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Abstract
The range and capabilities of multiple new media require us to master paradoxical 
aspects of their uses and implications. Furthermore, those same media may also come 
to master us, through those paradoxes. Based on prior literature, we develop a 
four-component taxonomy of sites of media mastery (technology, technology-use, 
social contexts, and individual aspects). We apply and extend this framework to 
analyze summaries of focus group comments from students in a Norwegian and a 
U.S. university about their experiences attempting to master computers and mobile 
phones. From these results, we apply thematic analysis to identify five paradoxes 
associated with the use of these devices throughout the media mastery taxonomy as 
well as a tension between using media convergence or media comparison to master 
multiple new media.

Keywords
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Introduction

Increasingly, multiple new media provide stimulating visual, auditory, textual, and 
interactive content, connectivity to old and new social networks, uncountable 
activities and applications, and convergence of activities and content across multiple 
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platforms (Jenkins, 2006; Madianou & Miller, 2013). However, new media also com-
pete for users, usage, time, and attention, and can foster a wide range of problematic 
behaviors (Xu, Wang, & David, 2016). Thus, while we learn to master the use of mul-
tiple media for our benefit, media can also master us, with more or less awareness, and 
more or less acquiescence and resistance. This study explores positive, negative, and 
paradoxical aspects of college students’ attempts to master multiple media, including 
also experiencing being mastered by them in their daily lives.

Media Psychology and Media Mastery

Media psychology is the study of the interaction of perception and emotion with 
media. In this view, media are a lens through which we perceive and think about the 
world (Rutledge, 2012). Scholars of media psychology consider how affordances and 
attributes of media constrain and/or enhance social perceptions, engage and affect 
cognitive processing, and involve and shape social psychological processes. Media 
psychology focuses on the uses, processes, and effects of media as they relate to and 
are created by human psychology and development (Knobloch-Westerwick, 
Kalyanaraman, & Bussell, 2013). This includes how media can evoke cognition and 
emotion (Klimmt, 2011; Weber, Huskey, & Craighead, 2015) and how people selec-
tively expose themselves to media and its content (Greenwood & Long, 2009; 
Knobloch-Westerwick, Hastall, & Rossmann, 2009). This perspective highlights 
divergences between media’s goals and characteristics and those of the people who 
create and use it, by emphasizing the role of awareness and choice.

We use and develop the term media mastery to refer to how well people understand, 
cope with, and use multiple media (in the media psychology perspective, as lenses) in 
their everyday lives. Media mastery thus includes the choices (conscious or uncon-
scious), habits, and patterns people develop in their lives regarding the use of media, 
based on their own and their social groups’ values and attitudes toward media, as well 
as on the characteristics and capabilities of media. As Picone (2017, p. 384) argues, 
media use involves “. . . a range of practices involving various degrees of active 
engagement [selecting, interpreting, and producing] between media users and media 
content, devices and contexts.” From this perspective, different social contexts influ-
ence various kinds of engagement with various media.

While media mastery partly overlaps with the concept media literacy, media mas-
tery is a more processual term, based on an understanding of media use as an integral 
daily habit for people with ongoing negotiations, self-regulation challenges, tensions, 
and paradoxes. In contrast to this, media literacy is more cognitively oriented, captur-
ing areas of media-related skills (O’Neill & Hagen, 2009; Potter, 2004). Media mas-
tery also shares some focus points with the popular term mediatization, since media 
mastery focuses on changing communicative practices. Media mastery is more ori-
ented toward the users’ media practices, while mediatization focuses on how media are 
at the center of significant cultural, political, and social developments (Deacon & 
Stanyer, 2014; see also Hjarvard, 2009). According to Deacon and Stanyer, mediatiza-
tion is often used as a meta-concept without empirical concretization. Contrary to this, 
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media mastery, in our case, functions as a sensitizing concept1 and a “data container” 
(Sartori, 1970, p. 1039), in which our subthemes (paradoxes) could be categorized 
(“contained”).

We apply the concept of media mastery in two ways. The first is how we master the 
balance and use of multiple media in one’s residence, study or work context, and 
social groupings. Schroeder (2010) noted that much new media research ignores this 
“multimodal connectedness.” Rainie and Wellman (2012) and others have discussed 
the growth of this multiple media environment. Media mastery is also related to 
Madianou and Miller’s (2013) concept of polymedia, where understanding, choice, 
and use of a medium is relative to other available media. Burchell (2017, p. 409) high-
lights that “the individual’s perception of [the] environment of increasingly differenti-
ated communication possibilities becomes a site for managing and partially negotiating 
the limits, form and organization of one’s social world.” Burchell (2017) also notes 
Couldry’s (2012) media manifold, where activities are embedded in a pervasive envi-
ronment of networked media; and Gershon’s (2010) media ideologies, which shape 
perceptions of media practice norms.

