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Age as a Predictor of Media multitasking Behavior
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Abstract: Media multitasking—a simultaneous consumption of two or more media is a ubiquitous behavior and is a growingly
popular habit which many people carry out on a daily basis. It has been seen that there are several predictors of media
multitasking and age is one among them. The relationship between age as a predictor and media multitasking is a widely studied
topic with contradictory inferences. In this paper, we report one of the earliest laboratory-based studies highlighting the
relationship between age and media multitasking behavior of the Indian college students aged between 18 to 24 years. We
investigate the relationship between age and media multitasking habit of the participants and find that for the chosen sample, the
more age is, the more the media multitasking tendency is.
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. INTRODUCTION

Use of media and media devices is a very prominent habit of modern human being [1], [2]. The prime motivation of this
behavior is to stay connected, stay updated and not to be missed out in this age of super-fast communication and information
exchange. Many a times, juggling with several media, in other words media multitasking, becomes an integral part of the modern
speedy life. Media multitasking is a relatively recent leaning which is defined as the simultaneous consumption of more than one
media, or as a rapid task switching from one work/media to another media. One of the primary goals of this leaning is to satiate
one's emotional needs [3].

Media multitasking is growing by leaps and bounds among all sections of age group. According to earlier beliefs,
technological divide was more prominent between the digital natives and the digital immigrants [4]. A study by Carrier, Cheever,
Rosena, Beniteza, and Changa, [5] also found that the media multitasking behavior was more prevalent among the ‘net
generation’ people than among the ‘generation X’ and the ‘baby boomers’. Similarly, an eye gazing study[6] reflected that the
young students had more frequent and short gazes in comparison to the older college staffs. In 2013, Voorveld and Goot [7] used
seven age categories and studied the media multitasking habit of the Dutch participants. Though media multitasking behavior was
found to be equally common among the younger and the old age group people, yet these age groups used different media
combinations and their general media use trend also varied. They argued that this difference in media combination was a result of
the cohort effects that different age group people come from. In a cross-national (for six countries) study of the pattern of media
multitasking behavior in 2014, Voorveld, Sejign, Ketelaar and Smit [8] observed that the age is a significant predictor of media
multitasking globally and that young generation is doing more media multitasking with a combination of new media (in
comparison to the traditional media). This study suggested that nationality of the participants is another deciding factor in the
media multitasking research because countries differ from each other as far as the availability and possession of media devices is
concerned. In another cross national study [9] researchers met with a similar observation. They stressed that multitasking is
prevalent among all age groups, but multitasking with media is more prominent among younger generation (18-24 years old) for
all the countries. Besides, a media multitasking study on the Kuwait population [10] chose the sample of students within the age
group of 18-22 years as they observed that this group of people had the maximum exposure to the information and
communication technology and the highest ownership of media in their country. With the arrival of smartphones it was observed
that smartphones are becoming popular among most children and adolescents in the USA and in the European countries. As a
result, researchers [11, 12, 13, 14] are studying media multitasking behavior of participants of less than 16 years old. They argue
that young people belonging to this age group experience major developmental stages and hence are more susceptible to media
multitasking behavior. Thus, on the basis of internet penetration rate and exposure of media, researchers usually choose a sample
from the college/university students or from the youth [15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21].

1.1 Age as a predictor

Empirical researches regarded age as a universal predictor of media multitasking [8]. However, while investigating the
relationship between media multitasking tendency and age, researchers often met with conflicting results. In one such study
Carrier, Cheever, Rosena, Beniteza, and Changa, (2009) [5] found that the “net generation” reported more multitasking than the
“generation X” who reported to have multitasked more than the “baby boomers”. Another similar study reported a comparatively
less different media multitasking habits of those different generations [22]. Voorveld and Goot, (2013) [7] found that the youngest
generation (13-16 years old) in their sample media multitask the most, but the difference with the other age groups is not
significant. In another study [8] it was demonstrated that age is a significant predictor in deciding the media multitasking behavior
with modern day media in the countries like the USA, the UK, Germany, the Netherlands, France, and Spain. On the other hand,
only in the USA, the UK and Spain, age was found to be a significant predictor of multitasking with traditional media also.
Kononova and Alhabash (2012) [10] suggested that even a minor difference in the age groups can reflect an observable difference
in the media multitasking behavior. Thus, it may be inferred that younger people media multitask more frequently than the older
people, especially with ‘new media’, and also that the multitasking behavior depends on the country in which the study took
place.
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There can be three explanations for this age dependence of media.

