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People often use multiple communication apps concurrently for messaging, yet how they use these channels
together and the motivations for switching between them remain underexplored. To investigate this, we
conducted a two-week diary study followed by interviews (N=17), examining channel-switching practices and
the management of social boundaries. Our findings reveal that users switch between multiple communication
channels with the same contacts, driven by factors such as different topics, expectations for fast or slow
communication rhythm, specific features suited to the situation, and app-specific vibes that match their mood
at the moment. Additionally, we identify inertia, where users tend to stay on the app where the last interaction
occurred, as the opposite of active channel switching. Our findings show that users do not actively distinguish
apps based on relationships. Instead, their contacts are dispersed across different communication apps due
to adaptive behaviors. These behaviors include users continually adapting to unique relationships, evolving
communication needs, and app changes over time. Based on these insights, we propose design implications
for multichannel communication to help users manage cross-app communication flows effectively.
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1 Introduction

Early in the morning, Alice is already juggling messages from various communication channels. A
WhatsApp group chat buzzes with weekend trip plans, an urgent work email awaits her attention
on her laptop, and her friend Bob has sent two messages — one on Instagram about a funny cat
video, and another on Telegram asking when they are meeting at the gym. For Alice, like many
others, managing daily communication across multiple apps has become the norm.

In today’s world, where the average adult regularly uses six different communication apps [32, 62]
— for example WhatsApp, Telegram, Messenger, WeChat, Instagram, email, and SMS — this scenario
of juggling multiple channels is increasingly common [4, 31, 32, 61, 72]. As messages scatter across
apps and devices, users constantly switch contexts, often losing track of where a message was
sent [92], or feeling overwhelmed by overloaded notifications [34, 66, 68]. This multichannel
communication raises critical questions about how people navigate through these complexities
with their social circles and how constant app-hopping supports their communication needs.
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In the past, the available communication channels and their functionality were limited, often
requiring people to switch between channels to achieve their communication goals. For example,
people switched from phone calls to fax for sending documents [27], or avoided using SMS due to
high costs when internet-based messaging apps emerged [15]. Today’s communication landscape
comprises a plethora of apps such as WhatsApp, Telegram, Instagram, and Messenger. These apps
offer extensive communication capabilities, including high-synchronicity messaging and the ability
to transmit multimodal content such as text, audio, and video. Despite the similar features offered
by different communication apps, people often connect with the same contacts across multiple
platforms [31, 59]. This raises our first research question: (RQ1) Why and how do people switch
between multiple communication channels with the same contact?

Previous research suggests that people often use different apps for different social groups,
distinguishing their social circles by platform [5, 48, 61]. For example, individuals may talk with
close relationships on one app and less close acquaintances on another [5], or dedicate specific apps
to certain social circles, such as using WhatsApp for family and Telegram for friends [61]. However,
more recent studies reveal substantial overlap in contacts across multiple platforms [59, 93] and a mix
of social circles on apps like WhatsApp, where people interact with a variety of contacts [32]. This
suggests a complex scenario where social boundaries between apps are blurred, creating a situation
of everyone everywhere. This shift challenges the existence of clear social boundaries within
today’s digital communication channels and underscores the need for a refreshed understanding of
how people manage these apps. Therefore, our second research question investigates: (RQ2) What
contributes to the blurred boundaries between different communication channels?

As previous research suggested, multichannel communication presents a complex interplay
between technology and human relationships. We tackle this complexity with two lenses: the
switching between multiple channels to communicate with the same contacts, and the mixing of
various types of relationships within a single app. Investigating the former enhances our under-
standing of people’s communication needs and how different channels fulfill these needs (RQ1).
The latter allows us to update our understanding of boundary management across different com-
munication channels (RQ2). We aim to enrich Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) research
with real-world communication practices and inform future digital communication design.

We address the two research questions using an in-depth qualitative approach with 17 partici-
pants from diverse regional backgrounds who use multiple communication channels daily. First,
we conducted a two-week diary study in which participants recorded their digital communica-
tion activities. We then followed up with semi-structured interviews, where they elaborated on
their reasons for switching channels in specific conversations and how they managed multiple
communication channels in their daily routines.

This work presents the following three major contributions. First, we identified five key factors
influencing multichannel communication switching behavior: topic, expectation, feature, mood,
and inertia. The first four drive the channel-switching behavior, and the last one discourages the
channel-switching. Second, we highlight the adaptive behaviors that explain the blurred social
boundaries between communication channels. These behaviors include participants continuously
adapting to unique relationships, evolving communication needs, and the ongoing development
of communication apps. Third, based on our findings, we propose design implications that help
people manage messaging flows across multiple channels.
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2 Related work
2.1 Messaging apps ecosystem

Communication channels have evolved significantly over the years. From early reliance on email,
phone calls, and SMS to the rise of instant messaging apps like WhatsApp and WeChat, user
preferences have shifted considerably [8, 15, 23, 28, 54, 76]. Today, a variety of apps beyond
instant messaging platforms support private message exchanges, including social media apps like
Instagram [39], discussion forums like Reddit [10], and live-streaming platforms like Twitch [85].
These apps facilitate real-time messaging and support exchanging various modalities, including text,
audio, and video. As app functionalities expand and increasingly overlap, the distinction between
communication apps and other apps has become less clear [65]. In addition to the increasingly
ambiguous categorization of apps, users also appropriate apps for their own purposes. For example,
the growing use of social media like Instagram to send one-to-one messages [32]. The evolving
ways in which people appropriate — adopt, adapt, and integrate — communication apps into daily
life [24] suggest a need to revisit how communication channels are used today, examining how
both longstanding and newer apps blend into everyday communication practices.

The rise of a plethora of communication channels has led to the concurrent use of multiple
similar apps. Despite most apps now offering comparable features, individuals continue to use
multiple apps concurrently for communication [16, 62]. Earlier studies suggest that people use
various communication channels in complementary ways, with each channel fulfilling distinct yet
supportive roles within the communication process [25]. For example, individuals may rely on
flexible text messaging for casual connection while reserving phone calls for in-depth, real-time
conversations to sustain long-term friendships [70], as different channels can provide richer (e.g.,
phone calls) or leaner (e.g., text messages) media to meet diverse interaction needs [69]. However,
when using similar media with comparable levels of richness, this framework does not fully explain
how multiple channels are used together.

The concurrent use of multiple channels highlights the importance of an ecological perspective
that considers digital communication channels as interrelated rather than isolated entities [44,
74, 84, 94]. This ecological perspective shifts the focus from examining individual channels in
isolation [47, 63] to studying how apps are used together, offering deeper insights into the dynamic
interactions within multiple communication channels [31, 32, 61]. The concept of the “messaging
apps ecosystem” was introduced to describe this interconnected collection of messaging apps used
for interpersonal communication. To study the messaging apps ecosystem, research primarily
focuses on high-level management aspects, such as relationship distribution [61], as well as specific
features like emoticon usage [31] and information tasks like content sharing [74]. However, it
is underexplored how people actually orchestrate multiple channels for communication in daily
practice, particularly how they use multiple channels together with the same contact.

Communication channels evolve rapidly, requiring continual updates to our understanding of
the communication ecosystem, especially as more people use multiple channels simultaneously.
Additionally, app usage is influenced by factors such as region, culture, and user base [52, 53, 56].
While various factors shape communication app usage and people appropriate each channel in
their own way, identifying common patterns in how individuals navigate multichannel communi-
cation remains valuable. This work takes an ecological perspective to examine individuals’ daily
communication activities, focusing on how people use multiple channels with the same contacts to
enhance our understanding of multichannel communication dynamics.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW220. Publication date: November 2025.



CSCW220:4 Rongjun Ma, Feng Feng, and Janne Lindqvist

2.2 Grouping social contacts

Many studies have focused on how people manage relationships across multiple apps, emphasizing
the role of relationships as a key factor in multi-app usage. Depending on the closeness of contact,
individuals tend to allocate them to different apps [5]. Similarly, apps are often conceptualized
as distinct communication places, each with its own membership rules, where users organize
and manage their contacts to navigate through different social relationships [61]. Additionally,
people present themselves differently across various contexts, managing their appearance to shape
perceptions and achieve social goals, as described by self-presentation theory [30]. The identity
they wish to portray also influences how they select and divide their audiences across different
social media platforms [79, 94]. Beyond managing social circles, privacy [79] also emerges as a
crucial motive for establishing and regulating boundaries across social platforms. People carefully
manage different profiles and media accounts to interact with distinct audiences, employing varying
degrees of pseudonymity, practical obscurity, and transparency [79].

However, social relationships are dynamic and fluid, which can challenge the boundaries between
apps. The fluid nature of relationships was noted in the same study that posits people assign
membership rules to different apps. Despite purposeful contact allocation, it was acknowledged
that these boundaries can blur due to relationship fluidity [61]. As relationships evolve, people may
switch to different apps depending on the stage of their relationship [4]. For example, two people
might use Tinder when they first meet during the orientation stage, then transition to Facebook as
their relationship moves into the exploratory affective stage.

Furthermore, a single contact is not confined to one app; people frequently interact with the
same contacts across multiple platforms [59, 93], especially with close ties [4, 14, 70]. These studies
indicate that the closer the relationship, the more communication channels are employed to com-
plement each other in maintaining connection. Besides one person across multiple communication
channels, recent studies also show that audiences on each platform tend to be mixed, with apps
like WhatsApp being used to connect with a wide range of people [32]. These findings suggest that
app boundaries may no longer be as clear-cut.

While allocating specific contacts to certain apps may seem ideal, the fluid nature of relationships
and the overlap across communication channels add complexity to this approach. This raises
questions about whether boundaries between apps hold and what influences them beyond simple
contact allocation. To untangle this complexity, examining daily communication activities provides
a crucial lens for understanding people’s communication needs and channel boundary management
across different apps.

2.3 The choice of communication channels

In multichannel communication, a central question is which channel is chosen and when. Research
on media choice seeks to understand why individuals select particular communication mediums.
Rich research has explored the appropriateness and effectiveness of various media for different
types of communication under diverse circumstances [15, 19, 42, 78]. Several theories have been
proposed to unpack the dynamics of media choice, such as Media Richness Theory, which suggests
that media can be ranked on a continuum based on a blend of their capacity for synchronicity,
conveying multiple cues, and accommodating linguistic variety [19]. For instance, face-to-face
interactions are positioned at the ‘rich’ end of this spectrum, while standardized written reports
are at the ‘lean’ end. This theory posits that individuals choose media based on the complexity of
the communication message. Empirical studies support this theory, showing that richer media are
favored when delivering more complex messages [42].
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With the development of modern communication apps, many now offer nearly identical fea-
tures, and technical differences between them have become minimal. As a result, functionality
alone no longer distinguishes apps, and app properties by themselves may not fully predict app
choice [21, 26]. Instead, social and emotional influences have emerged as important factors in
media usage. Studies reveal the affective value people associate with different media and show how
they appropriate these emotional aspects in their daily interactions [17, 61, 83, 86]. For example, in
romantic communication, couples often prefer apps that allow them to add self-drawn content,
enhancing their enjoyment beyond merely delivering information [17]. Nonverbal cues such as
emojis and customized stickers are also popular in fostering emotional expression [86]. Additionally,
social context, such as the formality of the conversation, plays a crucial role in app choice. For
example, WhatsApp is often preferred for informal exchanges, while SMS is generally perceived
as more formal [15]. Communication apps themselves carry symbolic meanings that align with
different social contexts, making certain channels more appropriate for specific situations [83].
Situational factors also shape channel choice. In urgent work situations, employees typically choose
synchronous channels like phone calls or face-to-face communication [77]. Likewise, for knowledge
workers, the receiver’s availability influences communication choices; synchronous methods, such
as phone calls, are preferred when the receiver is available, while asynchronous options like email
are favored when they are not [78].

While much of the rich media choice literature focuses on the selection of a single medium,
in reality, people frequently use multiple apps simultaneously [4, 31, 32, 61, 72]. They may also
switch between them during interactions [3, 60, 72]. For example, research shows that individuals
might begin with instant messaging but switch to a phone call when a more interactive form of
communication is needed, such as verbal conversation [60]. Couples, for example, often navigate
between different channels to resolve conflicts, using this approach to reduce tension and manage
relationship dynamics [3, 72]. Although many studies highlight that one person can connect with
another through multiple channels [4, 14, 70], as discussed in previous section 2.2, the everyday
practice of switching between channels with the same contact remains underexplored. There is
still limited understanding of why and how people switch between multiple channels in their daily
interactions.