The second is the subtler issue of the ways in and extent to which these media mas-
ter us—as our activities, concerns, and relationships are being shaped through, facili-
tated or constrained by, and dependent on, the use of these media. Media mastery is a 
more processual term, based on an understanding of media use as an integral daily 
habit for people with ongoing negotiations, self-regulation challenges, tensions, and 
paradoxes. Thus, we develop the concept of media mastery as a term to explore theo-
retically (Bowen, 2006), and provide examples of related paradoxes or themes through 
the discussion of our empirical results.

Positive, Negative, and Paradoxical Implications of New Media Use

The simultaneous existence of positive and negative consequences is a central impli-
cation of all innovations (Rogers, 2003). More specifically, both traditional and new 
media exhibit “dual lives” of positive and negative consequences (de Sola Pool, 1983). 
Katz and Rice (2002) applied a “syntopian” approach to the study of Internet use spe-
cifically to reject either a utopian or dystopian perspective. Previous literature on new 
media, and mobile phones in particular, has identified tensions, contradictions, and 
paradoxes in their use, social construction, and implications, though with varying defi-
nitions and foci. We will use the term paradox to include the simultaneous existence 
of both positive and negative or intended and unintended implications, without obvi-
ous or even any resolution. The following sections summarize some of the primary 
positive, negative, and paradoxical aspects of new media.

Positive and Negative Aspects
General.  Smartphone users claim not only positive aspects, such as sense of safety, 

productiveness, interest but also report both frustration and distraction (Weisberg, 2016). 
In general, large majorities (from 70% to 80% to 93%) in Smith’s (2015) results (from 
a U.S. Pew survey) emphasized the positive benefits (from freedom, to worth the cost, 
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to helpful) of their smartphones in comparison with their disadvantages (from leash, to 
financial burden, to annoying). More than three quarters also reported that using their 
smartphones made them feel productive (79%) or happy (77%). However, lower per-
centages reported feeling distracted (57%) and frustrated (36%). Younger users were 
more likely to report positive and negative emotions about their smartphones.

Social.  Rice and Hagen’s (2010) extensive review identified several concepts asso-
ciated with adolescent and college students’ use of personal computers and mobile 
phones, each with positive and negative aspects. For example, perpetual contact, the 
ability to not only be continuously aware of but also accessible to one’s network, 
not only improves one’s sense of belonging but also fragments attention and cre-
ates expectations about checking in, responding, and being available. Social control 
through these devices not only involves balancing the needs and concerns of the self 
with those of one’s multiple groups but also blurs boundaries between public and pri-
vate spaces and lives.

Access to, awareness of, expectations from, and communication with, one’s 
social relationships through media also constitute sources of both positive as well 
as negative effects (e.g., social support and identity as well as interference and 
social norm pressures). For example, perpetual contact with one’s social groups 
leads to the “fear of missing out” (FOMO), driving users to try to stay connected to 
others through their media (Przybylski, Murayama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013). 
Ling and Lai (2016) argue that the growth of mobile messaging apps (WhatsApp, 
iMessage, etc.) has increased the role of social groups in mediated communication. 
They expand the fundamental nature of interactions from dyadic to multiperson, 
multidevice, and multicontext. These sites and features not only facilitate the 
microcoordination of our interdependencies to achieve goals but also deeply embed 
that process into daily mobile communication. It is now easy to start groups, but 
more difficult to manage them. Indeed, mobile communication has become fully 
integrated into many societies, so that it is “taken for granted” (Ling, 2012). Thus, 
most people assume, expect, and rely on all their social members being accessible 
and responsive through media.

Identity.  One’s identity can be more flexible and contextual online, but it is also 
much more publicly linked to and framed by the past as recorded and retrieved online. 
More possibilities for surveillance and privacy intrusion arise (Ganesh, 2016). Manag-
ing and repairing one’s identities requires constant connectedness, awareness, revis-
ing, and tending (boyd, 2015; Turkle, 2011).

Well-Being.  Considerable research assesses positive and negative relationship of 
new media use with well-being. A review of 43 studies from 2003 to 2013 on online 
communication, social media, and adolescent well-being, found both positive impli-
cations (self-esteem, perceived social support, increased social capital, safe identity 
experimentation and increased opportunity for self-disclosure) and negative effects 
(exposure to harm, social isolation, depression, and cyber-bullying; Best, Manktelow, 
& Taylor, 2014). boyd (2015), Reagle (2015), and Turkle (2011, 2016), among others, 
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note the beneficial uses of new media such as connecting with others, but are also con-
cerned about the prevalence of disinhibition, narcissism, decreased levels of empathy, 
and avoidance of interacting with others.

