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Abstract and Keywords

The continuing evolution and use of a wide array of digital media represents challenges 
to understand and learn new features and applications, as well as manage the contradic­
tions and paradoxes of both positive and negative implications, often simultaneously. This 
chapter explicates the concept of media mastery, the more or less conscious and more or 
less successful ongoing process of how people master (understand, manage, make sense 
of, cope with, and use) one or more new media in their everyday lives, as well as how me­
dia in turn master (manage, control, or affect) individuals and their social relations. 
Based on extensive and iterative analyses of transcripts of focus groups with college stu­
dents in Norway and the United States and several rounds of reviewing research litera­
ture about college students’ use of new media, we develop a typology of three sets of con­
textual factors or occasions for media mastery (Technology, Social Aspects, and Individual 
Aspects), and a set of Media Mastery factors (access, boundaries, constraints, managing 
content, obstacles, and use awareness). We use this typology to produce a focused litera­
ture review of 218 articles from 2010 to 2018. One implication is that the concept of me­
dia mastery appears to underlie a variety of theoretical approaches to understanding uses 
and effects of new media.

Keywords: college students, digital media, effects of new media, focus groups, media mastery, new media, uses of 
new media

Introduction
DIGITAL media, from the early Arpanet and email through to current developments such 
as social media and the Internet of Things, have changed our everyday lives and social re­
lationships.1 But every aspect of society has also become more and more dependent on 
that technology. We use digital media for information, education, entertainment, interac­
tion, and consumption, and for managing countless aspects of our lives. Yet digital media 
also compete for people’s attention, energy, time, identity, and relationships in a way that 
can be challenging, risky, and harmful for individuals, groups, and society (Xu, Wang, & 

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190932596.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190932596
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=college students
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=digital media
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=effects of new media
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=focus groups
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=media mastery
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=new media
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=uses of new media
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=uses of new media


Media Mastery by College Students: A Typology and Review

Page 2 of 70

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 06 August 2020

David, 2016). Our concern, then, is the tension between the process of trying to master 
digital media, and the process of being mastered by them (Rice, Hagen, & Zamanzadeh, 
2018). The purpose of this chapter is to synthesize and understand the uses and effects of 
digital media among college students through the framework of media mastery, pervasive 
but latent in the current literature. We do so by reviewing examples of media mastery fac­
tors associated with social and individual contexts.

Different age cohorts and life span periods are associated with different exposure to and 
use of information and communication technologies (ICTs), experiences of positive and 
negative aspects of ICTs, and cognitive and emotional abilities used to manage ICTs (Rei­
necke et al., 2017). We focus on college students, because they: have grown up with an in­
creasingly diverse array of new media, are usually experiencing significant transitions 
from their family and high school friends, are engaging in a wide variety of new social in­
teractions and contexts, and are required to take personal control over (p. 251) their 
tasks, schedules, and relationships (DeAndrea, Ellison, LaRose, Steinfield, & Fiore, 2012; 
Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012; Turkle, 2011). They are also prodigious users of digi­
tal media and experience a wide array of positive and negative uses and outcomes. We 
note just a few examples.

Amount of use is considerable. In a 24-hour tracking study of the mobile phone use of 793 
university students in four countries, Mihailidis (2014, p. 58) found that 31% of the par­
ticipants logged into social networking apps more than 13 times in a 24-hour period, 
clearly demonstrating the centrality of mobile Internet use for the “tethered generation.” 
In Moreno et al.’s (2012) experience sampling study with 189 undergraduate students, 
participants multitasked 56.5% of the time they were online.

Types of use are diverse. Analysis of a week’s worth of social media usage by college stu­
dents documented content-sharing, text-based entertainment/discussion, relationships, 
and video consumption as the main clusters of activity (Wang, Niiya, Mark, Reich, & 
Warschauer, 2015).