Channel switching with the same contact reflects an ecological view of how multiple apps are
used together and how people react to real-time interactions, as the medium becomes an integral
part of managing ongoing conversations. This dynamic process goes beyond static, pre-determined
choices, highlighting the fluidity of channel switching during interactions. By examining everyday
communication practices, this work aims to expand on existing research and provide a more
nuanced understanding of the real-time interplay in multichannel communication.

3 Method

To understand people’s day-to-day multichannel communication, we first conducted a preliminary
survey to screen participants and update our understanding of which media platforms they use
as communication channels. With participants who agreed to proceed to follow-up studies, we
conducted a two-week diary study, followed by in-depth interviews.

3.1 Preliminary survey

The preliminary survey provided up-to-date knowledge on the communication channels participants
used and served as a screening tool for their selection. Through this self-reported survey, we asked
participants to define the scope of messaging apps, including all digital channels they regularly use
for sending messages. These channels were then included in the subsequent diary study.
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Fig. 1. The histogram shows the number of apps used by survey participants daily, grouped by for work and
for personal use.

The survey included questions about demographics and the use of communication apps for work
and personal activities. One example of apps for personal use is “What digital applications do you use
for messaging personal contacts (e.g., family, friends, acquaintances)?” The survey was designed with
Webropol survey platform, and posted through online and offline channels. The survey was open
to the public from April 18 to May 11, 2023, and received in total of 194 responses. Respondents
were from diverse backgrounds, varying in age, education, occupation, and country of residence (a
detailed overview of the respondents’ demographic information is provided in Appendix Table 4).
Based on survey results, Results of our survey showed that respondents use, on average, 4.8 apps
for personal and 3.4 apps for work communication, in line with recent survey results [32, 38, 75].
Figure 1 shows an overview of the number of apps our respondents use. Among the reported apps,
WhatsApp (76.6%) and Telegram (61.3%) are the top-used apps for personal messaging, followed by
Discord (42.3%), SMS (42.3%), and Instagram (41.4%). For work messaging, Microsoft Teams is the
most popular (50.5%), followed by WhatsApp (36.0%) and Slack (34.2%). These results provide an
overview of our sample pool and highlight the phenomenon of switching between a wide range of
apps for daily communication.

3.2 Participants

To recruit participants for the diary study, we sent invitation emails to 48 participants who expressed
willingness to take part. The inclusion criteria were: a) they use at least five communication apps
daily; b) they use different devices for communication. These criteria enabled us to focus on a
representative user group proficient in using multiple communication apps across devices.
Twenty-four participants attended the briefing of the diary study, and twenty-two started the
diary study, with four discontinuing participation within the initial three days. Among the remaining
eighteen participants, one withdrew from the study midway due to personal issues and submitted
seven days of diary records (the data from this participant, identified as P6, was used with her
explicit consent for diary analysis, given the comprehensive and well-explained nature of the data),
and one participant’s data was deemed invalid due to information credibility issues and a lack
of proficiency in English to complete the interview (the study was conducted in English). The
demographic information for the final 17 participants is presented in Table 1. Participants were
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compensated with a 30-euro Amazon digital gift card for completing the diary, and one extra
30-euro voucher was raffled among the participants who completed both the diary and interview

study.

No

Age (G)

Occupation

Residence/Birth

Applications used to chat

P1

P2

P3

P4

P5

P6

P7

P8

P9

P10

P11

P12

P13

P14

P15

P16

P17

25-34 (M)

25-34 (F)

25-34 (F)

25-34 (M)
35-44 (M)

25-34 (F)

35-44 (M)
25-34 (F)

25-34 (M)

25-34 (M)
25-34 (F)

18-24 (M)

25-34 (M)

45-54 (F)

25-34 (M)

25-34 (F)

25-34 (M)

Software developer

MSc student

Engineering manager

Ph.D. student
Movie director

MSc Student

Software developer
SoC design engineer

Ph.D. student

MSc student
Product designer

MSc student

Software developer

Administrative staff

Web developer

Marketing specialist

IT manager

Serbia/Serbia

USA/India

USA/USA

Netherlands/China
Portugal/Portugal

Portugal/Portugal

Germany/Germany
Finland/China

Finland/Spain

Finland/Spain
Finland/China

Finland/Ireland

Finland/China

Finland/Finland

UK/UK

USA/USA

West Africa/West Africa

WhatsApp, Telegram, SMS, Slack, Viber, Dis-
cord

WhatsApp, Instagram, Microsoft Teams,
Slack, SnapChat, iMessage, SMS, Messenger,
LinkedIn

WhatsApp, SMS, Skype, Messenger, Tele-
gram, Instagram, Microsoft Teams, Webex,
TikTok, SnapChat, LinkedIn

WeChat, Microsoft Teams, WhatsApp, Email,
Slack, Instagram

Email, Messenger, Microsoft Teams, Discord,
Twitter, SMS, iMessage, Instagram, Reddit
Discord, WhatsApp, SMS, Twitch, Email,
Reddit, Telegram, Messenger, Instagram,
Skype

Gajim, WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams, Signal,
Matrix, Conversations, SMS

WeChat, WhatsApp, Instagram, iMessage,
Telegram, Microsoft Teams

Telegram, Microsoft Teams, WhatsApp, In-
stagram, WeChat, Email, LinkedIn, Discord,
Slack

Telegram, WhatsApp, Email, Instagram,
WeChat, Signal, Microsoft Teams, Webex
WeChat, Telegram, Email, WhatsApp, Mi-
crosoft Teams

WhatsApp, Instagram, Messenger, Microsoft
Teams, Telegram, Email, Discord, Tumblr,
iMessage, Twitter, BeReal, SMS, Slack
WeChat, Instagram, Microsoft Teams, Tele-
gram, WhatsApp, Email, Messenger, GitLab,
Airbnb

WhatsApp, SMS, Signal, Slack, Microsoft
Teams, Instagram

WhatsApp, Messenger, Microsoft Teams,
Telegram, Tinder, SMS, Instagram, Amazon
Chime, Twist

WhatsApp, Messenger, Telegram, SnapChat,
TikTok, SMS, LinkedIn, Microsoft Teams, In-
stagram

WhatsApp, Telegram, Messenger, iMessage,
SMS, Microsoft Teams, WeChat, Slack, Tin-
der, Amazon Chime

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of 17 study participants.

Note: a) In the table title, G refers to gender following age information, and Residence/Birth refers to the
country of residence and country of birth, respectively. b) For the applications used to chat the applications
are ordered by the usage frequency and survey answers reported by participants. c) We report both country
of birth and residence because application usage diverges in regional popularity [56], and we consider the
location background as an influential factor for participants’ application choice. P17 did not want to specify
the country of birth and residence but only the region.

3.3 Diary-interview study

The diary study allowed us to capture participants’ communication activities and helped them
reflect on their use of multichannel communication in everyday life. The design of the diary was
guided by Bartlett and Milligan’s diary method [9]. The diary study was designed to capture

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW220. Publication date: November 2025.



CSCW220:8 Rongjun Ma, Feng Feng, and Janne Lindqvist

communications activities that occurred in natural settings. Furthermore, it served as reference
material for participants to reflect upon in the interviews [95].

Before the diary started, we hosted a briefing session with each participant. During this, the first
author explained the study procedure and distributed study materials, including an instruction on
diary keeping and a diary template. Each participant was provided with an information sheet and
data privacy notice following the university guidelines, and signed consent was obtained before
the start of the study. During the two-week diary study, participants were asked to keep a diary of
all encountered communication activities every day. The diary entries were then used as a prompt
to guide the discussion around communication activities and multichannel management during
participants’ interviews.

3.3.1 Diary design and procedure. We designed a diary template for participants to record daily
communication activities. The template was provided in a spreadsheet for participants to record their
experiences, and they were also encouraged to use diverse other means, such as audio recordings
or written notes, to sample their experiences.

The authors first designed this template and then iterated it with five participants in a one-week
pilot test (see Appendix figure 2 and 3 for the completed diary template). In this template, each
row corresponded to one communication session, and each column corresponded to one type
of information associated with the communication session. Participants were asked to record
the following information: a) Columns to be answered with drop-down lists: “who initiated the
conversation”, “channel used”, “relationship with the contact” (categories are adopted from [50]),
and “device used”; b) Columns to be answered with open text: “time of the conversation”, “contacts”
(Participants were asked to use a unique and consistent identifier for each contact throughout
the study, real names were pseudonymized for analysis), “conversation topic”, “response speed”,
“feature used”, “experience of app”, “alternatives” and “open notes”.

To motivate participants and manage progress flexibly, the researcher distributed one new diary
spreadsheet via email each day at 23:00, adjusted to each participant’s respective time zone. Each
spreadsheet was dedicated to record as many communication sessions as possible. Participants
can log the sessions either in time or retrospectively, determined by their daily routine. At the end
of each day, the researcher emailed each participant individually to collect the spreadsheet and
distribute a new spreadsheet for the coming day. This procedure enabled researchers to follow up
timely on any questions from participants that arose throughout the diary study. In addition, we
set two checkpoints, by the end of the first and second week, to collect participants’ experience of
this study.

Diary data overview. Over the course of the two-week diary study, a total of 1,902 data entries
were collected, with each entry representing a communication activity. Among the 17 participants,
six logged over 100 entries each, while the remaining participants averaged 70 entries per person.
The diary entries captured various communication styles and channel-switching behavior. Topics
covering planning and scheduling (354), content sharing (287), work discussions (175), and greetings
(43). A detailed overview of the diary data is provided in the Appendix Table 2 and Table 3.

3.3.2 Interview procedure. Upon finishing two weeks of diary keeping, we first analyzed each
participant’s diary and marked unclear or interesting observations for further explanation. The
first two authors discussed and completed this process. The results of the analysis were used to
inform interview questions tailored to each participant, which were included in the interview
protocol before each interview. Interviews were conducted remotely via Microsoft Teams and
lasted for approximately 60 minutes. They consisted of two parts: First, a detailed discussion of
communication behavior elicited by diary entries. Second, a discussion centering on participants’
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perspectives on their communication coordination practices. Examples of questions asked during
the interviews include: “Why do you choose to use [App] in [case A] ?” and “What are the benefits
of using multiple channels?” These two parts of the interview were not strictly sequential; for
example, while clarifying certain diary entries, participants also discussed their overall strategies
for managing multiple channels. The interview protocol is provided in Appendix A.

3.4 Data analysis

We collected diary entries, interview recordings, and additional experiences shared by participants.
We first transcribed 914 minutes of interview recordings and organized all other data forms. We
then compiled all the data into the qualitative analysis software Atlas.ti [6]. We combined both
the interview and diary data for each participant, which enabled us to gain a comprehensive
understanding of what occurred in specific conversations. We use Braun and Clarke’s thematic
analysis approach for data analysis [13]. The first author went over all the participants’ profiles to
gain overall familiarity with the data set. The initial coding scheme was generated in this process.
Then, the first two authors met regularly to discuss and refine these initial codes over six weeks. The
process was guided by research questions focused on why and how participants switched channels
with the same contacts and the friction they faced with app boundaries. Based on this, the first
author inductively coded the rest of the data set. Then the first two authors sorted the codes and
diary excerpts into a collaborative illustration board for further discussion and theme identification.
This approach led us to identify key drivers of participants’ channel-switching behaviors and
adaptations as they navigated and managed the boundaries across channels.

4 Findings

In the following section, we present our findings in two subsections, corresponding to the two
research questions. Section 4.1 details five factors that impact channel-switching behavior with the
same contact (RQ1). Section 4.2 illustrates the adaptation behaviors that explain the blurred social
boundaries across communication channels (RQ2).

4.1 Switching between communication channels

Switching between channels with the same contact was common among our participants. The diary
data showed that 16 out of 17 participants communicated with the same contacts across multiple
channels. Through thematic analysis, we identified five key factors influencing switching behavior,
with four factors driving the switches: topic, expectation, feature, and mood, and one factor that
resists switching: inertia. As an additional observation, we noted the consequences of multichannel
communication.