Dependency.  People can become overly dependent on, and experience dysfunctional 
psychological, academic, and behavioral patterns from, excessive Internet, mobile 
phone, and online gaming use (David, Kim, Brickman, Ran, & Curtis, 2015). (We do 
not here review the debate on whether this can constitute formal medical addiction; 
see Hong, Chiu, & Huang, 2012; it is probably better to refer to this as “compulsive 
use,” or a form of impulse control disorder, or more generally, “problematic Internet/
mobile phone use”; see Caplan, 2005.) Many smartphone users turn to their phone on 
awakening and before going to sleep, and engage in constant monitoring throughout 
the day (Weisberg, 2016).

Students are often not able to reduce the time spent on the Internet, even in research 
conditions (Bicen & Arnavut, 2015; Katz, 2006). Nearly half (46%) of young adult 
smartphone users in Smith’s (2015) study said they could not live without it. A 2015 
Pew survey reported that many Americans feel that continuous connection harms and 
distracts from group processes, but at the same time cannot resist remaining connected 
(Rainie, 2015). Users may become resigned to the disadvantages of and dependency 
on new technologies (Turkle, 2011).

Paradoxes.  New media, and mobile phones in particular, involve a wide variety of 
paradoxes (Rice, 1999). For example, increased choices in media options generate 
more burdens on usage and skills. Greater diversity among users and media options 
enables greater social fragmentation and divisiveness. Overcoming temporal and 
physical constraints increases autonomy as well as speed of work and expectations 
of responsiveness. Early on in the study of mobile phones, Arnold (2003) noted the 
inherent irony and paradox, tension, and contradiction—often simultaneous—in 
their sociotechnical uses and implications, proposing a variety of paradoxes: mobil-
ity and fixedness; independence and codependence; vulnerability and reassurance; 
closeness and distance; reachability and breaching ability; privacy and publicity; 
business and availability; more importance and less importance; production and 
consumption; and patriarchy and matriarchy. Jarvenpaa and Lang’s (2005) analysis 
of urban mobile device users in Helsinki, Tokyo, Hong Kong, and Austin grouped 
an initial set of 23 paradoxes into 8: empowerment/enslavement, independence/
dependence, fulfills needs/creates needs, competence/incompetence, planning/
improvisation, engaging/disengaging, public/private, and illusion/disillusion.

Research Questions

The media psychology emphasis on tensions, the concept of media mastery, and the 
paradoxes associated with new media, jointly underscore the need to not only reject a 
strictly positive or negative view of new media but also to reject a mutual exclusivity 
between their positive and negative uses, social constructions, and implications 
(Arnold, 2003; Katz & Rice, 2002). Thus, we ask:
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Research Question 1: What are the components of media mastery?
Research Question 2: To what extent are positive and negative aspects associated 
with those components?
Research Question 3: What paradoxes emerge throughout the media mastery 
process?
Research Question 4: How do users exhibit mastery through their choices between 
multiple media?

Method

Research Context

This study analyzes discussions about experiences of media mastery involving com-
puters and mobile phones in college student’s lives in two high-tech, highly educated, 
developed countries: Norway and the United States. Multiple new media are widely 
used in both countries. In Norway, according to Medienorge (n.d.), in 2015, 85% of 
the population (aged 9 to 79) had access to a smartphone, 87% used the Internet on an 
average day while 96% had access to the Internet in general, 65% accessed the Internet 
via their mobile phone on an average day, 94% had access to a computer at home, and 
75% had access to a computer tablet (primarily iPad). Ling (2012, pp. 92-93) sum-
marizes the diffusion of mobile telephony in Norway. By fall of 2015, of U.S. adults, 
92% owned a cellphone, 73% desktop or laptop computer, 68% smartphone, and 45% 
a tablet (Anderson, 2015). In one study, 95% of the U.S. college students reported 
using their own pc and 82.8% used their smartphone for school-related work 
(Henderson, Selwyn, Finger, & Aston, 2015). Though the tables below report some 
differences between the two countries and the two sets of devices, a subsequent article 
will analyze detailed comparisons.

Media Mastery Coding Taxonomy

We looked for publications concerning college students’ use of new media since the 
comprehensive review by Rice and Hagen (2010). We used Proquest Social Sciences 
Databases and Google Scholar, to identify an initial set of publications. The two 
researchers then separately identified the major concepts in each article and entered 
those into a spreadsheet as the beginning basis for the coding taxonomy. For example, 
a 2015 Pew Research online report was coded as including the concepts of cellphone, 
constant connection, dependency, distracting, harmful, public spaces, and young 
adults. First, duplicate terms were removed and similar terms were standardized. 
Then, the researchers discussed each term for possible rewording, and other relevant 
terms we were familiar with from our research. Separately and then jointly we itera-
tively grouped and regrouped concepts, suggesting consistent and meaningful group-
ings and subgroupings.