Negative implications are extensive. A panel study among 484 undergraduate students 
from the United States found negative effects of perceived “cyber-based overload” (e.g., 
e-mail volume, pressure to respond, perceived pressure to post content on social media 
etc.) on perceived stress and overall health status (Misra & Stokols, 2012, p. 740). In a 
survey study with 600 student participants, LaRose, Connolly, Lee, Li, and Hales (2014) 
explored the effects of “connection overload” (p. 59) arising from the communication de­
mands resulting from social media and e-mail use.
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The Concept of Media Mastery

Definition

Media mastery is the more or less conscious and more or less successful ongoing process 
of how people understand, manage, make sense of, cope with, and use one or more new 
media in their everyday lives, as well as how media in turn come to manage, control, or 
affect individuals and their social relations. Media mastery includes the choices, engage­
ment, habits, and patterns people engage in and develop in their lives regarding the use 
of media, its content, and its social connections (see also Picone, 2017). Our concept of 
media mastery entails four main arguments.

1. Media mastery invokes the reciprocality among structure, actors, and technology 
of structurational theory (Jones & Karsten, 2008) and adaptive structuration 

(DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), in the context of individuals, groups, social contexts, and 
new media. Thus, we apply the concept of media mastery in two ways. The first is 

how we master the balance and use of one or more media in different (p. 252) con­
texts. The second is the more subtle issue of the ways in and extent to which these 
media master us—as our activities, concerns, and relationships are being shaped 
through, facilitated and constrained by, and dependent upon, the use of these media. 
For example, users may learn about themselves, and benefit from, online identities, 
but managing and repairing those requires constant connectedness, awareness, re­
vising, and tending (boyd, 2015). This awareness of the dual nature of media (or for 
that matter, any technology) is not new: Postman (1996), in the context of television 
and computers, claimed that more important than learning how to use media is 
learning how they use us.
2. Crucial to the media mastery concept is the awareness, interpretation, and man­
agement of both (often simultaneously) positive and negative aspects and implica­
tions of media use. Katz and Rice (2002) applied a syntopian approach to the study of 
Internet use specifically to reject either a utopian or dystopian perspective. Smith 
(2015), summarizing a U.S. Pew survey, noted that while from 70% to over 90% re­
ported positive benefits relative to disadvantages of their smartphone use, younger 
users were more likely to report both positive as well as negative emotions about 
their use. Best, Manktelow, and Taylor’s (2014) review of a decade’s worth of studies 
on online communication, social media, and adolescent wellbeing, found both posi­
tive implications (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). Much re­
search and popular literature underscores the potential for various media dependen­
cies, problematic use, and addiction (David, Kim, Brickman, Ran, & Curtis, 2015).
3. Tensions, contradictions, and paradoxes arise in and from media experiences. Re­
search on new media in general and the Internet and mobile phones in particular has 
identified tensions, contradictions and paradoxes in their use, social construction, 
and implications, though with varying definitions and foci. For example, Rice, Hagen, 
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and Zamanzadeh (2018) identified a variety of paradoxes associated with college stu­
dents’ use of new media, such as being both stimulating and exhausting, and both 
flexible and uncontrollable. Jarvenpaa and Lang’s (2005) analysis of urban mobile de­
vice users in Helsinki, Tokyo, Hong Kong, and Austin grouped an initial set of 23 
paradoxes into eight: empowerment/enslavement, independence/dependence, fulfills 
needs/creates needs, competence/incompetence, planning/improvisation, engaging/ 
disengaging, public/private, and illusion/disillusion.
4. Media mastery is highly contextual, shaped by the user’s own and their social 
groups’ values and attitudes towards media, their motivations for using media, and 
the characteristics, capabilities, convergence, affordances, mobility, and personaliza­
tion of media. Thus the balance between mastery of media by users, or of users by 
media, shifts across media, contexts, and time. Using media for some goals in some 
contexts may have different and even opposed interpretations or outcomes, or acti­
vate or even preclude other goals, in other contexts.