4.1.1 Topic-driven channel switching: align topics with the appropriate channel. Participants switched
channels to chat with the same contact because certain topics were considered appropriate for
some apps than others. For example, Instagram and TikTok were frequently utilized to share
multimedia content like reels, posts, quotes, and pictures. In contrast, channels such as email,
Teams, or Slack were preferred for important, professional exchanges. Meanwhile, WhatsApp,
WeChat, and Telegram were favored for everyday conversations, planning, and discussing life
matters. For example, P2, who frequently exchanged interesting reels and news with a friend
on Instagram, reflected in a diary entry: ‘T equally communicate with this person on WhatsApp,
especially when I want to ask for advice.” (P2, diary excerpt). During the follow-up interview, P2
further explained, “So for Instagram, it’s like usually commenting on stories or sharing views mostly,
and then for anything other than that, I would use WhatsApp.” (P2).
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The suitability of specific apps for certain topics can be attributed to characteristics such as the
formality, sensitivity, and importance of the conversation topic.

Topic formality influenced people’s switches between different communication channels, par-
ticularly when navigating between personal and work settings. For example, P9 used Teams for
work-related discussions to maintain professionalism but switched to Telegram or Instagram for
casual chats with the same colleague-friend: “When it’s work-related stuff, I use Teams. And when [
Jjust want to chat with him or we’re going to have lunch or something like that, I use Telegram.” (P9).

Topic sensitivity also played a role in multichannel communication. Some participants preferred
to switch to a different app when discussing topics they considered sensitive, such as personal
matters or private discussions (P3-4, P8). For example, some participants considered certain topics,
such as political discussions, to be sensitive and were cautious about where they shared their
personal views. Concerned about how discussions might be moderated on specific platforms, they
opted to use alternative apps they felt were more suitable for such conversations.

“This is something a slightly a little bit sensitive because, you know, there’s a lot of things
you can talk about on [App A], but not on [App B]. For example, politics topics. [...] Once
we have something to talk about, for example, some trending topic, trending news related
to public activities or events, then it’s probably we will just discuss it on [App A]. Yeah,
[App B] is more like how about your life.” - P4

Topic importance influenced channel switching. Participants used WhatsApp for trivial topics
like the weather or social plans but switched to email more serious matters, such as filling out
forms or exchanging official documents. As P12 explained, “If any message is going to be important,
it’ll be an email.”, reflecting his daily messaging with his mother on WhatsApp while opting for
email for important matters. Similarly, some participants noted that email was particularly suitable
for discussions that required thoughtful responses and in-depth consideration (P4, P7, P12).

4.1.2  Expectation-Driven Channel Switching: Assess Reachability and Responsiveness. We found that
participants had varying expectations for different communication interactions. In some cases, they
expected a quick and interactive response. While in other cases, they did not expect an immediate
reply — or any reply at all. Their assessment of the required level of interaction guided their
switch between communication channels, allowing them to adapt their usage to align with these
expectations.

In situations where participants had more urgent matters expecting a quick response, they would
switch to the channel where they knew the other person was most active. For example, P9 noticed
one friend was more active on WeChat and switched channels to receive a quicker response: T
think I needed to buy some product at a pharmacy, and I was at that moment, so I needed an immediate
answer. But otherwise, I would use Telegram.”(P9). Switching channels for responsiveness could
sometimes result in a chain of behaviors. For instance, P6, in her one-day diary, reported switching
between three different channels to reach her parents. She noted:

(Dairy excerpt) “Sent message to family WhatsApp asking for a ride back home. No reply
for 10 minutes, and then I messaged mom and later dad. No reply for a few minutes (and I
was already on my way back on the train) and then I called my mom who couldn’t pick
me up, and then I called my dad.” - P6

In some situations, participants did not view the conversations as important and did not expect
an immediate response, sometimes even feeling there was “no need to reply” (P5, diary excerpt
commenting on a conversation where he shared information with an acquaintance). In these cases,
participants switched to a casual or default channel they commonly used. Conversations did not
involve continuous back-and-forth exchanges but had longer intervals between replies. For example,

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW220. Publication date: November 2025.



Multichannel Communication CSCW220:11

P8 chatted with a friend across different platforms over two weeks, including sharing videos and
posts, but they rarely talked in real-time. Instead, they sent messages when they found something
interesting, and the other person responded when free. As P8 described, “the communication
continues when each other is free. We share something with each other randomly and continuously.”
(P8 diary excerpt).

In these ‘no-need-to-reply’ situations, a tacit agreement emerged among participants, forming
an unspoken communication etiquette. Participants frequently highlighted the usefulness of emojis
and quick replies in their diary recordings, as a way to engage with the conversation (P1, P3-4, P7
-14). Many viewed these quick actions as an important part of communication, allowing them to
acknowledge messages politely, such as ‘liking” a photo in a chat. As P13 noted, “when I don’t know
what to say, I just choose an emoji to react.” (P13 diary excerpt).

Participants’ expectations of their own communication capacity also influence how actively they
engage with others via certain channels. When we inquired about their own response behaviors,
we found that some participants muted their messaging app notifications due to the high volume
of incoming messages and interruptions. Some participants muted all apps except for important
channels, such as work-related ones (P1-2, P4-5, P8-12, P15), while others muted personal messaging
apps during working hours (P16). With notifications muted, participants shared that they took the
initiative to check their communication channels periodically, but prioritized certain channels. For
example, P10 mentioned checking Telegram more often than Whatsapp, making it easier to reach
through that platform.

“It’s like if you reach me through WhatsApp, perhaps I see it once a day. If you reach me
through Telegram, I will see it three or four or five times a day.” - P10

4.1.3  Feature-Driven Channel Switching: Leverage Technical Affordances Across Apps and Devices.
App and device features were one reason participants switched between communication channels.
Over time, they developed an understanding of which apps had the best features for specific
purposes and formed habits around using certain apps on specific devices.

Participants identified unique advantages in different communication channels, commonly
mentioning features like sticker collections, file compatibility, and photo and video quality. These
features often guided their decisions to switch between channels. For example, Telegram was
preferred for sending high-quality, uncompressed photos, which prompted users to switch to
Telegram when sharing images, even though they might use WhatsApp for everyday chatting
(P16-17). Some participants also switched channels mid-conversation to access specific sticker
collections on another app (P1, P10-11). Similarly, WhatsApp was preferred for sending audio
compared with Instagram’s one-minute limit (P2), while Slack was favored for file sharing, leading
participants to switch to it for communications involving file transfers (P17). Privacy features were
also important, as P16 switched from WhatsApp to Snapchat for sharing private photos because of
its automatic deletion function.

“Snapchat has, it deletes like your messages that are going, and deletes the selfie thing,
I’m sorry to say this, I sometimes contact my significant other like if I want like send him
some sexy photos which I know that will delete.” - P16

Device affordances also played a significant role in channel switching. Many participants had
different apps installed on different devices, which influenced their use of communication channels
(P1-3, P8-9, P12-15, P17). Depending on the situation, different devices were preferred, leading
participants to switch to apps accessible on those devices. When on the move, mobile phones were
favored. While in the office, participants often switched to channels that were already available
on a laptop or PC during work hours. For example, P7 preferred messaging through Gajim on his
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desktop when communicating with his wife but switched to Conversations on his mobile phone
when on the move.

Device-based channel switching also occurred within the same conversation. For instance, P12
was chatting with a colleague on Teams using her laptop but switched to WhatsApp on her phone
midway to send a link and additional information, explaining that the switch was for device
convenience.

‘T was looking at something on my phone or it was another resource that I was accessing
through the phone. So it was easier from my phone to share through WhatsApp, so probably
had to do with this. Cause if you notice it’s one is a phone and one is a laptop. I think it’s
Just device-specific. So I noticed that I use my phone more on WhatsApp” -P2

However, the perceived advantages of different channels were subjective, varying among par-
ticipants based on individual priorities. For example, some participants preferred audio messages
(P2-3, P5, P9, P15), while others did not (P4, P10). Similarly, device preferences were highly personal.
Some participants favored mobile devices for the smooth experience of scrolling through apps
and sending emojis and mobility (P1-4, P8-9, P11-17), whereas others preferred larger screens and
keyboards for typing (P5-7, P10), which led them to use a different set of communication channels.

4.1.4  Mood-Driven Channel Switching: Meet Self Mood with App Vibe. We observed that partici-
pants’ moods could nudge them to switch between communication channels and initiate conver-
sations on different platforms. Each channel seemed to offer a distinct vibe for communication,
prompting participants to match their mood with the perceived vibe of the app. Some participants
described the vibes of different apps by comparing them to real-life environments. For example, P12
linked BeReal versus Instagram to “chatting with somebody at a party versus chatting and then going
out for coffee afterward”, P11 compared Teams to “sitting in the office”, P14 characterized Teams as
discussions “in the same room”, P10 compared email to “throwing a paper to the person you have in
front”, and P1 linked Discord to “hanging out with someone in real life, where you can join the voice
conversation and leave, whatever. It’s just, you’re completely free”.

As a result, this mood of messaging prompted participants to navigate between different commu-
nication channels. When feeling bored or cheerful, participants often visited social media channels
with a mood for Instagram (P11) and initiated conversations by sharing interesting content (P8,
P11). In contrast, during moments of frustration or procrastination, one participant shared that he
would browse through apps with crowded group chats, looking for anything that might capture
his attention (P12). This perception of mood often guided participants’ decisions to switch, as they
adapted their communication style and mindset to fit the vibe of the chosen channel.

“Basically the (different apps), I can put myself on the mood and I can put myself on the,
like all the situation, or what I what, I'm looking at or what I’'m replying to.” - P10

Another way mood influenced behavior was after a conflict on a specific social media platform. To
avoid revisiting upsetting messages or awkwardness, participants sometimes moved to a different
app. For example, P1 and P12 switched channels to avoid someone they did not want to engage
with at the time. After arguing with a friend on WeChat, P13 opted to reconnect via Instagram,
using a different platform to rebuild a positive mood.

“We had like a small fight before, so it was kind of awkward in chat history. But like the
thing is that history on Instagram is empty. So I feel more comfortable in there to start a
conversation. OK. It’s like a new start.” - P13

Overall, moods acted as subtle triggers for channel usage, leaving a distinctive imprint on
cross-channel conversations.
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4.1.5 Inertia Resists Channel Switching: Keep Conversations Flowing. We observed a pattern of
inertia to keep the flow of conversations when our participants communicate with others. Inertia
is defined as the tendency to remain unchanged unless acted upon by an external force [88]. Here,
we use inertia to refer to participants continuing to use the same channel where they most recently
interacted, until it no longer suited the needs of the conversation.

This inertia often began with a single action. For example, when person A commented on person
B’s Instagram post, the post owner might reply, naturally extending the conversation on Instagram
itself (P2, P9, P12, P14). As recorded in P14’s diary, although she typically chatted with a friend on
WhatsApp, they would naturally stay on Instagram if the interaction began with a comment on a
post.

(Diary excerpt) “Her post reminded me about her and that’s why I send her a message. (It
started with) greetings after which we discuss about meeting in July, continues for about
30 min. ” - P14

One participant explained that, although he did not primarily use Instagram as a messaging app,
conversations would occasionally be sparked by the platform’s mechanisms.

“The conversation, it’s kind of forced by the application, I will say. For example, if there is
any story and I react to the story, the way Instagram handles that is that appears on the
other person’s as a conversation, or kind of, you know, private messaging. So usually if
someone reacts or I react to someone, then that person maybe answers to that reaction,
and then maybe we chat for a bit, [...] But I will say if I want to talk with them, I don’t
use Instagram, but if there is a video and then we comment about the video then we may
use the conversation started from there.” - P9

Additionally, inertia was evident in cases where participants had multiple options for messaging
a contact, they tended to initiate conversations on “whatever we last messaged on”(P12) to keep the
continuity of their communication.