From these numerous discussions slowly emerged an initial overall taxonomy of 
sites of media mastery. This begins with the technologies in general, consisting of the 
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devices, services, and site, through the experienced features, and then to the uses and 
purposes of the technologies. The next stage of the taxonomy represents the experi-
enced intersection between technology and use. This technology-use involves con-
trasts and obstacles, using the content and accessing information and other people, and 
crossing social and system boundaries, sometimes preceded or followed by user 
awareness of or self-reflexivity about the technology-use. Our distinction between 
technology and technology-use is somewhat like Burchell’s (2017, p. 416) between 
“social device” and “social tool.”

The following component is the social context for this technology-use, which 
shapes and is shaped by social context, relations, and influence as well as how users 
(re)present themselves through technology-use. Next, this accumulating multidimen-
sional context has implications for individual aspects, such as problematic uses and 
health issues, and is shaped and influenced by users’ traits and cognitions. Finally, 
valence is not a component of media mastery itself, but any instances within these 
components may be associated with explicitly mentioned negative and/or positive 
valence. We used this set of media mastery components, and their constituent sub-
codes and sub-subcodes, as the initial a priori coding taxonomy, to be revised with 
emergent coding from the focus groups. Thus, the concept of media mastery and our 
initial taxonomy of components are used as sensitizing foundations for the exploration 
of participant experiences (Bowen, 2006).

Sample

College students are an appropriate population to study the use and mastery of new 
media for two primary reasons. First, teenagers and young adults are considered to 
have mastered new media more than any other group (Brenner, 2013; Tapscott, 2008). 
However, some question aspects of this assumption (Helsper & Eynon, 2010; Kennedy, 
Judd, Dalgarno, & Waycott, 2010). Thus, college students’ ability to continue develop-
ing the technical and regulatory skills necessary for mastering multiple new media is 
both crucial yet still developing. Second, leaving home after high school, and going to 
college in particular, is a major life transition from high school and family life to a 
wide set of new relationships, a period of personal and social development, and adjust-
ment involving ongoing interactions (boyd, 2015; DeAndrea, Ellison, LaRose, 
Steinfield, & Fiore, 2012; Fang & Ha, 2015; Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012; 
Turkle, 2011).

We used focus groups as the context for exploring the media mastery taxonomy and 
identifying possible paradoxes. A focus group is a qualitative data-gathering approach 
that offers insight into target populations and new concepts, provides a basis for devel-
oping questionnaire or survey content, and allows the exploration of categories that 
would be restricted by quantitative methods (Morgan, 1993). The interactive discus-
sions of focus groups are particularly useful to allow participants to remember, elabo-
rate, and generate diverse opinions and meanings (Powell & Single, 1996).

After obtaining institutional review board approval at both universities, we adver-
tised for focus group participants from a large mid-Norwegian university and 
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a medium-sized U.S. west coast university. U.S. students were recruited as part of a 
for-credit research experience in the communication major. As the Norwegian 
University did not have such a system, it was harder to obtain participants, who were 
primarily undergraduate students in media studies and/or psychology, so their focus 
group sizes are smaller. We conducted six focus groups each at the two universities 
between November 2015 and February 2016. As media use has traditionally been rather 
gendered, we sought evenly balanced diversity in the gender composition across the 
focus groups, and thus, obtained two focus groups each with only females, two with 
only males, and two with a mix of females and males, to encourage diversity of opin-
ions from females and males at both sites. Descriptive statistics of the focus group 
members—country, focus group, gender, new media ownership and use, demographics, 
living situation—are available from the authors.

Procedures

We were particularly interested in college students’ sense of media mastery in the 
multiple digital media environment consisting of computers (desktop, laptop, tablet) 
and mobile phones. We asked two sets of seven questions in sequence, first about 
computers and then about mobile phones: (a) On a normal day, for what purposes do 
you use the . . .? (b) Follow-up questions (if the group participants do not talk about 
this): For what school-related tasks do you use the . . .? (c) What personal or social 
purposes do you use the . . . for? (d) Do you feel that you achieve what you would like 
to with your . . .? (e) Please describe negative experiences you may have had with your 
. . .; (f) Please describe situations where you really enjoy using the . . .; and (g) What 
would your life look like if you did not have a . . .?

