTs, the following self-re-
ports are indicative:

“The use of technologies occupies a
large amount of space in my daily life,
which in the end creates addiction or
even a ‘psychosis’ for using them con-
stantly and for every reason” (Female,
22).

“Although | was aware of which types of
ICTs I use to communicate throughout
the day, | wasn’t aware of the frequency
but also, of the energy consumed by
them” (Male, 21).

“I realize very often that | display an ad-
dictive relationship with technologies”
(Female, 21).

In general, participants tended to maintain
that they have not replaced their close inter-
personal relationships with mediated ones, al-
though they admit that often ICTs mediate their
relationships with friends and family, either be-
cause of lack of time or because of long-range
distance. One of the participants admitted “we
believe that if we talk every day on the internet
and by text messaging with our friends, we are

satisfied and that is enough for us” (Female,
22). It seems that new technologies are used
to compensate for the physical absence of
friends and relatives, but often in vain.

The uncertainty and ambiguity reflected
in participants’ self-reports regarding the pro-
portion of time spent in different ICTs, their
exact purpose of use, and activities carried
out confirm their tendency for concurrent but
non-conscious multiple use, as well as the
perception of cyberspace as a psychologi-
cal space which is summoned to fulfill mul-
tiple needs at all times (Suler, 1999). Their
comments reflect how cyberspace reality, in
contrast with the tangible components of life,
is characterised by a notion of continuity of
time and space, with no intermissions and no
commitments:

“Using social media through a mobile
phone is helpful in always finding your-
self in interaction with friends and peo-
ple that you know. You can also initiate
simultaneous conversations, continue
talking wherever you are and stop at
any time, without letting anyone know
about their interruption or their conclu-
sion” (Female, 20).

“There is no requirement for continuity
in social media. | can sign in and out
in a minute, without any consequenc-
es regarding the quality of the brows-
ing. On the contrary, reading a book
requires time and attentiveness” (Fe-
male, 21).

Ambiguity in clearly distinguishing which
type of ICT they use at a particular time was
also detected in participants’ recording of
television use compared to the use of other
ICTs. For example, many participants record-
ed time length of television use, including in
their records the time that they watched ep-
isodes from series or films downloaded from
the internet on their personal computer. As
we will see in the following section, the ex-
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perience of watching television programmes
provides a diverse emotional experience for
young adults, depending on the medium
through which they watch them.

(ii) Television and family atmosphere

Analysis of participants’ self-reports indi-
cates that television is the medium that con-
nects them emotionally with the past, and
with a pre-experienced notion of security
and family atmosphere; the act of watching
television, sitting in front of the old-fashioned
TV set —and not watching on-demand pro-
grammes or web TV on one’s tablet or PC.
The experience of viewing television is quite
different from watching online content, as the
former imposes specific rules, such as com-
mercial breaks and time restrictions regard-
ing the beginning and the end of broadcasts.
Also, regular television schedule is subject to
change (e.g. due to breaking news or holiday
programming), causing the individual who
has a habit of watching a TV programme at
a specific time and day to cancel their view-
ing. Therefore, the act of watching television
contains a commitment towards the medium
and imposes its own sense of time and space
within the household. It was this type of tra-
ditional TV viewing that seemed to create for
young adults a warm family atmosphere.

The television screen is considered (or
was considered until it was replaced by other
types of screen monitors) as one of the first
technological media that children come to
contact with. One participant characteristi-
cally expressed this distinct quality of the act
of watching television, mentioning that “TV is
mesmerizing and for that reason, although |
don’t need it, | always sit captivated in front of
the screen without even wanting to talk to my
parents” (Female, 21). Television is also used
as an obstruction of silence, which is also in-
terpreted as ‘having company’, while being
occupied with other activities, such as doing
house chores or eating a meal. One partici-

pant captured nicely this attitude towards tele-
vision in the past and at present:

“I can’t say that I'm addicted to televi-
sion or radio, or that these media play
a role in my daily routine. This comes
into contrast with my childhood years,
as then the hours | spent watching tele-
vision were far too many” (Female, 20).