This inertia could be disrupted when one side suggested switching platforms or when technical
limitations of certain channels were encountered. For example, P1 typically initiated chats on
WhatsApp, but his relatives occasionally started conversations on SMS or Viber. When others
initiated the conversation, he responded on the same platform, forming a new inertia. He explained,
“Tt was just that I replied on the same channel that she texted me.” (P1). As a result of this push-and-pull
conversation inertia, P1’s diary showed that he communicated with several contacts across various
channels.

Inertia can also be broken by the technical limitations of a channel. For example, a conversation
that starts on Instagram might shift to WhatsApp for better functionality and comfort (P9). P12
described a similar experience where a discussion that began on BeReal moved to WhatsApp as his
friend followed the switch to continue the same conversation.

“BeReal is kind of weird 'cause it was like, if I comment, it’s like a public comment. They
do have a messaging feature now, but I don’t really know how to use it and I haven’t really
used it. Also, I'm very good friend with him. I see him regularly, so 'm happy enough to
Jjust move into WhatsApp like he’ll just follow along if I message him there instead.” - P12

Consequences of Channel Switching. Channel switching is driven by various factors and can lead
to an overload experience. As illustrated above, four key factors influence participants’ switching
between multiple communication channels: topic, expectation, feature, and mood, and one factor that
resists switching: inertia. While switching between apps provides participants with “more options
and degree of freedom to choose” (P4), it also demands “energy or time to actually form certain helpful
and suitable strategy” (P4). Our participants discussed various challenges in managing multiple
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communication channels, such as jumping between apps for content sharing (P8) or losing track
of message overload across multiple platforms (P1, P3, P12-14, P16). To cope, many participants
strategically muted certain channels. Additionally, the sheer number of apps posed difficulties. As
one participant put it, “having 7 million apps on my phone” (P12) not only strained phone storage
(P4, P7, P11-12, P14-16) but also led to chaos and confusion (P1, P7-9, P13, P15):

“The challenge is that sometimes I find it really hard to follow. Let’s say that if I have
multiple group chats, and I don’t remember whether it is on WhatsApp or on Telegram.” -
P13

4.2 Blurred Boundaries of Social Circles Across Communication Apps

In general, our results showed that most participants maintain overlapping and adaptive boundaries
across individual communication channels. For example, P3 used WhatsApp to interact with a
variety of social circles, including family, colleagues, friends, a significant other, and acquaintances.
The only channels that showed exclusive social connections were professional-specific platforms
like Teams. When asked about their attitudes toward having mixed contacts on a single app,
some participants expressed a flexible approach to maintaining boundaries across communication
channels. A few reported having “no concerns” (P14) or mentioned that they “never think about how
to manage it” (P8), while others appreciated the convenience of having everyone on the same app
(P2, P7, P11-12).

Upon further investigation into why participants had contacts from various relationships spread
across multiple apps, we found that participants constantly adapted to the dynamics of unique
relationships with individuals (section 4.2.1), evolving communication needs (section 4.2.2), and
app updates (section 4.2.3). These dynamics collectively contributed to the dispersed distribution of
relationships across communication apps and led to blurred boundaries in app management.

4.2.1 Adapt to people: unique and fluid relationships. Participants shared that their relationships
were unique and fluid, making it difficult to define them clearly. Some relationships were mul-
tifaceted, such as a colleague who was also a friend (P9, P13), while others were evolving, like
acquaintances becoming closer friends or romantic partners (P1, P4, P17). To navigate these dy-
namics, participants often added contacts to more communication channels.

In most cases, participants also had to adapt to their contacts’ preferences, and the choice of
channel was rarely their own. For example, P7 had a variety of contacts, ranging from service
providers and acquaintances to friends and family, all on WhatsApp. He commented,

“T use whatever other people have. So there’s no, for me. There’s no difference between
Signal and WhatsApp in who I have there, it’s because it is 100% depends on them”. - P7

Participants noted that they were generally flexible about using different platforms. As P2 reflected,
‘T'm just trying to accommodate and match the other person’s needs because I am like, more flexible on
what platforms [ use. I don’t have like “ohh that’s where I don’t check”” (P2)

Among our participants, although some initially had strong preferences for certain apps and
even tried to persuade others to switch to their favored platform (P1, P7-9), they eventually gave up
and became more flexible over time. For example, P1 convinced some of his contacts to switch to
Telegram, noting, “A few years ago I was a pain in the ass, and I was harassing people to switch.” (P1).
However, they later reflected on this behavior and decided to stop pressuring others, acknowledging,
“At some point, I realized that it’s not nice I have to push like a communication channel. I don’t know,
not friendly. So I stopped doing that.” (P9). As participants adapted to others’ app choices, people
became dispersed across different platforms.

However, the flexibility to adapt to others did not seem to bother participants as a disruption of
app boundaries. In fact, some mentioned they actually wished for a single channel for everyone.
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“Tkind of like having everybody in one place. [...] Because I guess it’s not really that I see it
as like managing different relationships, but more like managing different conversations. I
feel like my relationships feel separate from what I'm messaging.” - P12

Although participants did not intentionally try to separate social circles by app, in some cases,
people on different platforms naturally distinguished themselves. For example, participants with
friends from different countries often used distinct apps for each group, creating a regional dis-
tinction between platforms (P1, P4, P8-11, P13). Additionally, the unique characteristics of each
app’s user base contributed to differentiating audiences. For example, P11 described their Discord
contacts as “geeky”, while P5 referred to theirs as “cool”. Similarly, P7 characterized their Signal
contacts as “nerdy”, and P14 described theirs as “privacy savvy”. These perceptions shaped contact
circles not only by relationships, but also by how participants associated each app with particular
types of users.

4.2.2  Adapt to needs: diverse communication needs. We observed that communication needs varied
from contact to contact. Even within the same type of relationship, participants had different
interactions unique to each individual. For example, with some friends, participants frequently
exchanged messages about hobbies and activities, while with other friends, conversations were
less frequent and focused on deeper topics such as significant life events like family illnesses
or relationships (P2, P5, P8-9, P12-13, P15-16). Accordingly, participants adapted their channel
usage to meet these unique communication needs. With friends who were active on instant
messaging, participants exchanged information daily across multiple channels. With friends who
were less active, participants would communicate on a more fixed channel. Although both types of
interactions were categorized as ‘friend’ relationships, one type spanned multiple channels, while
the other remained confined to a single channel.

Communication needs with specific individuals were also fluid. As noted by our participants,
bonding over specific activities or events might temporarily increase the need for communication
and diversify the ways they communicate. These needs often stemmed from anticipated events,
leading to more frequent communication with certain contacts. For example, P7 mentioned that
during a two-week period, he joined a group for a music festival, which led him to actively engage on
WhatsApp, where they organized schedules and chatted with individuals in the group. However, this
was not his usual pattern of communication. Similarly, P1 also experienced evolving communication
needs with an acquaintance he recently met during a kayaking activity, with their conversations
spreading across multiple channels.

Participants allowed their communication to expand across multiple channels in a spontaneous,
needs-driven manner. Despite the growing number of channels with the same contact, participants
did not actively manage or streamline these connections, instead embracing the overlap and
allowing each platform to serve different communication needs of a relationship.

“They all do different things, and none of them do everything. You know what I mean? So
like Instagram is mainly like sharing photos and videos that other people have posted, so
that we can discuss them. And BeReal is like, a snapshot of everybody’s day so they’re
doing something interesting, then I see a little bit of that and then I'll message them on
that. Whereas WhatsApp, it’s just like peer-to-peer messaging or group chats and so like
it’s not as easy to share content from other platforms on it, because I have to screenshot it
and send it in. So I don’t know, they’re all kind of different. I kind of like the separation of
topics always happen by the fact that I talk to others through different platforms.” -P12

4.2.3  Adapt to apps: feature development across time. Over time, updates to communication apps
contributed to the dispersal of contacts across multiple platforms. Participants shared that their app
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usage shifted as new apps emerged and older ones, like ICQ, QQ, and Facebook, were replaced (P1-2,
P7, P9, P11-12). People also changed their phone numbers over time (P14). To adapt, participants
had to make compromises and transfer their contacts to new channels. In the process, some contacts
were lost. For example, P16 noted, “my old-time friends. We don’t have my contacts like my number.”
(P16). Some participants followed their contacts to new apps. P14, for example, switched to Signal
following her friends circle due to privacy concerns, “All the privacy people escaped from WhatsApp
and then I had to follow them to signal now”(P14). However, not all contacts made the transition. As
P12 explained:
‘T only message a few people on Facebook Messenger and only my friends from school, ah
from what I was like 18 and the only reason we do that is because Facebook message was
popular when we were in school and we just never really moved away from it. They all
have WhatsApp as well. I just don’t message them on WhatsApp for some reason.” - P12

These changes contributed to the scattering of contacts across different channels, and this process
was still ongoing. Some participants observed that apps continued to add new features, which they
felt were becoming increasingly similar across apps. For example, P2 expressed concern about apps
being the same.

‘1 feel like all of these apps are just becoming the same and copying feature. I really hope
WhatsApp doesn’t do that as well and becomes the same as everything else. Cause right
now the only stories you see, like when people share their status, which is still ok, cause
it’s like I don’t have like 500 people on WhatsApp. You know, I have a reasonable list of
contacts that I keep in touch.” - P2

As more apps and features competed for attention and overlapped, some participants considered
leaving certain apps (P2, P4, P10). However, concerns also arose about losing contact with people
who primarily used those apps. For example, P14 deleted Facebook due to its overlap with Instagram
but ended up losing contact with some people, “Since I deleted my Facebook group, there’s half of the
people that now I don’t know what they’re doing. So they are basically completely out of my life.”(P14).

5 Discussion

In this section, we discuss the underlying needs driving the use of multiple communication channels
through the lens of the five switching drives, highlighting the varied communication needs that
emerge from switching behaviors (Section 5.1, in response to RQ1). We reflect how adaptability to
evolving relationships, communication needs, and app updates leads to dispersed contacts across
channels (Section 5.2, in response to RQ2). Based on insights from multichannel communication,
we propose design implications to better support these diverse communication needs (Section 5.3).

5.1 People switch to accommodate different communication needs

In this work, we take an ecological perspective, viewing multiple channels as a connected messaging
ecosystem rather than isolated apps to study multichannel communication. This study reveals five
key factors that drive individuals to switch between channels with the same contacts. Underlying
these factors is the need for distinct spaces to accommodate varied communication needs. Partici-
pants need different spaces for different topics, varying expectations and etiquette, specific feature
affordances for different situations, and shifting mood states. People also demonstrate inertia that
resists frequent switching, helping to maintain flow across channels. Next, we discuss each factor
in more detail.

Topic: Compartmentalizing Topics by Apps. Participants switch between communication channels
to address topics of varying formality, sensitivity, and importance. This behavior demonstrates
an awareness of how topics align with different communication channels, reinforcing the idea
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that people choose the appropriate communication medium for the task at hand [29, 73]. The
appropriateness of a channel depends on the situation [37], including both what is being said [86]
and the medium through which the conversation takes place [89]. This evaluation of a topic
appropriateness relies on tacit knowledge, as individuals interpret its nuances in highly personal
and context-specific ways. While previous research has identified factors such as content formality
as influencing one-time app selection [15, 83] and content importance as shaping information
management within email [18], these studies primarily focus on users’ initial choices or interactions
within a single app. In contrast, our study takes an ecological perspective, showing that topics not
only influence where conversations begin but also continuously shape interactions, prompting
users to switch between channels while maintaining communication with the same contacts. This
suggests that channel switching is not a rigid, rule-based process but rather a flexible, dynamic
adjustment that occurs in real time.

Moreover, we identify a less explored factor influencing multichannel communication: topic
sensitivity. Perceptions of topic sensitivity are highly individual, shaped by personal disposition
and background [7, 71]. This sensitivity drives users to switch between apps they perceive as safer
or better suited for controlling content and privacy, as seen in their tendency to change channels
for sensitive conversations or intentionally select specific channels from the beginning for sharing
private information, such as intimate photos. This behavior reflects broader privacy concerns in
media usage, which have been studied in other contexts, such as individuals’ disclosure behavior
on social media [79] and the motivations behind app migration [32]. Our findings extend these
discussions to private messaging, demonstrating that privacy decisions are not just about boundary
regulation or one-time choices but continuously dictate real-time media switching behavior. This
underscores the significance of privacy in channel switching and calls for further research into
how privacy awareness and risk perception shape multichannel coordination.