(p. 253) Related Concepts

We distinguish the concept of media mastery from a range of established as well as re­
cent terms, ranging from the more individual to the more societal. Some approaches fo­
cus on individuals’ self-regulation and attention, emphasizing both psychological and cog­
nitive aspects. For example, Wu (2015) identified four dimensions of an online learning 
motivated attention and regulatory strategies scale, comprising perceived attention dis­
continuity, and social media notifications (constituting knowledge of attention), and be­
havioral strategies, and mental strategies (constituting regulation of attention). Thus Wu 
highlights the important role of meta-attention or motivated attention. Integrating those 
with a variety of other measures, Wu clustered users into five categories: (1) motivated 
strategic, (2) the unaware, (3) the hanging on, (4) the non-responsive, and (5) the self-dis­
ciplined. Media mastery involves self-regulation but that is only one component of an 
individual’s experience of mastery or of being mastered. A related approach is the con­
cept and practice of mindfulness (Schonert-Reichl & Roeser, 2016)—which highlights the 
importance of paying attention (in a non-judgmental way) to what you are paying atten­
tion to, and to avoid being distracted—to the use of media (Hadar & Ergas, 2018; John­
son, 2015; Levy, 2017). Levy’s exercises help students become more mindful and reflec­
tive about their technology use, to reshape use and social interactions. Johnson suggests 
thinking about media use as an information diet, leading to “conscious consumption.”

Media literacy is more general and more cognitively oriented, emphasizing the awareness 
of media practices and the development of media-related skills (O’Neill & Hagen, 2009). 
Rheingold (2012) integrates mindfulness with media literacy, also underscoring the im­
portance of being aware of how we think about our media use. He proposes five central 
digital literacies: conscious attention and intention, critical evaluation of content, partici­
pation and managing your presentation, collaboration and sharing, and developing net­
works and social capital. Literacy bolsters users’ awareness of various aspects of media, 
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but via media mastery requires individuals to personalize this information to their capaci­
ties, desires, and social surroundings.

James (2014) identifies three value-oriented ways of thinking about media use in relation 
to others, manifesting different levels of conscientious connectivity, “the use of ethical 
thinking skills, a sensitivity to the moral and ethical dimensions of online situation, and a 
motivation to reflect on and wrestle with the associated dilemmas” (James, 2014, p. 109). 
This varies both individually and across online communities. Thus, she asks, what are 
young people thinking when they use new media? The vastly increased ability to interact 
with (knowingly or not) diverse others across time and space deepens the gaps between 
(1) consequence thinking (concerned with implications of a specific action for oneself), (2) 
moral thinking (an application of principles with known individuals or a group) and (3) 
ethical thinking (an other-focused consideration of the implications for a broader commu­
nity or public, concerned with roles and responsibilities thinking, complex perspective 
taking, and community thinking; James, 2014, pp. 5–7). A 2008–2012 study by James and 
colleagues identified five ethically related themes related to the use of social network 
sites, blogs, content-sharing sites, and gaming communities by youth and young (p. 254)

adults: “online identity, credibility, privacy, property, and participation” (p. 18). The con­
cept of conscientious connectivity is about when and where youth thinking is sensitive to 
moral or ethical issues, and where there are blind spots (favoring self-interest over oth­
ers’ interests, and where other concerns diminish ethical concerns, but also including 
blind spots about technical aspects of new media, such as the extent to which postings 
can be viewed by the general public) and disconnects (more conscious and intentional 
dismissal of or indifference to others’ interests in favor of self-interests).

Domestication theory explains how new media, through adoption, integration, and con­
version, become embedded into daily practices (initially in the home, but then applied in 
wider contexts), and blur traditional home/work/life boundaries (Haddon, 2003; Silver­
stone & Hirsch, 1992). What is new eventually becomes an artifact (Rice, 1999). Taken- 
for-grantedness is the social condition whereby a medium has become fully integrated in­
to society, embedding expectations, interdependencies, and social practices (Ling, 2012), 
or, in diffusion of innovations terms, structured and routinized (Rogers, 2003). This con­
cept overlaps with the more individual behavior of media use habit, or habitual media 
use, which itself overlaps with dependency, addiction, and general problematic use 

(Wilmer & Chein, 2016). Domestication and routines play a role at individual and social 
levels of media mastery. Over time, as individuals and societies adapt to, and adopt, the 
tools they’ve created, used, learned, applied, and become familiar with or dependent on, 
the skills for managing media and their positive or negative outcomes will change and 
may improve.