It seems that the act of watching television
provides the possibility of filling empty time
and replenishing loneliness (Davou, 2012).
One participant mentioned that “television
shows keep you company often when you
have the harsh feeling of loneliness” (Female,
20). One of the conscious activities that ac-
company the act of watching television, which
is also linked to the notion of re-experiencing
a family atmosphere of childhood years, is
having lunch or dinner. Either because their
parents and their relatives live in another city
or because of hectic schedules, several par-
ticipants mentioned similar experiences that
are in accord with the exact words of one of
them: “I turn on the T.V. to soothe a feeling of
loneliness that | mostly have late at night or
simply because it used to be a family routine
while having lunch” (Female, 22). The follow-
ing quotes are also indicative:

“When I'm having a meal | need a me-
dium, mostly the TV. | feel it as a substi-
tute for company only when I’'m having
a meal” (Female, 21).

“Because in our family, each one of us
was used to eat meals by oneself, just
because our meal-times didn’t coin-
cide. | realize that the T.V. compensat-
ed for the emptiness | felt. Every time
that | had the T.V. set opposite to me
while eating a meal it felt like having
my parents and my brother around me”
(Female, 22).

“I like doing that (watching television
while eating a meal), because time
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passes by more pleasantly. At that mo-
ment | was eating alone, so the T.V.
could be considered as my compan-
ionship” (Female, 21).

A student’s accommodation or a family
home whose members’ schedules don’t co-
incide is felt as an empty house. This feeling
of deprivation and loneliness, often calmed
down during childhood years by the presence
of a reliable other (Winnicott, 1958/1990),
perhaps the mother somewhere around the
house doing house-chores, seems to be al-
leviated by television later in adult life. One of
the participants mentioned that “watching a
T.V. series induces a feeling of nostalgia” (Fe-
male, 21), since most of the series she choos-
es to watch on television are not contempo-
rary but old-style classic series, that were
first aired a long time ago, several decades
ago in some cases; as if the medium per se
provides a “holding environment” (Winnicott,
1960/1990), associated with one’s childhood.
As one participant very aptly phrased it:

“My attitude towards the audio-visual
shows is very emotional. Since | was
young | used the TV as a substitute for
the human presence. The sight of an
emply house seems distressing to me
and this creates the need to fill it in. It
often happens to have the TV turned on
but without watching it. | might not even
be in the same room with the TV set; still
| don’t want to turn it off”. (Female, 23)

It seems that traditional TV watching may
provide a “holding environment”, where dis-
tressing feelings of loneliness may be allevi-
ated. At the same time, however, it fills this
environment with boisterous “familiar strang-
ers” (Thompson, 1995), who occupy a space
which could be used for the solitary condition
necessary for insight and reappraisal of the
significance and meaning of existence in the
way, Storr (1988) discusess it.

(iii) Mobile phone, social networks and
psychological gratification

ICTs eliminate distance, fill in the gaps by
providing a barrage of information, give rise
to an acceleration of experience that frag-
ments time, and combine spatio-temporal
dimensions (Eriksen, 2001). As derived from
participants self-reports, if television provides
a form of holding environment associated with
one’s childhood and family, the use of social
networks and various internet applications en-
able young adults to experience a controlled
reality with the out-of-home world in the pres-
ent; a reality that includes both the presence
of the self and the access to the ‘other per-
son’, but also the access of the ‘other person’
to the self.

The mobile phone constitutes a symbol
of independence during adolescence, so the
comment of one participant was not regarded
as unexpected: “phone is essential, so as to
be in touch but at the same time be indepen-
dent” (Male, 21). Because of this emotional
investment, the mobile phone functions as a
psychological ‘object’, and getting detached
from it, for any reason, generates insecurity
and activates a feeling of inadequacy and in-
security, which is nicely reflected in one par-
ticipant’s words: “personally | feel extremely
insecure in case | don’t have my phone with
me, or in case | have it but there is no recep-
tion, or I'm out of credit” (Female, 20).