1. The life-span explanation[7] posited that the developmental processes in different phases of life create needs for specific types
of media in a person’s life, and she barely seeks for any changes in her habit of using those media. This tendency leads to the
differences in media multitasking habits among different age groups.

2. Generational theory [6] talked about the tendency of the people of certain generation getting used to the types of media which
they grew up with, and developing a distinct media multitasking habit.

3. Lastly, the cognitive elements of aging determines the media multitasking tendency of an individual, too. As an example, the
flexibility in the allocation of attentional resources [23] and a reliance on spatial processes for coordinating deadlines is reduced
with the increase in age[24] which might resist the older people to media multitask.

There have been many studies on the age dependence of media multitasking behavior of different nationalities. The

choice of sample for a media multitasking study (with new media) based in a country depends on the following factors:

1. The national survey of the internet and the new media users of different age group

2. Ownership of mobile phones and other media devices among different age groups in a country.

3. Demographic factors such as gender, region-wise internet penetration and smart phone usage among different age groups.

Taking into account the aforesaid parameters, we realized that a study of the media multitasking behavior of the Indians
will be interesting because on analyzing the national surveys of the Indian population we found that:

1. The 50% population of India is less than 25 years of age.

2. Indiais the second largest internet users globally and out of that 71% male and 29%, female are the Internet users in India.

3. There is a striking difference between the number of internet users in urban and rural India and the use of internet is much
more common in the former part of India.

4.  Further, the report finds that 32% of the users are College-Going Students followed by 26% Young Men mostly who are
indulged in the internet activities. Among the female Internet users, the highest growth has been observed among the Non-
Working women.

5. Inareport titled “Digital Media-rise of on-demand content” (Deloitte, 2015) it has been found that more than half of the app
users in India are aged between 18 and 24 years and a further 29% are between 25 and 35 (45% of these users reside in the 4 most
populous metros of India).

The above data indicate that the urban college students in India have greater access to mediated technologies and more
freedom in their use compared to their counterparts from the high schools and from the older age group. Hence, the young urban
college students are exposed to media multitasking to the maximum extent. Based on these observations and the inference drawn
from that we have chosen to conduct our studies on the Indian urban college students who were hostelers and were aged between
16 to 24 years. These discussions also lead to the following hypothesis which states,

H1: Age is related with media multitasking behavior such that the younger participants will media multitask more.

We are not aware of many laboratory based studies examining the media multitasking behavior of the Indian students and hence
this study may be one stepping stone in this area of research.

With this introduction, we move onto the description of our studies. In the next section we discuss the methodology
which is followed by results and discussions in sections 3 and 4 respectively.

2 METHODOLOGY
2.1 Participants

152 undergraduate students studying Bachelor of Technology (B.Tech.) at a technological institute in India voluntarily
participated in the study. They were all residing in the campus hostel and belonged to the same institute. The sample was so
chosen to maintain a uniformity in the technology supportive ambience and the academic environment that the students are
exposed to. In the sample, 113 of the participants were males and 39 were females. The high male to female ratio in the sample
might show imbalance and can generate bias in our studies but, this situation may hardly be avoided as the said ratio shows
almost similar trends in the technical institutes in India, especially in those of national importance [25].

A pen and paper based cross-sectional questionnaires study was conducted in a strict laboratory setting. Since the study
was based on media multitasking behavior, we had avoided presenting the questionnaire online that could have been a distraction
for some. Also, each participant was called in the laboratory separately, and was asked to take the questionnaire in a single sitting
without any electronic gadgets. They were first briefed about the media multitasking behavior and the procedure of the entire
study, and were encouraged to ask questions if they had any. After taking their consent of participation, a set of questionnaires
were given to them along with the instructions. They were instructed to fill in the questionnaires taking into account their
behavioral activities in past one month (starting from the date of conduction of study). This instruction was given to avoid any
recall-based errors that might creep in while filling up the questionnaire.
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2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Media multitasking behavior

This construct is measured by Media Use Questionnaire (MUQ) developed by Ophir, Nass, and Wagner (2009). This is a
fairly popular questionnaire and addresses 12 media activities such as: a) print media b) television ¢) computer-based video
(such as YouTube or online serial episodes) d) music e) non-music audio (such as audio lectures) f) video/computer/mobile games
g) fixed telephone and mobile phone voice calls h) instant messaging using social networking sites (such as Facebook, Twitter) i)
SMS (text messaging using mobile phones) j) e-mail k) web-surfing I) other computer-based applications (such as word
processing).