Given the expanding realm of media choices, the concept of polymedia emphasizes that 
understanding, choice, and use of a medium is relative to comparisons with other avail­
able media (Madianou & Miller, 2013). Rainie and Wellman (2012) and others have dis­
cussed the growth of this multiple media environment. Experiences, from small to large, 
now involve multiple, multitasking, interdependent, layered, and blended media (Hilbert, 
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Vásquez, Halpern, Valenzuela, & Arriagada, 2017). Helles (2013) characterizes this new 
environment with the term intermediality, especially as, with the widespread adoption 
and constant evolution of the mobile phone, “the user becomes a mobile terminus for me­
diated communicative interaction across the various contexts of daily life” (p. 14). For­
merly distinct, independent, or location-specific features, and content are now available 
through smartphones, laptops, and tablet computers. Thus digitization, mobility, and net­
working create convergence across content and media, and allow or require comparisons 
across media choices (Jensen, 2010). Burchell (2017, p. 409) highlights that “the 
individual’s perception of [the] environment of increasingly differentiated communication 
possibilities becomes a site for managing and partially negotiating the limits, form and or­
ganization of one’s social world.” A related concept is Couldry’s (2012) media manifold, 
where activities are embedded in a pervasive environment of networked media. Other 
conceptualizations such as mediapolis (Silverstone, 2007) and medialife (Deuze, 2012) re­
fer to the increasing embeddedness, interrelatedness and invisibility of media, creating a 
pervasive social, sensory, and cognitive experience (Miller, 2014). Gershon (2010) dis­
cussed media ideologies, which shape perceptions of media practice norms. Mediatization 

focuses more on how media are at the center of (p. 255) significant cultural, political and 
social developments, and become embedded and hidden (Deacon & Stanyer, 2014; Hjar­
vard, 2009; Miller, 2014; Livingstone, 2009).

Media mastery takes a more micro focus (individuals and their social relations) than do 
social construction of technology or social shaping of technology approaches. The social 
construction of technology (Klein & Kleinman, 2002; Pinch & Bijker, 1987) centers around 
five major components: Interpretive flexibility (social circumstances and intergroup nego­
tiations affect interpretation and meaning of a technology, and thus varying final de­
signs); multiple relevant social groups (shared and competing interpretations and mean­
ings within and across groups affect technology development and outcome); closure and 
stabilization (moving through and negotiating conflicting interpretations to resolution, 
closure, and a stable artifact); the wider context (society, culture, politics, power); and the 
technological frame (cognitive frame of a relevant group, with shared goals, problems, 
theories, procedures, and exemplars). The social shaping of technology approach(es) 
places more emphasis on the social, economic, and policy, in addition to the technical, as­
pects of innovation processes and technology form. Social, cultural, economic and institu­
tional forces affect each (conscious and unconscious) choice among technical options, of­
ten exhibiting path dependence and varying levels of lock-in or closure, with subsequent­
ly different innovation trajectories and social implications (MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1985; 
Williams & Edge, 1996). Thus media mastery does not explicitly consider the origin, de­
velopment, and design of technological innovations; rather, it is about the construction 
and shaping by (mastering), and of (being mastered), individuals in their social settings of 
the meanings, choices, uses, and consequences of, and by, new media already available to 
them.
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Development of the Concept