When present day young adults were in
adolescence, their mobile phones had to be
turned on so that their parents could reach
them. Now, young adults use their phones
to reach anyone they want, at any time they
need to be soothed from distressing condi-
tions. They find a getaway into ‘something
relaxing and inexpensive’ (Female, 21). This
is well expressed by one participant’s words:
“There were moments when | felt loneliness
and | had the intense need to video-chat with
people close to me so as to feel secure and
confident” (Female, 20). Another young man
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(21) noted that “During the days when | felt
particularly moody, | had the tendency to ex-
change more messages through social media,
as | didn’t want to let my real feelings surface”.

Social networks are used to express emo-
tions from a safe distance that may result in
some type of ‘quasi’ support, which, however,
blocks the opportunity for staying with one’s
feelings and discovering ways to regulate and
defuse them. As a young woman (21) admit-
ted, “Whenever | felt down, | used to upload
one of my favourite songs that | felt expressed
my feelings, so that | would share my feelings
with my cyber friends”.

Young adults, who grew up ‘continuously
connected’ (Turkle, 2011; Suler, 2015) tend to
avoid the distressing conditions of boredom,
insecurity and loneliness through their partici-
pation in social networks. A female participant
(21) mentioned that “using the social media
during evening hours gives a notion of filling in
for loneliness”, while at the same time another
female participant (22) noted that the distress-
ing emotions could be reduced through the
use of some ICT, “they don't stop existing, but
they could be forgotten up to a point”. Qua-
si-gratification, daydreaming and temporary
dissociation from reality seem to be included
in this process of alleviation from distressing
feelings. One of the female participants (21)
depicted this very aptly in her material when
she mentioned that when looking at a digital
image, she feels as if “I'm there and I'm part of
something that | know is unreal, but for me it’s
important to come up with this escape plot”.

(iv) Elusive reality, lack of gratification
and multitasking

One of the most common comments in
young adults’ diaries regarded a feeling of
dissatisfaction that stems from communicat-
ing with significant others through ICTs. The
prospect of continuous, time-unlimited com-
munication exists, as opposed to the past,
when the cost of a telephone call but also the

standards of people’s lives (work schedules,
access to telephone sets etc.) would make
communication harder. Young adults have
the ability to communicate through calls, vid-
eo-calls and text messaging with their loved
ones at any time, but this type of communica-
tion leaves them unfulfilled. The quotes below,
illustrate this feeling:

“While using my phone to communi-
cate with my family, but also with my
friends, | was feeling emotionally ful-
filled by having a feeling of intense hap-
piness during that time, but these feel-
ings used to fade a couple of minutes
after our conversation” (Female, 22).
“In reality, after every call or text mes-
sage, the feeling of loneliness wasn'’t
diminished. On the contrary it was
boosted along with the despair, be-
cause on the one hand the communi-
cation existed, but on the other hand
it wasn’t substantial. It was exactly the
lack of spatial co-existence and of shar-
ing common experiences that failed to
endure the feeling of companionship”
(Female, 21).

“After almost every conversation, in-
stead of having a sense of fulfilment
once | spoke or rather exchanged text
messages to persons | know, | felt an
emptiness, and a feeling that | obtained
nothing substantial from our conversa-
tion. | can’t feel the person that | chat,
| can’t see them, | can’t hear them, |
can’t touch them. This whole proce-
dure seems to me so isolated, despite
chatting with someone” (Female, 22).

Thus, although the prospect for unlimited
communication exists, ICT users remain un-
fulfilled, due to the physical absence of the
person they communicate; hence, the com-
pulsion to keep on communicating through
ICTs even when face to face communication
is possible or to communicate simultane-
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ously with different people through different
ICTs (i.e. a form of multitasking). One of the
participants reported that mediated contact
has become a routine, even if the possibility
for direct contact exists: “On several occa-
sions we forget that we live next door to our
best friend and we’ll settle with talking on the
phone instead of actually meeting up” (Fe-
male, 21). The word “settle” symbolizes the
minimum of gratification, whereas the confir-
mation of this form of communication being
considered as imperative is demonstrated by
how this participant continues her self-report,
talking about an unintended loss of all the
significant others in her life, “unconsciously,
all these things that we value, like our friends,
family are lost from our lives and we replace
them with pointless and short-lived things”
(Female, 21).