Expectation: Switching Between Fast and Slow Communication Rhythms. Our findings show that
people anticipate communication dynamics and choose channels based on expected reachability and
responsiveness. In urgent situations, they switch to channels where recipients are more likely to be
active, supporting prior findings on the use of phone calls for immediate matters [77]. Interestingly,
beyond urgency, we found that slower channels offer participants the flexibility to engage at their
own pace, with the expectation of slow or no replies. This suggests a “slow-mode” dynamic in
communication, where users deliberately choose channels that accommodate more relaxed response
times.

This fast-slow communication rhythm echoes prior research showing that people intentionally
pace communication to manage concurrent conversations at work [67] and regulate attention and
social dynamics [51]. However, our findings reveal that beyond pacing within a single channel,
users actively switch channels as a strategic instrument to manage conversational rhythm, sustain
engagement, and dynamically adapt even within one-on-one interactions.

In addition to expectations of different communication rhythms, we found that participants
tailored their responses with varied etiquette, using lightweight expressions like emojis for situations
that did not require a fast or in-depth reply. While emoji usage has been widely studied for its role
in expressing emotions or personalization [31, 64, 90], our findings highlight an additional layer
of etiquette associated with emojis. This suggests that these non-verbal cues help sustain social
presence, subtly indicate attentiveness, and facilitate conversational flow by providing quick, low-
effort acknowledgments. Their use reflects an implicit etiquette that helps manage responsiveness
and continuity across multiple communication channels.

Feature Needs: Switching Apps and Devices to Fit the Situation. Our findings show that participants
selectively combined features from different devices and apps to enhance messaging, based not
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only on technical capabilities but also on their individual perceptions of what makes a channel
valuable. While prior research has explored the technical limitations of media [27] and the affective
value associated with different communication apps [17], our study extends these perspectives by
uncovering a synthesis of different types of perceived value that guides how users engage with
multichannel communication. Rather than relying on a single criterion—such as synchronicity,
usability, or emotional attachment—users dynamically assess and integrate multiple dimensions
of value. These include technical affordances (e.g., superior photo quality), affective and social
preferences (e.g., favoring an app for its emoji style), and the personal meaning attached to a specific
channel. This integrative approach to channel selection reveals that multichannel messaging is not
merely about choosing the most functional or emotionally resonant app—it is about strategically
weaving together diverse forms of value to construct a personally meaningful and adaptive com-
munication experience. This enriches the understanding of media complementarity, wherein media
coexist and complement each other with varying levels of richness [25, 69], while also extending
the meaning of combined use beyond productivity [74].

Additionally, our findings reveal the influence of the device feature on channel switching. For
example, mobile devices are generally preferred for communication on the go, whereas desktops
are favored in office settings, which further impacts app selection. Moreover, devices can be used in
parallel. Users may, for instance, send a photo via WhatsApp on their phone while simultaneously
participating in a Teams meeting on their laptop, engaging with the same person across multiple
platforms. As people increasingly own multiple devices that support related tasks and enhance
efficiency [43, 91], our findings suggest that they also engage in parallel communication across
multiple devices. This simultaneous use of devices refines our understanding of how multitasking
influences communication interactions.

Mood: Switching to Apps that Match the Moment. People experience a range of moods throughout
the day, sometimes feeling cheerful, other times stressed. Unlike messaging topics, which can be
assessed and are relatively predictable, mood is subjective and fluctuates continuously. These shifts
in mood act as cues for switching between channels that align with one’s state. In some cases,
people may also avoid certain channels due to negative emotions from past interactions, a behavior
also observed in prior research, where couples switch channels to resolve conflicts [72].

Our findings reveal that mood-channel alignment is shaped by the distinct digital atmospheres
of communication apps. While previous research has acknowledged that platforms carry unique
atmospheres [46, 61] and influence how interaction unfolds [36], our study extends this perspective
by demonstrating that these atmospheres not only set the emotional tone for interactions but also
influence users’ channel choices. For example, mood for Instagram signifies turning to the platform
when one’s emotions align with its upbeat, visually engaging atmosphere. These mood-driven
shifts emphasize the need for multiple channel options that allow users the flexibility to adapt their
communication choices based on their emotional state.

The discovery of mood also offers insights for app design, suggesting that understanding the
atmospheres that evoke specific moods can help apps define their unique value within the messaging
ecosystem. This understanding presents an opportunity for adaptive system design by leveraging
mood, inferred from contextual cues like message pace and wording [2, 35], or explicitly declared
by the user, to better accommodate users’ needs in the moment. Additionally, since emotions shape
communication and influence online and offline activities [22, 57], this finding opens avenues
for research on how mood evolves before, during, and after communication, and its impact on
cross-channel interactions.

Inertia: Sticking with the Current Channel Until Prompted to Switch. Inertia, the opposite of active
switching across different channels, acts as a resisting force that keeps people using the same
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channel where an interaction was initiated. In multichannel communication, inertia manifests in
two forms.

First, inertia may suggest a trade-off between the effort of staying on a less ideal channel and
the effort of switching to one better suited for chatting. This is evident especially when users keep
messaging on social media like Instagram, despite these apps being primarily designed for sharing
content with followers [32, 40]. If an interaction begins with a post comment, it may be easier to
continue there, despite other apps being better suited for chat. Our findings show that one-on-one
chats triggered by post comments are increasingly common on these platforms. Today, many social
media platforms, like BeReal and TikTok, also support private messaging, despite their main focus
on content posting [11, 81]. Meanwhile, instant messaging apps like WhatsApp and Telegram
are integrating social features, such as daily stories [80]. As the line between social media and
messaging apps continues to blur, this convergence invites future research into how conversational
dynamics on social media differ from those on instant messaging apps.

Second, inertia also reflects a push-and-pull dynamic between both sides of a conversation.
For example, Alice may initiate communication on her preferred channel, WhatsApp, thereby
pulling Bob away from his favored channel, Viber. To keep the conversation flowing, Bob might
simply follow along on WhatsApp, until the next time he initiates a chat on his preferred app.
This reflects a reciprocal approach to multichannel communication, where both parties adapt
to each other’s choices, rather than one side always compromising. This reciprocal negotiation
expands mainstream views on technology appropriation [24], shifting from individual interactions
with technology to a relational dynamic where both parties shape each other’s technology use
in multichannel communication. This ongoing push-and-pull of app preferences, conversational
leadership, and channel transitions illustrates how multichannel communication is continuously
renegotiated.

Summary: Distinct Yet Interconnected Factors in Communication Switching. Bringing these five
factors together illustrates how multiple channels work together and what people seek when
switching. These factors, while identified as distinct, are interconnected. For example, the topic
of an upcoming conversation can shape participants’ moods. Likewise, important topics may
require attention and set expectations for a quick response. What ties all these factors together is
the participants’ need for diverse communication channels that accommodate different types of
communication needs. This echoes the concept of communication places, described as personal,
idiosyncratic constructs that users build on top of different communication apps [61], primarily
for managing social relationships. Our findings reveal that communication places extend beyond
relationship management, shaping how diverse communication purposes unfold in daily life. People
turn to different channels to fulfill various needs, assigning distinct roles to different apps. In turn,
these roles transform apps into unique communication places—even when interacting with the same
person. In the next section, we discuss how our findings contribute to and explain the increasing
blurring and breakdown of relationship boundaries across communication channels.

5.2 Adaptation blurs the boundaries of social circles across apps

Our findings suggest that people are not actively sorting their contacts into different communication
apps based on relationships. Instead, the boundaries between social circles are blurred, with
participants flexibly engaging with contacts from various relationships on each app. Further
analysis indicates that these blurred boundaries arise from participants’ ongoing adaptation to
unique relationships, evolving communication needs, and frequent app updates.

Each relationship is unique and constantly evolving, which often leads people to adapt to others’
app preferences passively. As a relationship grows, interactions with the same contact tend to
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spread across multiple apps. The nuanced nature of individual relationships makes it challenging
to clearly define or maintain boundaries by apps, leading to contact dispersion — a potential factor
in boundary breakdown suggested by previous research [4, 61]. However, unlike earlier findings
that suggested people prefer to manage social circles distinctly by app [5], our participants did
not actively make an effort to manage the boundaries, nor did they view the blurred boundaries
as a problem. Interestingly, distinct audiences still naturally emerged across different apps for
our participants, shaped by characteristics such as user base (e.g., nerdy, geeky, privacy savvy)
and regional differences. This shift toward flexibility with boundaries may simply indicate that
people no longer view boundaries as necessary. Alternatively, it might be a form of disengaged
coping [49] — when the effort of managing boundaries becomes too demanding, people may adjust
their attitudes instead. This is often observed in interactions with everyday technology [20, 55].

Beyond relationships, we identified adaptation to evolving communication needs as a key factor
driving the dispersion of contacts across different channels. This expands the understanding of
communication channels beyond solely managing relationships [5, 61]. Our findings reveal that
even within the same type of relationship, individuals can have distinct communication needs. For
instance, Alice shares Instagram reels with some friends, while with other friends, she only plans
gym activities. Although these contacts may share a similar level of closeness with Alice, they
represent different communication needs. This highlights that each relationship carries unique
communication needs that go beyond a simple categorization by relationship type. To address these
specific interactions, individuals adapt their choice of communication channels based on content,
such as conversation topics and the functional affordances of different channels. Recognizing the
granularity of communication needs may help explain some gaps in past research, which often
assumed that app use was mainly defined by relationships alone [5]. By focusing on how people
manage channels based on their needs, our work shows that users are actually more flexible and
adaptive in their communication choices.

The third dimension highlights adaptation to app updates. Our work reveals that adjusting to
app changes is one of the reasons for scattered contacts. As communication apps have evolved
rapidly in recent years, people have adapted their app usage for various reasons, such as migrating
from WhatsApp due to privacy concerns [32]. However, migrating entire social circles to a new
platform can be challenging. Some participants, for instance, had to accommodate contacts who
had not transitioned from older apps, requiring them to balance their own preferences and adjust
to using more or fewer communication channels. This dynamic was also observed in the migration
from WhatsApp [32]. Previous studies have examined individuals’ transitions between apps [15],
but often do not account for whether their social circles migrate with them and how this impacts
their communication ecosystem. Our findings show that adapting to rapid app updates creates
friction for app management, as individuals must weigh their personal preferences for staying or
leaving against the potential loss of contacts, making these trade-offs essential when updating their
communication channel choices.

Overall, by revealing these three dimensions of adaptation behavior, we offer insights into
the reasons behind the scattered communication patterns of ‘having everyone everywhere, ad-
dressing our second research question. Our findings reveal people’s flexibility and spontaneous
app-switching, suggesting a trend from distinguishing between channels to a more integrated,
omnichannel approach. In this approach, channels are no longer limited by fixed boundaries but
work together seamlessly to support the flow of interactions across apps.

5.3 Design implications

Our findings reveal that switching behavior across multiple communication channels is common
in daily practices, with boundaries between channels becoming blurred. As people hold a flexible
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attitude toward blurred app boundaries, it raises the question: if social circles no longer confine
channels, would it be beneficial to consolidate everything into a single app? On one hand, a unified
approach could reduce the cognitive load of switching, as participants expressed confusion about
tracking conversations across different channels [92]. On the other hand, placing everything in one
channel might lead to feature overload [45], and users still value maintaining distinctions between
channels to meet specific communication needs. Between a strictly unified and a multichannel
approach, designers could aim to reduce feature-driven channel switching by creating cross-app
hubs of functionality accessible from any application. For example, mobile keyboards such as
Gboard [82] and Grammarly [1] serve as global hubs for text input, translation, and grammar
checking across channels, while Dearboard [33] offers customizable emoji shortcuts designed for
use by the user and their contacts across all shared channels. To balance reduced switching with the
advantages of multiple channels, we suggest that, regardless of a single- or multiple-app approach,
design should focus on supporting diverse communication needs and helping people manage them
effectively across platforms.