Our initial interest in college students’ use of digital media arose from our observations of 
the way computers and mobile phones seemingly were already central technologies in 
their daily lives in the early 2000s. Thus, we initiated the Media Mastery Project, where 
the focus is on exploring the way college students attempt to use and master digital (es­
pecially multiple) media. We first conducted a literature review and analyzed focus group 
interviews with students at two universities in the U.S. and Norway in 2005/2006 (Rice & 
Hagen, 2010). Based on those results and an updated literature review, we iteratively de­
veloped and refined a detailed Media Mastery typology. We used that to code another 
round of similar focus groups in 2016 (Rice, Hagen, & Zamanzadeh, 2018). For example, 
we discovered that students experienced attempts (conscious or not) to master media 
through their experiencing of paradoxes, contradictions, and tensions, while also being 
themselves somewhat mastered (conscious or not) by these media. Based on those re­
sults, we extended and further refined the typology to use in coding the current set of ar­
ticles. Essentially, we followed Chaffee’s (1991) claim that “In practice the scholar begins 
reading prior studies, moves to various steps in the explication process, refines the pre­
liminary definition, and then returns to the literature search with a sharpened 
definition” (p. 22). Our approach expands beyond an emergent-only or solely grounded- 
theory approach, which would ignore a vast existing (p. 256) set of concepts and litera­
ture, as well as a solely a priori approach, which would exclude insights beyond the initial 
framework. Rather, it takes what Boell and Cecez-Kecmanovic (2014) call a hermeneutic 
approach, by engaging in iterations between (cycles of) search and acquisition, and (cy­
cles of) analysis and interpretation. But it takes that approach even further, by including 
content and thematic analyses from a set of focus groups a decade apart. Both sources 
provided some concepts not found in the other, and revealed some different insights in 
different time periods. Thus the current review synthesizes how the concept of media 
mastery illuminates the research literature about college students’ experiencing of digital 
media, within social and individual contexts.

Materials and Coding

Scope of the Literature

The initial literature review was based on Proquest Social Sciences databases, Google 
Scholar, and other publications we were aware of, as well as foundational publications 
from the 2010 literature review. New concepts or issues arising from the focus groups 
lead us to seek additional relevant publications. Once the typology was fully developed, 
we then conducted two literature searches. Both were for the period Jan 1 2010 – Jan 1 
2018, full text articles in scholarly peer-reviewed journals, or book chapters. Search 
terms were (student* AND (college OR university)) AND (digital OR social media OR lap­
top OR mobile phone OR smartphone OR personal computer OR tablet computer OR IPad 
OR Internet OR World Wide Web). We first searched in abstracts in Proquest (ERIC, Psy­
chArticles, PsychInfo, Sociological Abstracts), retrieving 65, of which 7 were relevant. 
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Then we searched in the title or abstract in the Social Sciences Citation Index, which re­
turned 3896 publications, which were sorted by relevance (using the SSCI feature); the 
top 10% of the title and abstracts were read for relevance. Publications about “young 
adults” were included if they specifically indicated college ages. Publications were not in­
cluded about: use of media for campus campaigns, interventions, or activism; studies of 
technology for pedagogy or educational policy, or evaluation of digital media use in class­
room on performance, unless from the students’ perspective; and samples of college stu­
dents without explicit focus on media use. Finally several recent highly relevant books 
and book chapters were added. From all these sources, we identified 218 publications. 
Thus our review is extensive and well-grounded and -developed, but is neither compre­
hensive nor statistically representative.

Where possible, we obtained the full publication (.pdf, .html, .docx); 26 were not avail­
able, so we used the title and abstract. These were imported into NVIVO 11, along with 
the full coding typology (component code, subcodes, and subsubcodes, each of which can 
be aggregated to its higher level analysis). We prepared a spreadsheet with the reference 
and abstract for each publication. The articles and spreadsheet were separated into three 
sets, grouped alphabetically, one for each author.