Each focus group took about 1 hour, evenly allocated to the two sets of devices. The 
discussions were digitally recorded and transcribed. The Norwegian comments were 
translated into English and verified to ensure that it was correct in terms of the specific 
word used, and its context. The focus group comments were entered into NVIVO 
(Version 11, Pro) along with information classifying each file as to country, focus 
group, device, question, and researcher.

Coding

The two U.S. researchers conducted all the procedures and analyses from this point on. 
The researchers carefully read each of the files, and each separately prepared two sen-
tences that summarized the most substantial topics or themes in each file, creating 336 
sentences, each associated with the question, medium, country, and researcher. We 
created emergent codes in NVivo as needed to complement the a priori codes, discuss-
ing each before moving them into a component, subcode, and sub–subcode. We dis-
cussed each new code, clarified or added codes, moved codes or subcategories to more 
appropriate groupings, and clarified that we were coding from a semantic perspective 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) for manifest/explicit meaning as much as possible, thus, revis-
ing the codes into a combined a priori–emergent taxonomy. Each researcher then used 
that revised taxonomy to recode their sentences. The final taxonomy and coding oper-
ationalizations (available from the authors) are the basis for the current results.
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Summary of Findings

Research Question 1

The components constitute the taxonomy of media mastery sites, as the focus of media 
mastery moves from technologies in general, through technology-use, to social, and 
then to individual aspects. Table 1 presents the components and their subcodes, and the 
total coding instances, and percentages by country and device set. This coding involved 
298 different sub-subcodes and 2,092 coding instances. The coding instances were 
almost evenly distributed across the countries and the devices: Norway = 47.1%, U.S. 
= 52.9%; computer = 49.6%, mobile phone = 50.4%.

Research Question 2

As opposed to paradoxes, Table 2 shows the frequency and percentage of negative and 
positive valenced comments for the media mastery taxonomy components. This quan-
tification illuminates how the existing components are perceived from positive and 
negative perspectives. There were almost equal percentages of valenced comments for 
both technology (35.1%) and technology-use (35.5%), with fewer for social contexts 
(13.3%) and individual aspects (20.6%).

Table 3 provides examples of negative and positive valences within each of the four 
components. Within the technology component, positive and negative attitudes were 
largely expressed about technical capacity. For instance, the mobile phone was enjoy-
able for facilitating communication, but had negative conditions such as limited screen 
space or limited battery energy. Next, within the technology-use component, the most 
common positive attitude noted the ease and convenience of access to information. 
The most negative attitudes were related to privacy issues, and problems with surveil-
lance. Positive sentiments toward the social contexts were focused on the ability to 
maintain existing social relationships. However, negative feelings were expressed 
about the impact of the expectations for constant availability, and the ability to with-
draw from face-to-face communication. Finally, individual aspects that were praised 
included personal enjoyment that comes from creating or consuming content. However, 
the focus group participants expressed frustration with their (and others’) dependency 
on and addiction (their word) to their computers and mobile phones.

Research Question 3

Five major paradoxes across the taxonomy of media mastery components emerged 
from our analysis of the focus group comments. These themes represent tensions, con-
tradictions, and paradoxes among goals, experiences, and consequences. They also 
reveal the paradox of ways in which new media may master us even as we try to mas-
ter them. These themes were constructed by reading through the specific references 
coded for each of the four components, and cross-referenced or also coded with the 
sub-subcode “contradictions, paradoxes, and tensions,” which was nested under the 
larger subcode “contrasts.”
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Stimulating and Exhausting.  The first theme is stimulating and exhausting, which 
describes the constant information steam that is not only entertaining but also draining 
or strenuous. An example of this theme includes, “participants report enjoying keeping 
up to date on friends’ lives, but the need to constantly scroll is tiring.” Participants 
referenced how consuming social information can not only be enjoyable but also 
exhausting. Participants mentioned bringing their devices into bed to be entertained, 
but such usage can be relentless and lead people to stay up too late. This is associated 
with the need to remain up-to-date with social networks, which is mainly a social phe-
nomenon. Participants also describe their fear of missing out (FOMO), when they lack 

Table 3.  Examples of Positive and Negative Valenced Comments Within the Four 
Components.