One possible direction is to centralize the management of multichannel messaging history. As
switching between multiple channels and navigating blurred boundaries of social circles across
apps becomes the norm, individuals may face increased effort in organizing and managing scattered
communication histories. To address this challenge, we propose a centralized approach that could be
used to manage scattered communication, echoing similar ideas from previous research advocating
for interoperability across apps [32, 61]. Interoperability generally refers to the integration between
different communication apps to support cross-app communication. Some efforts have already
been made toward interoperability. For example, previous research suggests enabling chat history
transitions between apps [61]. Another study examines regulations and defines the scope of
interoperability to include consistent message expressions across platforms, such as maintaining
the appearance of stickers and emojis across-app for recipients, and providing users control over who
can contact them on different platforms [32]. Foundations like Matrix are also actively developing
cross-app communication solutions, such as standardized protocols for interoperability [58].

Along this line of supporting cross-app communication, we suggest a design alternative of
creating a centralized hub where communication histories can be pulled and organized in a unified
overview. Although this aligns with the interoperability narrative, the focus here is on easing
management efforts from the user side to organize cross-app communication history. By enhancing
the archiving and retrieval of communication history, a centralized hub can make it easier for users
to reference past conversations across different platforms.

This approach may benefit not only everyday users in personal communication but also help
address challenges in professional settings. In workplaces, communication is often spread across
platforms like email, project management tools, messaging apps, and video conferencing. Research
on workplace communication shows that this fragmentation hinders collaboration and lowers
productivity [12]. A centralized communication hub could streamline workflows and prevent im-
portant conversations from getting lost amid various tools. Navigating the multichannel landscape
can be challenging, with constant switching and mixed relationships across platforms. A centralized
approach may help reduce fragmentation and keep users from feeling lost, enhancing the overall
experience of managing digital communication.

5.4 Limitations

Our work contributes to a refreshed understanding of how multichannel communication occurs
in day-to-day life, though it has certain limitations. First, like all qualitative studies, there are
limitations related to participant sampling. We made efforts to diversify participant backgrounds,
focusing on individuals who frequently engage with multiple communication channels. We were
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able to recruit 17 participants from diverse backgrounds and locations globally, aligning with diary
method recommendations (more than 10 participants) [41]. While we do not claim that our findings
are generalizable to a larger population, we believe our study offers nuanced insights into media
usage patterns that alternative methods may not capture. Second, there is a limitation in the recall
accuracy of diary entries — specifically, the extent to which participants’ diaries reflect actual
events. To address this, we carefully considered the balance between counteracting the recall bias
and not infringing on participants’ daily lives. Most participants consistently documented their
entries multiple times throughout the day, often aligning with each communication session. By the
study’s conclusion, participants reported that keeping a diary of their communication activities
had seamlessly integrated into their daily routines. This practice not only facilitated a heightened
awareness of their involvement in communication activities but also proved instrumental in
providing clearer details during the follow-up interviews.

Future research can benefit from validating our findings with a larger-scale population through
quantitative methods. Additionally, given that our study focuses on individuals used to juggling
multiple channels in their daily lives, the flexibility of blurred social boundaries across these
channels may be a reflection of their communication habits. As previous research has shown, users
vary between minimalism and hoarding in digital media management [87]. Exploring the opposite
extreme — where individuals minimize their communication channels — may offer valuable insights
into how dynamics differ among different user groups. We believe our findings will support further
research in developing a more comprehensive understanding of how multichannel communication
addresses user needs and the challenges in managing interactions across different channels.

6 Conclusions

This paper explores how people navigate multichannel communication in daily life, focusing on
the dynamics of switching between channels with the same contacts and the factors that contribute
to blurred boundaries across communication channels. Through a diary-interview study with
17 participants, we conclude with several key findings. First, we identified five primary factors
influencing multichannel communication switching behavior: topic, expectation, feature, mood, and
inertia. Participants switch channels to compartmentalize distinct topics, to meet varied expectations
of communication rhythm, to selectively leverage specific features suited to the communication
context, and to accommodate shifting mood states. Alongside, inertia acts as a resisting force,
maintaining conversation flow across channels. Second, we highlight adaptive behaviors that
explain the blurred social boundaries between communication channels. We found that participants
continuously adapt to unique relationships, evolving communication needs, and the expanding
array of apps, leading to increasingly blurred boundaries between platforms. Third, our findings
lead to several design implications. We propose a centralized hub for users to manage cross-app
communication histories and enhance interoperability. As multichannel communication becomes
increasingly common, we believe our work not only contributes to current understanding but also
inspires future designs that prioritize user-centered orchestration in multichannel communication.

Acknowledgments

We sincerely thank all participants for their commitment and time throughout the diary and
interview study. The research was supported by the Research Council of Finland via grant number
339350.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW220. Publication date: November 2025.



Multichannel Communication CSCW220:23

References

[1] 2017. Meet the Grammarly Mobile Keyboard for iOS | Grammarly. https://www.grammarly.com/blog/product/
grammarly-mobile-keyboard/ [Online; accessed 2025-08-10].
[2] Nerea Aldunate, Mario Villena-Gonzalez, Felipe Rojas-Thomas, Vladimir Lopez, and Conrado A Bosman. 2018. Mood
detection in ambiguous messages: the interaction between text and emoticons. Frontiers in psychology 9 (2018), 423.
[3] Nazanin Andalibi, Frank Bentley, and Katie Quehl. 2017. Multi-channel topic-based mobile messaging in romantic
relationships. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 1, CSCW (2017), 1-18.
[4] René Arnold and Anna Schneider. 2017. Messengers Alive-Exploring consumers’ use of mobile messaging apps to
mediate competence, relatedness and autonomy. In 9th International ACM Web Science Conference, Vol. 25. Troy, NY,
28.
[5] René Arnold, Anna Schneider, and Jonathan Lennartz. 2020. Interoperability of interpersonal communications
services—A consumer perspective. Telecommunications Policy 44, 3 (2020), 101927.
[6] Atlas. 2024. ATLAS.ti | The #1 Software for Qualitative Data Analysis - ATLAS.ti. https://atlasti.com/. (Accessed on
10/17/2024).
[7] Gaurav Bansal, David Gefen, et al. 2010. The impact of personal dispositions on information sensitivity, privacy
concern and trust in disclosing health information online. Decision support systems 49, 2 (2010), 138-150.
[8] Trushar Barot and Eytan Oren. 2015. Guide to chat apps. (2015).
[9] Ruth Bartlett and Christine Milligan. 2020. Diary method: Research methods. Bloomsbury Publishing.
[10] Karissa Bell. 2017. Reddit is testing new chat feature to replace private messages | Mashable. https://mashable.com/
article/reddit-chat. (Accessed on 12/13/2023).
[11] BeReal. 2024. RealChat — BeReal Help Center. https://help.bereal.com/hc/en-us/articles/11280739918621-RealChat.
(Accessed on 10/24/2024).
[12] Anthony Bolton, Meg Murray, and Joy Fluker. 2017. Transforming the workplace: Unified communications &
collaboration usage patterns in a large automotive manufacturer. (2017).
Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke. 2006. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative research in psychology 3,
2 (2006), 77-101.
John P Caughlin and Liesel L Sharabi. 2013. A communicative interdependence perspective of close relationships: The
connections between mediated and unmediated interactions matter. Journal of Communication 63, 5 (2013), 873-893.
[15] Karen Church and Rodrigo De Oliveira. 2013. What’s up with WhatsApp? Comparing mobile instant messaging

[13

—

[14

—

behaviors with traditional SMS. In Proceedings of the 15th international conference on Human-computer interaction with
mobile devices and services. Munich, Germany, 352-361.

[16] Lee Rainie Colleen Mcclain and Peter Bell. 2023. Life on Social Media Platforms, in Users’ Own Words | Pew
Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/06/07/life-on-social-media- platforms-in-users-own-
words/. (Accessed on 08/28/2023).

[17] Henriette Cramer and Maia L Jacobs. 2015. Couples’ Communication Channels: What, When & Why?. In Proceedings
of the 33rd annual ACM conference on human factors in computing systems. Seoul, Republic of Korea, 709-712.

[18] Laura A Dabbish, Robert E Kraut, Susan Fussell, and Sara Kiesler. 2005. Understanding email use: predicting action on
a message. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI conference on Human factors in computing systems. 691-700.

[19] Richard L Daft, Robert H Lengel, and Linda Klebe Trevino. 1987. Message equivocality, media selection, and manager
performance: Implications for information systems. MIS quarterly (1987), 355-366.

[20] Ana Ortiz de Guinea. 2016. A pragmatic multi-method investigation of discrepant technological events: Coping,
attributions, and ‘accidental’learning. Information & Management 53, 6 (2016), 787-802.

[21] Alan R Dennis, Robert M Fuller, and Joseph S Valacich. 2008. Media, tasks, and communication processes: A theory of
media synchronicity. MIS quarterly (2008), 575-600.

[22] Daantje Derks, Agneta H Fischer, and Arjan ER Bos. 2008. The role of emotion in computer-mediated communication:
A review. Computers in human behavior 24, 3 (2008), 766—785.

[23] Jeff Desjardins. 2016. Infographic: The Evolution of Instant Messaging. https://www.visualcapitalist.com/evolution-
instant-messaging/. (Accessed on 09/06/2023).

[24] Paul Dourish. 2003. The appropriation of interactive technologies: Some lessons from placeless documents. Computer
Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) 12 (2003), 465-490.

[25] Mohan J Dutta-Bergman. 2004. Interpersonal communication after 9/11 via telephone and internet: A theory of channel
complementarity. New media & society 6, 5 (2004), 659-673.

[26] Maha El-Shinnawy and M Lynne Markus. 1997. The poverty of media richness theory: explaining people’s choice of
electronic mail vs. voice mail. International journal of human-computer studies 46, 4 (1997), 443-467.

[27] Alan Firth. 1991. Discourse at Work: Negotiating by Telex, Fax and Phone. Aalborg Universitetsforlag.

[28] Andrew ] Flanagin. 2005. IM online: Instant messaging use among college students. Communication Research Reports
22,3 (2005), 175-187.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW220. Publication date: November 2025.


https://www.grammarly.com/blog/product/grammarly-mobile-keyboard/
https://www.grammarly.com/blog/product/grammarly-mobile-keyboard/
https://atlasti.com/
https://mashable.com/article/reddit-chat
https://mashable.com/article/reddit-chat
https://help.bereal.com/hc/en-us/articles/11280739918621-RealChat
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/06/07/life-on-social-media-platforms-in-users-own-words/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/06/07/life-on-social-media-platforms-in-users-own-words/
https://www.visualcapitalist.com/evolution-instant-messaging/
https://www.visualcapitalist.com/evolution-instant-messaging/

CSCW220:24 Rongjun Ma, Feng Feng, and Janne Lindqvist

[29] Tlana Gershon. 2010. Media ideologies: An introduction. Journal of linguistic anthropology 20, 2 (2010), 283-293.

[30] Erving Goffman. 2023. The presentation of self in everyday life. In Social theory re-wired. Routledge, 450-459.

[31] Carla F Griggio, Joanna Mcgrenere, and Wendy E Mackay. 2019. Customizations and expression breakdowns in
ecosystems of communication apps. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 3, CSCW (2019), 1-26.

[32] Carla F Griggio, Midas Nouwens, and Clemens Nylandsted Klokmose. 2022. Caught in the network: the impact of
WhatsApp’s 2021 privacy policy update on users’ messaging app ecosystems. In Proceedings of the 2022 CHI Conference
on Human Factors in Computing Systems. 1-23.

[33] Carla F Griggio, Arissa J Sato, Wendy E Mackay, and Koji Yatani. 2021. Mediating intimacy with dearboard: A
co-customizable keyboard for everyday messaging. In Proceedings of the 2021 CHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems. 1-16.

[34] Craig Hale. 2023. Workers are being overloaded with too many apps and chat services | TechRadar. https://www.
techradar.com/pro/workers-are-being-overloaded-with-too-many-apps-and- chat-services. (Accessed on 12/26/2023).

[35] Jeffrey T Hancock, Kailyn Gee, Kevin Ciaccio, and Jennifer Mae-Hwah Lin. 2008. I'm sad you’re sad: emotional
contagion in CMC. In Proceedings of the 2008 ACM conference on Computer supported cooperative work. 295-298.