(p. 257) The Media Mastery Typology

The media mastery typology includes three sets of contextual factors or occasions for me­
dia mastery (Technology, Social Aspects, and Individual Aspects), and a set of Media Mas­
tery factors. These media mastery factors are ways in which media can more or less “mas­
ter” the user, and ways in which users can attempt to more or less “master” media. Table 

9.1 summarizes and briefly defines these factors (codes) and their levels of subcodes. The 
NVIVO project also included a Context category (location of media use by the respon­
dents, the type of respondents, and country of the study), and a new emergent category 
of Theory and Frameworks (includes explicit naming of a theory or a model, as well as of 
primary concepts, used to frame or motivate the study), and a working category for emer­
gent New Codes for later discussion, relabeling, and integration into the appropriate sub­
codes.
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(p. 258) Table 9.1 Media Mastery Typology Codes and Sublevels

Typology Codes Subcode and (Subsub­
codes)

Range of sub­
subcodes

Technology
(refers to the technol­
ogy—devices & sites, 
features, and uses)

Devices, services, sites 

(explicit mention of de­
vices, services, sites)
Features (mention of at­
tributes, affordances, 
features, abilities of the 
technology (device, ser­
vice, etc.))
Uses (ways, purposes, or 
activities for which re­
spondents use the tech­
nology; also extent or 
type of use)

alarm clock to 
YouTube
accessories to 
technical as­
pects
achievement/ 
productivity/ 
completion to 
writing

Social Aspects
(emphasizing the so­
cial and relational as­
pects and contexts— 

relations, influence, 
and self-presentation)

Social relations (bonds, 
relationships, interac­
tions, social use con­
texts)
Social influence 

(process, concern, be­
havior related to influ­
ence of one’s social con­
text)
Self-presentation (issues 
of and representation of 
self in social contexts)

affection to so­
cial ties-net­
work
co-dependence 
to traditional 
social values
authenticity to 
superficial

Individual Aspects
(individual aspects in­
volved in or arising 
from or associated 
with use—problematic 
use, health, individual 
traits, individual cog­
nition)

Problematic use 

(questionable or harm­
ful use, whether to self 
or others)
Health (individual psy­
chological, physical, 
spiritual health issues, 
needs, concerns)
Traits (individual per­
sonality or psychological 
traits)

addiction- 
hooked to 
withdrawal
adjustment to 
symptoms
disinhibition to 
self-esteem/ 
self-worth
academic per­
formance to 
recall
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Cognition (rational, 
mental information pro­
cessing and outcomes 
(attention, learning, re­
call, etc.))

Media Mastery
(aspects related to 
use, management, and 
implications of the 
technology, including 
contradictions, obsta­
cles, using the con­
tent, access, bound­
aries, and awareness 
of that use)

Access (access to or ac­
cessing, the device, in­
formation, self and oth­
ers)
Boundaries (when or 
where tech use cross 
boundaries; where user 
becomes involved across 
system or social bound­
aries; the interface be­
tween tech and social)
Constraints 

(contradictory, paradoxi­
cal, unintended, positive 
and negative uses or 
consequences)
Managing content 
(using the tech to cre­
ate, process, use, obtain 
content, including about 
self)
Obstacles (difficulties in 
using technology)
Use awareness (level 
and type of user aware­
ness, intention, con­
sciousness, self-reflexivi­
ty, decision making 
about their use)

access to so­
cial coordina­
tion ability
accountability- 
responsibility 
to work-non­
work
ambivalence to 
unintended 
consequences
ambiguity-un­
certainty to 
temporary or 
ephemeral
access (techni­
cal difficulties) 
to viruses-mal­
ware
attitudes about 
one’s use to 
use of multiple 
media

Note: Only the first and last subsubsubcodes for each subcode are 
listed here. See Table 9.2 for a list of each subsubcode for the Media 
Mastery subcodes. The full list of codes, subcodes, subsubcodes, and 
subsubsubcodes, with short operational definition, is available in the 
supplemental codebook.
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The Coding Process