Component Negative Positive

Technology “Mobile phone’s small screen is 
limiting”; “lack of battery is a 
common negative experience”

“The mobile phone is considered 
more satisfying because it’s 
mostly communication focused”; 
“It’s [mobile phone] useful for 
remembering and sharing good 
moments with others”

Technology-use “People often monitor each 
other”; “. . . negative experiences 
of people overhearing or finding 
private/personal information 
like someone’s death over social 
media”

“The ease of access to others 
and information is particularly 
enjoyable”; “enjoy the ability 
to orient oneself and easily find 
access to information”; “Enjoy 
downloading pictures, watching 
series . . .”; “People enjoy finding 
videos or information related to 
their hobbies or interests”

Social contexts “Others’ expectations, as in the 
norm has become accessibility 
and availability”; “There’s a 
pressure to always be doing 
something and oriented to 
what others are doing as well”; 
“possibility to be excluded in the 
moment by people contacting 
each other secretly”

“Enjoyable uses of the computer 
include video chatting, connecting 
with distant relationships”; “enjoy 
computer to connect to long 
distance romantic partners and 
family”; “improved coordination 
with friends”

Individual aspects “Dependency and emotional 
attachment to phones creates 
a desire to return to simpler 
times”; “the conversation was 
about dependency and negative 
experiences that included being 
disrupted”

“. . . opens time to explore talents”; 
“it allows people to expand 
knowledge”; “efficiency and 
personalization of computers is 
enjoyable”; “report being successful 
. . . listening to music”

Note. Quotes are from sentence summaries.
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access to social information. This is related to friends and family expecting constant 
connection and availability. In these cases, it can be difficult to navigate being both 
socially active and fulfilling the increasing demands and expectations for availability.

Frustrating Fragility and Beneficial Breather.  The second theme is the frustrating fragility 
yet beneficial breather associated with these devices. In these cases, participants 
described technology limitations (i.e., battery issues, lack of or slow Wi-Fi) as frustrat-
ing obstacles to goal completion, yet opportunities for relaxation. An exemplary refer-
ence for this theme is “Without access to Wi-Fi, then there is a feeling of missing out 
or fear that one will be lost related to dependency, but sometimes a lack of access to 
Wi-Fi is relaxing.” This pattern captures a tension in which technological problems 
can occur frequently, creating obstacles to their work and social plans, and be some of 
the most negative experiences participants have with their devices. However, they 
often note that these moments then provide a reason to relax or become involved in 
opportunities in their physical surroundings, including exercise, and face-to-face con-
versations and relationships.

Structure and Chaos.  The third theme is structure and chaos, or the experience that 
media technology facilitates structure and focus yet also creates chaos in one’s time. 
For example,

Mobile phones are integrated into a number of daily tasks and experience and act as a 
useful tool for extending a person’s cognition and a gatekeeper for time. However, they 
are distracting and can also take away from the social connections and daily activities.

Focus group participants often noted that the ability to manage, organize, and schedule 
one’s time is the most gratifying use of new media, especially mobile phones. They 
use calendars and reminders to help them recall important activities and prepare their 
days. Many describe this organizing capacity as a reason they would feel lost without 
these devices. This organizing capacity facilitates structure within the day and thus 
enables participants to be oriented to tasks such as arriving at class on time and in the 
correct location more easily. However, just as frequently, if not more so, participants 
describe how the presence and accessibility of their media can make it seem impossi-
ble not to become distracted when completing school-related and work-related tasks. 
The focus groups explained how easy it is to lose track of time once distracted from a 
task and that it is often difficult to differentiate between media tasks. The amount of 
time spent distracted is also expressed as an unconscious behavior.

Flexible and Uncontrollable.  The fourth theme is flexible and uncontrollable: the flexi-
bility to accomplish more goals and a greater diversity in the range of goals, but that 
these accomplishments may be achieved in ways that are unexpected or undesirable. 
One group summarized this tension particularly well, sharing that, “there’s a complex-
ity and confusion that comes out of having access to many options.” Another group 
argued, “there is no goal to mobile phone use, therefore accomplishment does not feel 
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like the right word . . ., but people are more available so they can accomplish quick 
social coordination.” A different group notes, “the flexibility it provides leads others to 
be less accountable.” This paradox may seem related to the structure and chaos para-
dox, but is expressed differently by participants. Where the prior paradox lies at the 
intersection of time saved/lost and organized/disorganized, this paradox describes the 
ability to accomplish more goals and a variety of goals, but that the journey to accom-
plishment may be unsatisfactory and uncontrollable. This can include sensations of 
wasting time, which can be related to perceptions of problematic use. It can also 
include an overall dissatisfaction with one’s inability to remain focused and the need 
to repeat previous tasks such as reading. This flexibility extends beyond academic 
tasks. While people can coordinate more social interactions, because of the flexibility 
to cancel or reschedule plans, these coordinating efforts are not equally successful, and 
create unexpected demands on others. It is possible to coordinate people, which is one 
achievement, but accountability is more difficult to accomplish and can take more 
time or effort than is desired (see Ling & Lai, 2016, on the benefits and costs of micro-
coordination via mobile phones).