Multitasking has been associated with
lonely states of dullness and boredom during
classroom hours or unproductive periods of
free-time, but what happens with multitasking
at times during which the individual is in the
company of friends or during selected leisure
activities? What makes young adults interact
with their digital and physical group of friends
simultaneously, through different technolo-
gies?

Participants’ self-reports indicated that
multitasking is often a non-conscious activity
aiming to cover some type of insatiable emo-
tional need or a sense of void. In a female
participant’s words: “sometimes one technol-
ogy is not enough to keep me absorbed and
focused [...] apparently, when | am not emo-
tionally fulfilled by a certain technology I feel
the need to look for stimuli elsewhere to fill in
my emotional void” (Female, 20).

This emotional ‘fulfiiment’ through mul-
titasking seems to be reinforced by the po-
tential of viewing various, diverse and attrac-
tive activities being carried out by others and
elsewhere (Davou, 2005), but also by a need
to exist simultaneously in multiple, parallel di-
mensions of both the tangible and the digital

reality, and to ensure as many as possible
digital social strokes that acknowledge exis-
tence (Berne 1964/2015). This need is reflect-
ed in the following quotes:

“Although | was out with friends having
a good time, | felt intensely the need to
Share that moment with my friends on
Facebook” (Female, 21).

“It has become a habit to surf my social
media, so when | don’t have anything
else to do I will resort to that, but even
worse, when | have to -or should- do
something or when | am with a group
of friends | will still be on the internet
since | have the impulsive need-habit of
networking with others” (Female, 22).
“Even when I find myself face to face
with friends, my teachers and family,
I still (though clearly less) can’t stay
focused and | resort to my I-phone”
(Male, 21).

“When | lose focus during class and |
don’t understand the topic discussed, |
turn to social media. This also happens
to me when I’'m with groups of friends
and don’t feel like participating in the
general discussion” (Female, 21).
“Most of the time | find it hard to focus
on direct communication (in university
lectures, going out with friends) with-
out using some technology at the same
time” (Female, 22).

The last two quotes highlight, albeit in-
directly, the impact of the continuous inter-
ferences and the rapid interchanges of the
audio-visual material —whether it is generat-
ed by television or digital technologies- on
cognitive processes, as has already been
shown by experimental research (Shrestha
& Lenz, 2007; Giedd, 2012; Pfeifer, 2013).
Similar to the students described by Eriksen
(2001), who cannot remain focused in class
for more than seven minutes, and the adoles-
cents of our study four years ago (Davou &
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Sidiropoulou, 2013), who resorted to ICTs in
an attempt to compensate for their perceived
inability to meet their school standards, these
same adolescents -now young adults- keep
on resorting to technologies whenever they
feel that their off-line reality is elusive. But at
the same time, in a spiral of elusiveness, off-
line reality is felt as incomplete if not expand-
ed by on-line reality. Young adults report that
they “feel insecure and stripped” when they
are off-line and that abstention from “the fa-
vourite technologies” creates an unbearable
emotional discontinuity. The following pas-
sages are indicative:

“If I try not to sign in any of my accounts
for a while, | feel that so many things
are going on that I'm not aware, so I'm
left behind. And all this is a part of a
vicious cycle; I'm stressed when I'm in-
active and I’'m also stressed when I'm
active” (Female, 22).

“When I receive a text message | can’t
ignore it, or leave a call unanswered.
I’'m overwhelmed with anxiety, and |
need to respond to everything, to have
the responses that I’'m looking for, to
send something and to avoid waiting
for long for someone to get back to
me” (Female, 20).

From these self-reports it becomes ap-
parent that this new “reality” created by
technologies is constantly escaping; it re-
quires constant presence and participation,
but always leaves something missed or un-
fulfilled. Young adult users seem to struggle
to receive more and more gratification from
co-existing in both ‘worlds’ at the same time
or from impatiently switching ‘realities’ but
never staying in any of the two -either off-line
or on-line- long enough to have their emo-
tional/communicational needs fulfilled. Multi-
tasking reflects this compulsive attempt for a
gratification that forever escapes further and
remains unreachable.