Before coding, the three authors carefully reviewed and discussed every code on the ty­
pology. We next read our spreadsheet’s set of titles and abstracts to get an overview of 
the range of topics and terms. For coding, we first read each of our publications (exclud­
ing abstract and references) to determine and code for (1) the motivating theory, model 
or concept, and (2) for the population and country context. For each publication, we then 
checked each paragraph (excluding abstract and references) for (3) any indicators of me­
dia mastery codes. If so, we coded that paragraph for (4) any and all specific subsubcodes 
of the media mastery component, (5) any instance of a specific technology/device/site 
subsubcode, (6) any instance of a subcode in the other two Technology subcodes, or of a 
Social or Individual subcode, and (7) any emergent codes into Theories and Frameworks, 
or into New Codes, for later discussion, grouping, and inclusion. Finally, we each also 
maintained and later discussed a journal within NVIVO to document any questions or sug­
gestions.

We first each coded several of the same articles, and met to discuss ambiguities or addi­
tions. From then on, each author worked on their set of one-third articles, grouped alpha­
betically. In the next week we separately coded 10 articles each, met to discuss the 

(p. 259) codings and clarifications, and documented any changes or additional codes. The 
following week we repeated the coding and discussion process with the next 10 articles 
each. Finding few additional codes by that time, we then proceeded to code and then dis­
cuss the next 20 articles each from our separate sets, and repeated that process until all 
articles were coded. At each meeting we discussed any new Theories or Frameworks 
codes or any New Codes, and then each updated our coding file with those so all coders 
had access to any new codes. As both the list of codes, and the coding process, evolved 
most during the early stages, when all articles were coded, we removed the codes from 
each of our first 10 articles, and recoded them using the full coding set and coding proce­
dures.

When all articles were coded, we then met to discuss all the new Theories and Frame­
works, and the New Codes, and grouped similar ones, especially those with few in­
stances. For example, under Theories and Frameworks, bridging and bonding compo­
nents were grouped with the general theory of social capital; or under New Codes, man­
aging and expressing emotions were grouped under emotions. Finally, we decided where 
to move each of the New Codes into the prior codes. The final typology reflects this exten­
sive, iterative, multi-year, multi-study, and multi-data process. The typology and coding 
operationalizations, as well as the full list of analyzed references, are available from the 
first author.

Description of the Sample

Technologies, Context, and Theories were not the focus of the study, were coded for oc­
currence anywhere in the article, and thus were not specifically related to text indicating 
the media mastery components. Therefore, they are not included in the co-occurrence re­
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view later in the chapter. A wide range of technologies appeared throughout the retrieved 
literature. These include 58 devices (from alarm apps to YouTube), representing 182 arti­
cles and 380 codings; 9 features (from accessories to personalizing settings), represent­
ing 12 articles and 20 codings; and 51 uses (from achievement to writing), involving 30 
articles and 60 codings. Nearly all (202) of the 242 population subsubcodes were of col­
lege students, with a few samples consisting of adolescent or young adults that included 
college students. There were 209 country subsubcodes, with the most to the United 
States (88) and China (32), Turkey (14), and Taiwan (11), with at least one coding to an­
other 36 countries (from Argentina to the United Kingdom). 133 out of the 218 articles 
mentioned a total of 131 theories, models, frameworks, or primary concepts, with 239 
coding instances, ranging from the accessibility hypothesis (Yang et al., 2017) to vertical 
discourse (Bennett & Maton, 2010). The theories and frameworks mentioned in the most 
articles included social capital (14 articles), uses-and-gratifications perspective (12), ad­
diction (10), internet addiction (9), digital natives, social cognitive theory (6 each), attach­
ment theory, problem behavior theory (4), and cognitive-behavioral theory, cyberbullying, 
diffusion of innovations, life satisfaction, personality, smart phone addiction, and subjec­
tive well-being (3).

Table 9.2 lists each of the Social, Individual, and Media Mastery codes and subcodes, and 
in the case of Media Mastery the subsubcodes, along with the number of subsubcodes, 

(p. 260) (p. 261) (p. 262) (p. 263) (p. 264) (p. 265) (p. 266) the number of articles jointly coded 
for a specific Media Mastery subsubcode and either a Social or an Individual subcode, 
and the number of times each code was used, all provided by NVIVO.