Quantity and Quality.  The final paradox was quantity and quality. Participants reflected 
that despite the facilitation of a greater number of relationships and increased amount 
of communication, their social relationships with parents and friends feel less intimate 
(lower quality). When describing how they would respond to life without their devices, 
participants often indicated that the most unfortunate losses would be personal or aca-
demic, not social. For instance, one group was summarized by, “Life without the 
mobile would be limited by a lack of access to important information, boring due to 
lack of content, and scary because it would be difficult to contact others, but people 
would spend more face-to-face time.” Another group stated, “significant relationships 
would become clearer in the absence of technology.” They would gain more interac-
tion with their social network and even spend more time being present in face-to-face 
interactions, which would improve the intimacy of these relationships. Participants 
even remarked that parents can be overly involved in their own technological devices 
when the students visit home. Thus, they expressed the need to maintain and harness 
many relationships despite their awareness of the cost this might have on the quality 
of these very same relationships.

Research Question 4

Our final question focused on how users choose among multiple media, as part of the 
media mastery process. During the focus groups, two themes emerged that demon-
strated college students’ awareness and navigation of the multiple media environment: 
media convergence and media comparison. This pair of themes represents a tension, 
not a paradox, in choosing how and when to use media, indicating awareness about 
multiple media use based on convergence or comparison.

Media Convergence and Media Comparison.  Media convergence represents the ability to 
have a continuous media experience (due to digitization, networking, and multiple 
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platforms) of the same or related content and seamless uses across different platforms. 
Focus group participants commented that devices can share many purposes; thus, in the 
absence of one device, another device could be used for the same end. For instance, 
when asked what they would do without a computer, most felt they would accomplish 
all the same personal or school-related tasks on their mobile phone, and vice versa. 
They described how the convergence of the multiple media environment was both used 
consciously to access content across devices, and automatically facilitated through 
cloud technology that shared content across devices. One unintended and negative con-
sequence of this convergence was when content, such as messages, ended up being 
shared across devices when that was not intended or desired. However, there were also 
instances in which convergence was preferable because it afforded flexibility in the 
face of technology’s fragility, or was merely enjoyable due to individual preference. 
Thus, some users were aware of the tension in making choices involving the conver-
gence among the multiple media to gain benefits while avoiding disadvantages.

The other form of this awareness of use was media comparisons, expressions of 
how people strategically use devices differentially, based on comparisons of the char-
acteristics or affordances, contextual benefits and costs, applications, and appropriate-
ness of devices. In making such comparisons, the participants often distinguished 
between the devices and the device characteristics (technology), and their uses of 
those devices (technology-use). These comparisons were often framed as either a per-
sonal preference or attempts to benefit from the different media’s characteristics. For 
example, some suggested that using Facebook on the computer at home after school or 
work is more relaxing (stating a preference), while others claimed Facebook had more 
features on the computer (referring to a characteristic) (though these may be related—
more features may make the Facebook experience more enjoyable).

The justifications provided for using devices similarly or differentially based on 
individual preferences and media characteristics can be interpreted as the search for 
simplicity in the complex multiple media environment; that is, part of the attempt to 
master multiple media. The students frequently contextualized the use of the device 
based on both media convergences and media comparisons, often at the same time. For 
example, a few groups agreed that larger screens on devices are generally more suitable 
for watching video content. Despite this, they also described how they enjoy watching 
television shows on their phone in their bed before sleeping; it can be inferred that at 
bedtime portability is a more valuable feature than screen size. Additionally, the focus 
groups also mentioned the role of media convergences and media comparisons in main-
taining boundaries within their social/personal and work uses of devices. They described 
how accessing e-mails or online course content from both devices can be valuable, but 
for work-related tasks, the mobile phone can lead to more distractions from work-
related content, whereas the computer provides a better keyboard than phones.

Discussions and Conclusion

This study contributes to prior work in tensions, contradictions, and paradoxes associ-
ated with media use in three primary ways. First, based on prior literature and analysis 
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of focus group comments, we derive a taxonomy of sites for media mastery involving 
four main components: from technology (i.e., devices, features, sites, and broad uses), 
to the technology–use interface (i.e., use awareness and boundaries), to the social con-
texts of technology use and implications (i.e., social relations), and then to individual 
aspects (i.e., cognition and problematic use). Second, valence toward each component 
became somewhat more negative the farther along in the media mastery taxonomy. 
That is, navigating media mastery is the most problematic in the social and individual 
aspects of the taxonomy. Furthermore, we find several differences in valence across 
the components.