(v) New codes and forms of inhibition in
social networks

Suler (2004) points to an on-line disinhi-
bition effect related to symbiotic connectivi-
ty, which leads to negation of several social
rules that cause awkwardness in the off-line
world, and to excessive experimentation.
Participants’ self-reports confirm the need
for symbiotic connectivity, but at the same
time acknowledge that something is being
lost in their interaction with others, commu-
nication becomes poorer, and rather than
becoming disinhibited, they feel constrained
by new forms of inhibitions and a new type
of self-consciousness that develops within the
digital environment.

One participant mentioned that “some-
times | prefer to stay digitally connected with
someone because | can better express myself
and every ‘awkward” moment is lost” (Female,
21), but at the same time “I feel | have ‘friends’
in Facebook, with whom we are neither too
close nor too far apart, which is just right. We
are close enough so as not to get too attached,
something that would cause demands and
expectations from them”. In these contexts,
emotions are transformed into emoticons and
punctuation marks are used to replace the
non-verbal communication symbols, resulting
in “hiding behind words, emoticons, and all
those fancy little things that exist to converse
with. You don’t learn to communicate honestly
and actually offer what you really think” (Fe-
male, 21), as one participant commented in
her diary.

At the same time, social networks demand
the lifting of anonymity and privacy, so that
the user can receive the maximum amount of
available features. This leads to a new kind
of self-presentation, and consequently, a
self-perception that is formed under the influ-
ence of social participation and approval of a
digital audience. Young adults’ reports reveal
signs of feeling trapped and having a dishon-
est, non-authentic self-expression in a context
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where the rules of reflection are limited to so-
cial responses through likes and comments.
“Like everyone else”, a participant mentioned,
“I'try to show the best side of myself, the most
beautiful, the coolest, the wisest, but also the
funniest and most cautiously comedic” (Male,
20). The self-reports that follow are indicative
of the effects of feedback from a digital audi-
ence on self-perception:

“I can’t hide my disappointment when
| change my profile picture and | don’t
receive enough likes. | wonder if the
persons who didn’t press ‘like’ didn’t
actually like my picture, or they don'’t
care enough to do so, because even
though we are called ‘friends’, in reality
we aren’t” (Female, 21).

“Many times | haven’t received as many
‘likes’ as | expected in various posts I've
made and I've regretted publishing them,
but I don’t delete them because ‘| would
make a fool of myself” (Female, 21).

“I try to be careful with my conduct in
social media, fearing criticism from oth-
ers, both acquaintances and strangers.
| make sure to double check my com-
ments and likes, maybe ending up not
making them at all, thinking someone
might be offended”(Female, 20).

One of the participants described the in-
hibited authenticity and the fear of expression
which can lead to self-censorship:

“On quite a few occasions | have
thought over and over again whether |
should write a comment on a post or
make a post myself. Most of the times
| don’t do either, as | don’t know how
others will respond, while sometimes |
fear negative comments and possible
disapproval” (Female, 21).

This technology was warmly and enthu-
siastically embraced at first because it came

with promises to save precious time and con-
tribute to preserving relationships. Ultimately,
however, it seems to have worked against its
original intentions. One participant reported
that, “the main thing is that spontaneity and
eloquence have been lost, because commu-
nication interactions have been reduced due
to the long hours spent using technology”
(Female, 21). The following self-report signals
quite strongly the contemporary forms of inhi-
bition that define digital environments:

“There are moments when | want to
upload a song that is just ‘stuck in my
head’, but | have worries that this will
draw possibly false conclusions about
my psychological state, thus prevent-
ing me from doing so. For example,
if the aforementioned song is about
old love affairs, | think that maybe my
ex-boyfriend will see it and think that |
posted it for him, while also my current
boyfriend will assume that I'm thinking
about my ex etc.” (Female, 22).

The contemporary world is marked by a
barrage of external stimuli and information,
by nullified distances and experiences of re-
mote cultures and life-styles through a digital
receiver. As evident by participants’ self-re-
ports, no-one can claim ignorance, even
about events that are happening in a far-away
place. Within the context of this digitally me-
diatized world, young adults -the net genera-
tion- state that “we have learned to make no
mistakes, to avoid excessive expression of
feelings and to take our time to think before
we write so we can formulate our post exactly
as we intent” (Female, 21). Likewise, another
participant describes a strict, completely pre-
defined form of self-presentation, as accord-
ing to him “mistakes are not allowed, and with
Wikipedia on your side, you are the smartest
one in the conversation” (Male, 21). He con-
tinues his thoughts by introducing us to the
next topic of this article: “however, you are not
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this person in real life. But you keep having the
same mentality, so you are afraid of saying the
wrong thing at the wrong time”.