[36] Jurgen Hasse. 2019. Atmospheres and moods: Two modes of being-with. Atmosphere and aesthetics: A plural perspective
(2019), 77-92.

[37] Dell Hymes et al. 1972. On communicative competence. sociolinguistics 269293 (1972), 269-293.

[38] MIO industry trends. 2019. Workplace Messaging Report - Slack, Microsoft Teams & Webex Teams. https://dispatch.m.

io/mio-workplace-messaging-report/. (Accessed on 12/05/2023).

Instagram. [n.d.]. Instagram Direct Messenger | Video Chat & Send DMs | About Instagram. https://about.instagram.

com/features/direct. (Accessed on 12/13/2023).

[40] Instagram. 2024. Instagram Stories | Create, Share, and Explore Moments | About Instagram. https://about.instagram.
com/features/stories. (Accessed on 10/24/2024).

[41] User Interviews. 2023. Diary Studies: UX Research Methods for Discovery. https://www.userinterviews.com/ux-
research-field-guide-chapter/diary-studies. (Accessed on 11/14/2023).

[42] Ellen Isaacs, Alan Walendowski, Steve Whittaker, Diane J Schiano, and Candace Kamm. 2002. The character, functions,

and styles of instant messaging in the workplace. In Proceedings of the 2002 ACM conference on Computer supported

cooperative work. 11-20.

Tero Jokela, Jarno Ojala, and Thomas Olsson. 2015. A diary study on combining multiple information devices in

—

[39

—

[43

[t

everyday activities and tasks. In Proceedings of the 33rd annual ACM conference on human factors in computing systems.
3903-3912.
[44] Heekyoung Jung, Erik Stolterman, Will Ryan, Tonya Thompson, and Marty Siegel. 2008. Toward a framework for
ecologies of artifacts: how are digital artifacts interconnected within a personal life?. In Proceedings of the 5th Nordic
conference on Human-computer interaction: building bridges. Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY,
United States, Lund Sweden, 201-210.
Pamela Karr-Wisniewski and Ying Lu. 2010. When more is too much: Operationalizing technology overload and
exploring its impact on knowledge worker productivity. Computers in Human Behavior 26, 5 (2010), 1061-1072.
Kay Kender. 2022. Tumblr is Queer and Twitter is Toxic: Speculating About the Vibe of Social Media Spaces. In Nordic
Human-Computer Interaction Conference. 1-8.
Da-jung Kim and Youn-kyung Lim. 2015. Dwelling places in KakaoTalk: understanding the roles and meanings of
chatrooms in mobile instant messengers. In Proceedings of the 18th ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative
Work & Social Computing. 775-784.
Hyo Kim, Gwang Jae Kim, Han Woo Park, and Ronald E Rice. 2007. Configurations of relationships in different media:
FtF, email, instant messenger, mobile phone, and SMS. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 12, 4 (2007),
1183-1207.
Richard S Lazarus. 1984. Stress, appraisal, and coping. Springer.
Hao-Ping Lee, Kuan-Yin Chen, Chih-Heng Lin, and Yung-Ju Chang. 2019. Connecting IM pattern and selective perceived
responsiveness to relationship: A cluster-based approach. In Adjunct Proceedings of the 2019 ACM International Joint
Conference on Pervasive and Ubiquitous Computing and Proceedings of the 2019 ACM International Symposium on
Wearable Computers. Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, United States, London United Kingdom,
1070-1074.
Hao-Ping Hank Lee, Yi-Shyuan Chiang, Yu-Ling Chou, Kung-Pai Lin, and Yung-Ju Chang. 2023. What makes IM
users (un) responsive: An empirical investigation for understanding IM responsiveness. International Journal of
Human-Computer Studies 172 (2023), 102983.
Richard Ling and Geoff Canright. 2013. Perceived critical adoption transitions and technologies of social mediation. In
Perceived critical adoption transitions and technologies of social mediation.

[45

—

[46

—

[47

—

(48

[t

[49
[50

[ N

[51

—

[52

—

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW220. Publication date: November 2025.


https://www.techradar.com/pro/workers-are-being-overloaded-with-too-many-apps-and-chat-services
https://www.techradar.com/pro/workers-are-being-overloaded-with-too-many-apps-and-chat-services
https://dispatch.m.io/mio-workplace-messaging-report/
https://dispatch.m.io/mio-workplace-messaging-report/
https://about.instagram.com/features/direct
https://about.instagram.com/features/direct
https://about.instagram.com/features/stories
https://about.instagram.com/features/stories
https://www.userinterviews.com/ux-research-field-guide-chapter/diary-studies
https://www.userinterviews.com/ux-research-field-guide-chapter/diary-studies

Multichannel Communication CSCW220:25

[53] Rich Ling and Chih-Hui Lai. 2016. Microcoordination 2.0: Social coordination in the age of smartphones and messaging
apps. Journal of Communication 66, 5 (2016), 834-856.

[54] Arif Ridho Lubis, Muharman Lubis, and Citra Dewi Azhar. 2019. The effect of social media to the sustainability of
short message service (SMS) and phone call. Procedia Computer Science 161 (2019), 687-695.

[55] Rongjun Ma, Henrik Lassila, Leysan Nurgalieva, and Janne Lindqvist. 2023. When browsing gets cluttered: exploring
and modeling interactions of browsing clutter, browsing habits, and coping. In Proceedings of the 2023 CHI Conference
on Human Factors in Computing Systems. 1-29.

[56] Liz March. 2023. Most Popular Messaging Apps In 2023 | Similarweb. https://www.similarweb.com/blog/research/
market-research/worldwide-messaging-apps/. (Accessed on 08/22/2023).

[57] Gloria Mark, Shamsi Igbal, Mary Czerwinski, and Paul Johns. 2014. Capturing the mood: facebook and face-to-face
encounters in the workplace. In Proceedings of the 17th ACM conference on Computer supported cooperative work &
social computing. 1082-1094.

[58] Matrix. 2024. Matrix.org. https://matrix.org/. (Accessed on 10/23/2024).

[59] Jun-Ki Min, Jason Wiese, Jason I Hong, and John Zimmerman. 2013. Mining smartphone data to classify life-facets of
social relationships. In Proceedings of the 2013 conference on Computer supported cooperative work. 285-294.

[60] Bonnie A Nardi, Steve Whittaker, and Erin Bradner. 2000. Interaction and outeraction: Instant messaging in action. In
Proceedings of the 2000 ACM conference on Computer supported cooperative work. 79-88.

[61] Midas Nouwens, Carla F Griggio, and Wendy E Mackay. 2017. " WhatsApp is for family; Messenger is for friends"
Communication Places in App Ecosystems. In Proceedings of the 2017 CHI conference on human factors in computing
systems. 727-735.

[62] Ofcom. 2023. Adults’ media use and attitudes report 2023. https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-
literacy-research/adults/adults-media-use-and-attitudes. (Accessed on 08/28/2023).

[63] Kenton P O’Hara, Michael Massimi, Richard Harper, Simon Rubens, and Jessica Morris. 2014. Everyday dwelling with
WhatsApp. In Proceedings of the 17th ACM conference on Computer supported cooperative work & social computing.
Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, United States, Baltimore Maryland USA, 1131-1143.

[64] Jaram Park, Vladimir Barash, Clay Fink, and Meeyoung Cha. 2013. Emoticon style: Interpreting differences in emoticons
across cultures. In Proceedings of the international AAAI conference on web and social media, Vol. 7. 466—475.

[65] Jo Pierson. 2021. Digital platforms as entangled infrastructures: Addressing public values and trust in messaging apps.
European Journal of Communication 36, 4 (2021), 349-361.

[66] Reddit public discussion. 2024. There are too many messenger apps. There needs to be not as many messenger apps. :
r/britishproblems. https://www.reddit.com/r/britishproblems/comments/19edloq/there_are_too_many_messenger_
apps_there_needs_to/. (Accessed on 10/13/2024).

[67] Shailendra Rao, Judy Chen, Robin Jeffries, and Richard Boardman. 2009. “You've got ims!” how people manage
concurrent instant messages. In International Conference on Human-Computer Interaction. Springer, 500-509.

[68] Reddit. 2020. The dilemma of too many messaging app !! : r/Android. https://www.reddit.com/r/Android/comments/
nctdgu/the_dilemma_of too_many_messaging app/. (Accessed on 12/26/2023).

[69] Erin K Ruppel and Tricia J Burke. 2015. Complementary channel use and the role of social competence. Journal of
computer-mediated communication 20, 1 (2015), 37-51.

[70] Erin K Ruppel, Tricia ] Burke, and Maura R Cherney. 2018. Channel complementarity and multiplexity in long-distance
friends’ patterns of communication technology use. New Media & Society 20, 4 (2018), 1564-1579.

[71] Eva-Maria Schomakers, Chantal Lidynia, Dirk Miilllmann, and Martina Ziefle. 2019. Internet users’ perceptions of
information sensitivity—insights from Germany. International Journal of Information Management 46 (2019), 142-150.

[72] Lauren E Scissors and Darren Gergle. 2013. " Back and forth, back and forth" channel switching in romantic couple
conflict. In Proceedings of the 2013 conference on Computer supported cooperative work. Association for Computing
Machinery, New York, NY, United States, San Antonio Texas USA, 237-248.

[73] John Short, Ederyn Williams, and Bruce Christie. 1976. The social psychology of telecommunications. (No Title)
(1976).

[74] Manya Sleeper, William Melicher, Hana Habib, Lujo Bauer, Lorrie Faith Cranor, and Michelle L Mazurek. 2016. Sharing

personal content online: Exploring channel choice and multi-channel behaviors. In Proceedings of the 2016 CHI

conference on human factors in computing systems. Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, United States,

Proceedings of the 2016 CHI conference on human factors in computing systems, 101-112.

Statista. 2022. Average number of employee communication tools worldwide by region 2019 | Statista. https:

/Iwww.statista.com/statistics/1085376/average-organizational-communication-tools-worldwide-region/. (Accessed

on 12/28/2023).

Statista. 2023. SMS and MMS message volumes 2009-2022 | Statista. https://www.statista.com/statistics/288579/uk-

mobile-network-annual-retail-revenues-by-call-type/. (Accessed on 09/06/2023).

—

[75

—

[76

—

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW220. Publication date: November 2025.


https://www.similarweb.com/blog/research/market-research/worldwide-messaging-apps/
https://www.similarweb.com/blog/research/market-research/worldwide-messaging-apps/
https://matrix.org/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/adults/adults-media-use-and-attitudes
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/adults/adults-media-use-and-attitudes
https://www.reddit.com/r/britishproblems/comments/19ed1oq/there_are_too_many_messenger_apps_there_needs_to/
https://www.reddit.com/r/britishproblems/comments/19ed1oq/there_are_too_many_messenger_apps_there_needs_to/
https://www.reddit.com/r/Android/comments/nctdgu/the_dilemma_of_too_many_messaging_app/
https://www.reddit.com/r/Android/comments/nctdgu/the_dilemma_of_too_many_messaging_app/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1085376/average-organizational-communication-tools-worldwide-region/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1085376/average-organizational-communication-tools-worldwide-region/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/288579/uk-mobile-network-annual-retail-revenues-by-call-type/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/288579/uk-mobile-network-annual-retail-revenues-by-call-type/

CSCW220:26 Rongjun Ma, Feng Feng, and Janne Lindqvist

[77]

[78]
[79]

[80]
[81]

[82]
[83]
[84]
[85]
[86]
[87]
[88]
[89]
[90]

[o1]

[92]

[93]

[94]

[95]

Keri K Stephens, Ashley K Barrett, and Michael ] Mahometa. 2013. Organizational communication in emergencies:
Using multiple channels and sources to combat noise and capture attention. Human Communication Research 39, 2
(2013), 230-251.

Detmar Straub and Elena Karahanna. 1998. Knowledge worker communications and recipient availability: Toward a
task closure explanation of media choice. Organization science 9, 2 (1998), 160-175.

Frederic Stutzman and Woodrow Hartzog. 2012. Boundary regulation in social media. In Proceedings of the ACM 2012
conference on computer supported cooperative work. 769-778.

Telegram. 2023. Telegram Stories. https://telegram.org/tour/stories. (Accessed on 10/28/2024).