Third, we identify five paradoxes associated with media mastery: stimulating and 
exhausting, frustrating fragility and beneficial breather, structure and chaos, flexible 
and uncontrollable, and quantity and quality. These paradoxes identify the sites where 
people’s mastery of new media is not yet resolved, and possibly unresolvable because 
of the nature of new media characteristics, use, and contexts. People’s experiences of 
tension demonstrate how mastery is a process of everyday negotiations between the 
potentially positive and negative forms of media use. From a media mastery perspec-
tive, it is possible that these tensions between people and media are a central mecha-
nism of stressful outcomes. On the other hand, the management of these tensions 
promotes successful outcomes. This precludes media experiences themselves as either 
mostly positive or negative; rather, people engage in a balancing act between these 
poles (e.g., stimulation and exhaustion, or flexible and uncontrollable). Media mastery 
is a personalized experience of creating media habits that diminish tensions, which dif-
ferentiates the concept from digital literacy and media literacy (see O’Neill & Hagen, 
2009). Thus, the skill of media mastery can be conceptualized as a form of attempting 
to self-regulate media habits. Therefore, these paradoxes also contribute to understand-
ings of digital use and well-being such that informational overload, problematic Internet 
use (PIU), or social network service (SNS) fatigue can be situated as undeveloped or 
insufficient media mastery (Caplan, 2005; Reinecke et al., 2017; Tokunaga, 2015).

Fourth, the emergence of a tension theme, media convergence and media compari-
son, suggests people are struggling with, but also developing awareness of and strate-
gies for, mastering multiple new media, in line with domestication theory (Haddon, 
2003). These practices of media convergence and media comparison provide evidence 
of the more or less conscious and successful self-regulatory nature of media mastery. 
Those who have the cognitive capacity for awareness of the benefits and disadvan-
tages of media use are disciplined enough, often based on idiosyncratic rules, to regu-
late their practices (Tokunaga, 2016). Those who are aware of these paradoxes but 
have not developed strategies, are more likely to experience the strain of attempting to 
balance the paradoxes associated with multiple media use. This is particularly interest-
ing for older adolescents or young adults who are still developing their self-regulatory 
capacities. Furthermore, interestingly, media convergence and media comparison sug-
gest that these regulatory strategies are a person-by-media interaction. In other words, 
it is likely that media uses have differential effects depending on users’ individual 
self-regulatory mechanisms (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). This provides insights into 
the nature and the appropriate measures for investigating media effects on well-being. 
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Our results complement Burchell’s (2017, p. 409) argument that the mutual engage-
ment of user and diverse media affects the “reflexive management of one’s own media 
ideology through a highly idiosyncratic ‘relational ordering’ of perceived and pre-
ferred platform uses . . .” Hasebrink and Hepp (2017), Madianou and Miller (2013), 
Rice (2017) and many others also note how people use the same devices for different 
purposes as well as different devices for similar purposes, more and more routinely.

Directions for Future Research

We recommend future research to consider how these experiences are informed by 
socially and culturally shaped beliefs about new media, such as how new media evolve 
into old media through habit, ritualization, and confounding of content, interaction, and 
medium (Rice, 1999). Future research can continue to disentangle the effects of the 
underlying media processes and affordances from the effects of using the devices them-
selves. It also seems important that future research address interdependencies among 
the four components of the taxonomy of sites for media mastery, and both common and 
unique influences and challenges of multiple media. Finally, it would be useful to see 
how media mastery manifests in domains other than this college student context.

These results encourage media scholars to search beyond the dichotomous positive 
and negative effects of a specific medium, and consider individuals’ awareness or lack 
of awareness about, negotiations with, and attempts at mastering paradoxes surround-
ing multiple media. This approach supports the media psychology perspective, which 
presumes, or assesses how much, people are more or less aware of and active in their 
media use choices. However, the paradoxes discussed here are importantly ones of 
college students whose uses of media devices and social networks are expanding and 
in transition. Media mastery is central to their pursuit of and strains in such social rela-
tions. In this case, media do not only provide a lens through which to see the world but 
also reflect the internal concerns as well as social relations of people who use them.

As a final note, it may be the case that media, because of both convergence and 
constant innovation, are becoming just too complex and interdependent for individuals 
to master, leading to enduring and evolving paradoxes. The demands of full media 
mastery may well exceed individual and social capabilities for coping with the para-
doxes. Many of the students felt that there is no going back, and they must resign 
themselves to, or attempt to master, these paradoxes and tensions. On the other hand, 
perhaps over time we can domesticate and master new media across the taxonomy 
components, sometimes even strategically managing the extent to which, and how, 
those media exceed our capabilities. Beyond this issue is a more fundamental paradox, 
however: While we attempt to master media, those media may also attempt to master 
us.
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Note

1.	 For a discussion of sensitizing concepts, see http://www.robertfaulkner.org/improvising-
on-sensitizing-concepts.html
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