In the questionnaire, the participants reported the total time (in hours or in minutes) spent by them on each media on an
average day (during the past one month beginning from the day of the test). Also, they reported how often they use other 11
media in conjunction with a primary medium (on a four-point rating scale: a) ‘most of the time’ b) ‘some of the time’ ¢) ‘a little of
the time’ and d) ‘never’). Questions designed may be answered with the help of this four-point rating scale. Following are two
examples of the questions asked: “While reading print media how often do you watch television at the same time?”, “While
watching television how often do you listen to music at the same time?” and so on and so forth. With the aid of the replies, the
Media Multitasking Index (MMI) was generated for each participants and the index, thus created, gives us an idea about the
media multitasking behavior of an individual during a typical media-consumption hour. From the quantitative point of view, it
tells us how many media a person uses during a typical media consumption hour on an average day.

In a pilot study with 5 participants, the test-retest reliability (within a time gap of 10 days) of the MUQ of the Indian
college students (from the same institute) was 0.97 (p < 0.01).

2.2.2 Measuring Age

Each participant in the preliminary information was asked to report their age (age was asked as an open-ended question
and was included as a continuous variable in the analysis).

2.3 Procedures

The study was conducted in a laboratory setting so that the participants could be free from distractions and it ensured
high response rate. The participants were selected through an open advertisement and they participated voluntarily. On their
arrival in the laboratory they were explained thoroughly the phenomena of media multitasking behavior. Since the study involved
self-reported questionnaires, we made sure that the participants understood what kind of behavior they were supposed to report.
They were also encouraged to ask questions. Before the commencement of the study they read a consent form which guaranteed
confidentiality and anonymity of their participation. The study was administered in English language (which is the medium of
instruction in the institution the participants belonged to).

3 Results

Due to poor response rate and incomplete data, data of 32 participants were omitted. Thus, the final sample comprised of
120 participants (Mean (M) = 20.9 years; Standard Deviation (SD) = 1.29; within the age range 18-24 years). There were 84 male
and 36 female participants.

For analyzing the data, we first calculated the Media Multitasking Index and then applied simple linear regression
analysis.

3.1 Media Multitasking Index (MMI)

We calculated the MMI from the following formula given by Ophir, Nass, and Wagner (2009)
MMI=Y 12, Tl

heotal
Where m; denotes how many media are typically used in conjunction with the primary medium i, k; is the time (in hours) spent

on an average day using primary medium i, and h,,.,; is the total time spent (in hours) using all primary media on an average
media usage day.

Using this formula, we get individual MMI score, and on averaging, we obtained a relatively normal distribution whose
Mean (M) is 4.24 and Standard Deviation (SD) is 1.27 (Skewness = -1.16 (z-score); Kurtosis = - 0.23 (z-score)) for 120
participants.

Our hypothesis stated that age is a significant predictor of media multitasking behavior and the younger participants
media multitask more. Taking age as the continuous variable (age is measured in days) we applied a simple linear regression
analysis to examine the relationship between age and media multitasking behavior. Results suggested that age statistically
significantly predicted media multitasking behavior, F (1, 118) = 29.55, p < 0.0005, accounting for 20% variation in MMI with
adjusted R = 19.4% (a medium size effect according to Cohen, 1988). However, age was seen to be positively related with media
multitasking behavior, and hence older participants showed more media multitasking tendency than the younger ones.
Consequently, hypothesis H1 which suggested that younger participants will media multitask more was not supported.
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4 Discussions

Research suggested that age plays an important role in media multitasking behavior such that those who are in a young group
media multitask more than that of the older one. However these results sometimes differ cross-culturally. In order to understand
whether age influences media multitasking tendency among Indian youth we conducted a laboratory based questionnaire study.
We found that age is positively related with media multitasking behavior such that multitasking behavior is more common in
older students as compared to the younger ones. This result is in sharp contrast with many other researches who suggested
otherwise. However, we may argue that this difference may reflect the biggest cross-cultural difference in media use among the
younger people. Since our sample was drawn from India which is a very diverse country in many aspects, there is a wide digital
gap among the residents of metros, big cities, and of smaller cities. So, when the students converge to a nationalized university,
they might start off with different media exposure which results in inhomogeneous media multitasking behavior. Students with
very less media exposure may start off as Low Media Multitaskers, but after few years they might have good exposure of media
environment and out of peer pressure, over-dependence on media, and enjoyment etc. their multitasking frequency increases.
However, it has to be mentioned that this study does not aim to generalize the data to the entire Indian population which is much
more diverse, but comparing and contrasting the media multitasking habits on the basis of geographical diversity may be an
interesting research topic to be pursued in the long run. In a nutshell, our study suggests that both age act as predictors of media
multitasking behavior, but the way they are connected differs with respect to the cultural backdrop of the sample.
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