TikTok. 2024. Direct messages | TikTok Help Center. https://support.tiktok.com/en/using-tiktok/messaging-and-
notifications/direct-message-settings. (Accessed on 10/24/2024).

Contributors to Wikimedia projects. 2016. Gboard - Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gboard [Online;
accessed 2025-08-10].

Stefan Tretter and Sarah Diefenbach. 2020. Emotion and interaction control: A motive-based approach to media choice
in socio-emotional communication. Multimodal Technologies and Interaction 4, 3 (2020), 53.

Penny Trieu and Nicole B Ellison. 2018. Channel navigation in interpersonal communication: Contemporary practices
and proposed future research directions. In A networked self and love. Routledge, 31-49.

Twitch. [n.d.]. Psst...Hey You...Let’s Whisper. https://blog.twitch.tv/en/2015/06/10/psst-hey-you-let-s-whisper-
2a84ac496804/. (Accessed on 12/13/2023).

Ilona Vandergriff. 2013. Emotive communication online: A contextual analysis of computer-mediated communication
(CMC) cues. Journal of Pragmatics 51 (2013), 1-12.

Francesco Vitale, Izabelle Janzen, and Joanna McGrenere. 2018. Hoarding and minimalism: Tendencies in digital data
preservation. In Proceedings of the 2018 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems. 1-12.

Merriam Webster. 2024. Inertia Definition & Meaning - Merriam-Webster. https://www.merriam-webster.com/
dictionary/inertia. (Accessed on 10/25/2024).

Stephanie A Westmyer, Rachel L DiCioccio, and Rebecca B Rubin. 1998. Appropriateness and effectiveness of
communication channels in competent interpersonal communication. Journal of communication 48, 3 (1998), 27-48.

Lingling Xu, Cheng Yi, and Yunjie Xu. 2007. Emotional expression online: The impact of task, relationship and
personality perception on emoticon usage in instant messenger. PACIS 2007 proceedings (2007), 79.

Ye Yuan, Nathalie Riche, Nicolai Marquardt, Molly Jane Nicholas, Teddy Seyed, Hugo Romat, Bongshin Lee, Michel
Pahud, Jonathan Goldstein, Rojin Vishkaie, et al. 2022. Understanding Multi-Device Usage Patterns: Physical Device
Configurations and Fragmented Workflows. In Proceedings of the 2022 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems. 1-22.

Minda Zetlin. 2017. You’re Using Too Many Messaging Apps. Here’s What to Do About It | Inc.com. https://www.inc.
com/minda-zetlin/facebook-messenger-hangouts-whatsapp-how-to-deal-with-messaging-app-overload.html. (Ac-
cessed on 12/26/2023).

Peng Zhang, Haiyi Zhu, Tun Lu, Hansu Gu, Wenjian Huang, and Ning Gu. 2017. Understanding relationship overlapping
on social network sites: A case study of Weibo and Douban. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 1,
CSCW (2017), 1-18.

Xuan Zhao, Cliff Lampe, and Nicole B Ellison. 2016. The social media ecology: User perceptions, strategies and
challenges. In Proceedings of the 2016 CHI conference on human factors in computing systems. 89-100.

Don H Zimmerman and D Lawrence Wieder. 1977. The diary: diary-interview method. Urban life 5, 4 (1977), 479-498.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW220. Publication date: November 2025.


https://telegram.org/tour/stories
https://support.tiktok.com/en/using-tiktok/messaging-and-notifications/direct-message-settings
https://support.tiktok.com/en/using-tiktok/messaging-and-notifications/direct-message-settings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gboard
https://blog.twitch.tv/en/2015/06/10/psst-hey-you-let-s-whisper-2a84ac496804/
https://blog.twitch.tv/en/2015/06/10/psst-hey-you-let-s-whisper-2a84ac496804/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/inertia
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/inertia
https://www.inc.com/minda-zetlin/facebook-messenger-hangouts-whatsapp-how-to-deal-with-messaging-app-overload.html
https://www.inc.com/minda-zetlin/facebook-messenger-hangouts-whatsapp-how-to-deal-with-messaging-app-overload.html

Multichannel Communication CSCW220:27

A Multichannel Communication: Follow-up Interview Protocol
NOTE:

e Our interview includes customized questions based on each participant’s diary.
Customized questions are, for example, Sometimes, you also chat with the same
person but through different platforms, for example, you chat with your friend A on
Instagram as well as WhatsApp and Telegram. What would be the trigger for you
to start a conversation? and how do you decide where to reach her? Here we list the
universal interview protocol to demonstrate the general flow of the interview.

Thank you for finishing the two-week diary study! It was really pleasant to share the journey
with you. For today’s follow-up interview, we’ll have two types of questions. First, based on your
diary submissions, we would like to ask you to clarify some unclear entries as well as some questions
following up on your self-reported pattern. Second, with a two-week reflection, I believe you also
have some ideas to share on the digital communication topic. We’ll guide you with topics about
strategies for channel usage and experience, and feel free to share your notes on this study!

This interview will be audio recorded for the purpose of research data analysis, and this recording
will not be shared with any third party under any circumstances. Now we will begin the interview.
(Start the recording)

[In each part, the numbered questions are primary questions asked for every participant in a
structured order. The sub-questions for each primary question are possible follow-up questions to
guide the discussion if needed.]

A.1 Explain and discuss communication behavior based on diary logs:

This section is customized based on each individual’s diary entry and their unique multichannel
communication patterns.

A.2  APP usage history:

e How long have you been using each application (over the last few years)?

e How did you start to use those applications? (For example, influenced by friends, requirements
at work, etc.?)

e Have you used other services before and stopped using them? Why? (For example, some
people turn to Signal from WhatsApp, why?)

A.3 The Strategy of Coordinating/Managing Different Channels.

(1) What are your overall strategies for coordinating between different channels? What
do you use each app for? Why: consideration behind?
(a) Time: How do you manage your usage time on different applications for communication?
(i) How much time do you generally spend on each app? Are you aware of the spent time?
(if) How do you feel about the time spent on those apps? Is it too much or too little time?
(iii) Any difference between work and personal social connections time-wise? Any influences
between each circle? (for example, too much work-required communication and tired of
personal social)
(iv) Have you used any method to manage the time spent on digital communication through
different apps?
(b) Device: Why do you use [device] for [Apps]?
(i) How does the experience differ between different devices?
(i) Are you using multiple devices for different communication channels, and why?
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(iii) In what way do the single device/multiple devices help manage multiple communication
Apps?
(iv) What is your preference for using which Apps on which devices? And what are the
considerations behind the choice?
(c) Channel: Why do you choose to use [App]?

(i) How many, and what are the main communication channels, do you have to switch for
chatting with different people? What are your coping strategies for engaging with people
through multiple communication Apps?

(if) We’ve learned from the diary data that you use XX regularly. Please share why you use
this/these APP(s), and how it facilitates your work (social interaction)?
(iii) Would you prefer a different communication channel that better fits your purpose, if let
you choose?
(d) Contacts: How are the contacts distributed over different channels? Overlapping?

(i) What are your methods for managing contacts, such as grouping them, sharing groups

across communication channels, engaging with them, etc.?
(if) Do you prioritize certain contacts with app usage? How? (for example, pin xxx on top,
only allow xxx’s notification)
(e) Topics: What (type of content) do you use [App] to talk about?
(2) Experience in multichannel communication:
(a) What are the benefits of using multiple channels?
(b) What are the challenges?

A.4 The Usage and Experience of Application Features:

(1) Usage of different versions (e.g., lite/international/web client on laptop)
(a) How do features differ on different versions?
(b) What features do you like/dislike about different versions?
(c) Would you want more features, what and why?
(d) Do you use paid/unpaid services?
(2) What is [App] for you? (Value proposition of the app)
(a) What does [App] mean to you? How would you define the value of [App]?
(b) Use three words to describe your experience and feelings about this [App]. (could be adj,
noun)
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B Diary template (Part I)
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Fig. 2. The part one of diary template. Example entries were pre-filled at the beginning of the diary in color

iated the conversation,

Contacts, Relationship, and Devices. The drop-down options were personalized based on each individual’s

self-reported survey answer.

ini

gray. Four columns were option-based questions using Excel drop-down lists: Who
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C Diary template (Part II)
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Fig. 3. The part two of diary template. Example entries were pre-filled at the beginning of the diary in color

gray.
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D Diary data overview

No Entries Contacts  Devices
amount amount

P1 216 58 phone (personal, work), laptop (personal, work)

P2 168 101 phone (personal), laptop (personal)

P3 84 40 phone (personal, work), laptop (personal, work)

P4 41 26 phone (personal), laptop (work)

P5 53 33 phone (personal), laptop (personal)

P6 67 51 phone (personal), laptop (personal, work)

P7 76 15 phone (personal), desktop (personal)

P8 135 43 phone (personal), laptop (personal)

P9 108 71 phone (personal), laptop (personal, work)

P10 147 51 phone (personal), laptop (personal, work)

P11 75 32 phone (personal), laptop (personal, work)

P12 363 95 phone (personal, work), laptop (personal, work), iPad, Smart-
watch

P13 82 63 phone (personal), laptop (personal, work)

P14 82 55 phone (personal, work), laptop (work)

P15 70 59 phone (personal, work), laptop (work), iPad

P16 70 64 phone (personal, work), laptop (personal, work), iPad

P17 65 35 phone (personal, work), laptop (personal, work), Smart-
watch

Table 2. Diary data overview of 17 participants. The entries amount refers to the total amount of entries
contributed by the participant and contacts amount refers to the number of unique contacts the participant
reached during the study period. Devices refer to the devices being used during the study. For the frequently
used devices phones and laptops, we asked participants to specify the work and personal devices. Our
participants also reported other device usage such as iPad or smartwatch, and there is no specification for
personal and work usage.
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Topic Category

Example entry

Count of entries

(%)

Plan and schedule
Exchange information

Share content
Work discussion
Chitchat

Interest and hobby

Share daily

Catch up

Send photo

Exchange favor
Greeting

Life matter
Post-activity follow-up
Set up a call

Get to know new people

Others

Planning to hang out tomorrow

Informing neighbours about some works in the build-
ing

He sent me a reel of a shark and we chatted
Discussing about value proposition for product
Today’s weather in our respective locations

The next episode of a show we started watching to-
gether

About what I ate for dinner

Catching up after long time

Photos from kayaking trip

He asked me to deliver something (a parcel)

Wished her happy birthday

My mother’s surgery today

He wanted to confirm if I arrived home safe

He asked if i was around so we could call

I just met her on Tinder app so I asked to know more
about her

A spam message was sent in so I tagged an admin

354 (18.6%)
333 (17.5%)

287 (15.1%)
175 (9.2%)
120 (6.3%)
117 (6.2%)

105 (5.5%)
102 (5.4%)
93 (4.9%)
80 (4.2%)
43 (2.3%)
42 (2.2%)
24(1.3%)
15 (0.8%)
7 (0.4%)

5 (0.3%)

Table 3. Topic categories with example entries and frequency count.
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E Demographic information of survey participants

Attribute Range Sample
size
Male 119
Female 66
Gender Nonbinary 4
Prefer to self-describe 3
Prefer not to answer 2
18-24 44
25-34 129
Age 35-44 16
45-54 4
55 + 1
High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent 13
Some college, no degree 16
Ed . Trade/technical/vocational training 2
ucation -
Associate degree 1
Bachelor’s degree 30
Master’s degree 75
Doctorate degree 7
Austria 2
Canada 1
C01l1ntry of China 7
residence Denmark I
Finland 74
France 3
Georgia 2
Germany 28
Hungary 1
India 3
Ttaly 3
Netherlands 5
Nigeria 1
Norway 1
Poland 2
Portugal 5
Scotland 1
Serbia 1
South Korea 1
Spain 8
Switzerland 1
USA 32
UK 11
Vietnam 1
Not specified 2
0 1
Number of 1-3 68
apps for 4-6 88
personal 7-9 25
communication ~ 10-12 8
>1 4
0 9
Number of 13 110
apps for work 46 o1
L 7-9 10
communication —=— 5
>12 2

Table 4. Demographic characteristics of survey respondents (N=194).
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