(vi) Symbiotic connectivity and new
anxieties

Analysis of the diaries and self-reports re-
veal that three new forms of anxiety emerge in
the new digital world. The first is related to the
internalization of the parents’ anxiety about
an unsafe external world, a condition that, as
mentioned previously, initially favoured the
development of bedroom culture and later of
symbiotic connectivity. Young adults reported
to be constantly in contact with their parents,
friends and companions, easing their con-
cerns regarding their physical and psycholog-
ical well-being. Analysis of the diaries shows
a very high frequency of communication of
young adults with their parents, and the ex-
planations behind this frequency confirms the
internalised concept of a dangerous outside
world. One participant gave a very indicative
description regarding this particular parame-
ter, with the statement, “/ feel worried about
others feeling worried” (Female, 22), thus at-
tributing her need to have the mobile phone
always turned on and by her side.

A second form of anxiety detected in par-
ticipants’ self-reports comes from a confusion
between the boundaries of off-line and on-line
worlds, and young adults’ roles and positions
in these worlds. They appear to simultaneous-
ly coexist as students doing their academic
studies, as workers occupied in a workplace,
as their parent’s children, as friends and com-
panions, without the ability to distance them-
selves from these sometimes incompatible
contexts and roles, even for a brief period of
time. This condition resembles a kind of ‘ex-
istential multitasking’, that does not allow, as
in the case of symbiotic connectivity, a single
moment of detachment, pause and self-re-
flection regarding the needs, possibilities and
restrictions of each role and context.

A third form of anxiety relates to a per-
ceived weakness of young adults to respond
to the demands and needs of interaction and
coexistence in the off-line world. This per-
ceived weakness is clearly reflected in one
participant’s words, “we feel trapped because
we don’t know how to make actual conversa-
tions anymore and so we prefer to make con-
versations in social media rather than face to
face” (Female, 21). Thus a vicious circle of
lack of gratification and sense of weakness is
created, as social networks cover the needs
of young adults only in a superficial way. This
vicious circle is reflected in the three following
quotes, the last expressed in quite a dramatic
tone by one young lady:

“Hence these needs return later more
urgently than before” (Male, 22).
“There are moments | want to spend
with myself and | don’t have them any-
more” (Female, 20).

“Returning to reality is quite cruel for
most of us and the wounds caused by
it will forever mark our emotional world
as well as our relationships with other
people” (Female, 21).

Conclusion: Multitasking of existence

Analysis of the diaries and self-reports
sketches the net-generation’s every-day life
in which ICTs seem to hold a dominant po-
sition. As it appears, ICTs, as extensions of
body and experience are employed to meet
psychological needs of young adults, espe-
cially in instances where emotions of insecuri-
ty, loneliness and boredom arise. The degree
of intensity that young people make use of
social networks and contemporary digital ap-
plications does not seem to match the degree
of gratification received from the reciprocal
engagement with them. In contrast to their ad-
olescent years, when ICTs were used for ex-
perimentation (Davou & Sidiropoulou, 2013),



34 & Anthi Sidiropoulou

young adults appeared more constrained and
self-conscious when on-line. The cyberspace
does not constitute for them a space of free
expression and a benign lifting of inhibitions,
as was experienced during their adolescence.
On the contrary, new codes of conduct and
forms of self-consciousness seem to emerge
in digital environments, that significantly re-
strict free expression, and, in some circum-
stances, lead to its suspension, in the face of
the fear of criticism and the individual’s expo-
sure.

Digital reality is experienced as perma-
nently escaping since it requires constant
presence and participation; at the same time
it fails to provide young adults with the grat-
ification they don’t find in the off-line world.
This explains the practice of extensive -and
sometimes compulsive- multitasking, through
which young adults attempt to satisfy the in-
herent human need for emotional fulfilment
and interpersonal contact.

The “blurring of boundaries” between dif-
ferent worlds, which Meyrowitz (1985) had at-
tributed to traditional media thirty years ago,
seems now to have been transformed into a
“fusion of boundaries” between the off-line
and the on-line world, where everything and
everybody simultaneously coexist and de-
mand to be attended through an incessant
and exhausting multitasking of existence. This
new environment has led to new forms of anx-
iety about one’s relationships and position in
the world.
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H moAudiepyaoia tne vmapéng:
Texvoloyikég S1apecolafrioeig tne xaOnpepivie {wig
TG PNPIAKIG YEVIAG

ANGH ZIAHPOMOYAOY'

270 MAa(olo TNG MOLOTIKNAG €pEuvag oU MAPOUCLAeTal oTo apdv dpbpo, emxelpn-
[EPINHWH OaE Va SIEPEUVHOOULE TIHG OL VEAPO! EVIAMKES TNG YNPLAKNG EMOXIIC EUMAEKOVTAL

e TIG TeXVOAOY(EG TNG eMIKovwviag kat TG ANpopopiag Kat g ot (3ot vonuato-
dotolv v Xprion Toug. Ot veapol eviAikeg, 18 - 22 Twv, anoteAolV TV TPWTN YeVId Tou YewwnrBnke pe Se-
dopévn v YneLakr Texvoloyia otn Jwr) g otn xwpa pag. Mag evdigpepe va doUpe wg ekppddovtal Kat
LKQVOTTOLOUVTAL Ol YPUXIKEG AVAYKEG TOUG OTOV KUBEPVOXWPEO Kal Tiola Loper) AauBdvel (av AauBdavel) n ékppa-
0T KAl 1 IKavoTtoinom Twv avaykwv autwv. Méoo aubevtikn eivat n €Kppaon Twv avaykwy Kal g CUVTENEL N
nipoohauBavopevn ikavoroinan otny eykabidpuon g epmnelpiag; Ev téel, propouv va dlakpivouy ot Blot ot
veapol eviAkeg TV PUXIK) oNpacia g xerong Twv VEwV TEXVONOYIKWOV HEowV; H Slepeivnon Twv epwTna-
TWV QUTOV £YLve e TV XPerion evég nuepoloyiou, To omol{o oL CUUHETEXOVTEG CUMMATpwaav yia éva SidoTtnua
TIEVTE NUEPWV Kal EMelTa KABnKav va avaotoxaotoly eni 6owv Katéypayav. To nuepoAdylo apopouoe Ty
XPNON TWV LEOWV, TIG CUVALOBNUATIKEG AVAYKES TTOU KAAUTTTEL 1) XPT0M, TNV Ikavortoinon rou alofdvovtat and
™V xpron, kabwg kat v didotaon g noAudlepyaciag (multitasking). Ané ) Bepatikr avaluon Twv eupn-
MATWV KAl TWV autoavapopwv Pogkue 4Tt ol veapol eviAikeg Sev paivetal va AauBAvouV TNV PUXIKI IKavo-
roinon mou erdntoly and Ty Xeron Twv Ynelakwv JETwV, KATLTIoU GuvTEAE! oV Tayiwon TG TAKTIKNG TNG
noAudlepyaoiag, aképa kat dtav mpodkeltal yia ermAeypéveg dpaoTtnpldmteg elelbepou xpdvou. H dlapeoo-
Aapnuévn kabnuepvdtnta dnuioupyel vEeg LopPEG dyxoug oToug veapouq evnhikoug, oL omoiot VikBouv
eYKAWBLOopEVOL O I LoViwg dlapelyouod PAYHATIKOTNTA TTOU Arattel oUVeEXTr) mapousia Kal GUMLETOXT.

1. EBviké kat KarnodioTplakd Maverotriuo ABnvav.
>Tolxela emkowvwviag: Avery ZidnporoUhou, EBvikS kat Kanodlotpiakd Maveruotrpio Anvav, Turiua Emkowvwvi-
ag kat Méowv MaQikrg Evnuépwaong. ZopokAéoug 1, ABrjva 10559. E-mail: asidirop@media.uoa.gr
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