For the following review, we then retrieved co-occurrences in NVIVO of media mastery 
subsubcodes with each of the social aspects and individual aspects subcodes. Here, each 
of the authors coded two different sets of the subsubcodes, so that coders and materials 
were crossed between coding and reviewing. Only a few examples from the most frequent 
and/or most interesting or unique co-occurrences are used. (All citations with three or 
more authors are referred to as “et al.”)

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice


Media Mastery by College Students: A Typology and Review

Page 13 of 70

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individ­
ual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 06 August 2020

Table 9.2 Co-occurrences of Media Mastery Subcodes with Social and Individual Aspects Subcodes
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Media 
Mastery 
Compo­
nents and 
Subsub­
codes

Social Aspects Subcodes Individual Aspects Subcodes

Access
(A:158, R: 
750)

Social re­
lations
(SC:24, A: 
105, R: 
307)

Social in­
fluence
(SC:21, A: 
36, R:82)

Self-pre­
sentation
(SC:17, A: 
49,
R:114)

Problem­
atic use
(SC:22, A: 
86,
R:265)

Health
(SC:25, A: 
117, R: 
309)

Traits
(SC:9, A: 
58, R: 
109)

Cognition
(SC:6, A: 
69, R: 
217)

1. access 6 0 0 9 17 1 6

2. access 
(to a medi­
um)

0 0 0 0 2 1 3

3. access 
to others

0 1 0 0 0 0 0

4. accessi­
bility—con­
tent & peo­
ple

105 28 26 74 64 29 38
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5. avail­
ability of 
self and 
others 
through 
media

75 8 10 20 25 20 13

6. collabo­
ration 
through 
media

13 6 0 4 4 2 11

7. conve­
nience— 

ease

17 2 4 17 16 4 9

8. notifica­
tions

1 0 0 0 0 0 0

9. passive 

—low ef­
fort

4 2 0 6 3 2 3

10. social 
coordina­
tion ability

8 1 1 0 6 1 3
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Bound­
aries
(A:161, R: 
894)

Social re­
lations

Social in­
fluence

Self-pre­
sentation

Problem­
atic use

Health Traits Cognition

1. account­
ability—re­
sponsibility

11 5 5 9 3 6 0

2. 
anonymity

7 1 3 9 4 7 0

3. audi­
ence

8 5 12 5 3 3 2

4. balanc­
ing online 
and offline 
self

1 0 2 2 1 1 0

5. balanc­
ing online 
and offline 
social net­
works

2 1 1 0 1 0 0
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6. barriers 
to or facili­
tators of 
integration 
across 
boundaries

0 0 0 0 0 0 0

7. blending 

—blurring
12 5 4 4 5 3 17

8. constant 
connection

35 9 8 28 31 9 14

9. context 
collapse

1 0 5 1 2 0 0

10. contin­
uous co- 
presence

3 2 0 0 1 0 3

11. divides 12 0 4 7 8 4 13

12. identi­
ty disjunc­
ture

0 0 0 0 2 0 0
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13. 
parental 
access

1 1 0 1 1 0 0

14. perma­
nence

3 3 4 3 1 0 1

15. perpet­
ual—per­
sistent— 

contact 
(subset)

9 1 2 4 3 0 3

16. person­
al space

0 0 0 0 1 0 0

17. perva­
sive aware­
ness

4 2 0 2 3 2 0

18. privacy 9 4 12 17 6 2 4

19. public 5 4 5 3 2 0 2

20. safety 8 2 6 6 8 1 0
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21. self- 
broadcast­
ing

22 10 41 5 6 9 2

22. self- 
editing or 
self-cen­
sorship

0 0 0 0 0 0 0

23. surveil­
lance

5 3 1 4 3 3 1

24. transi­
tions

25 2 4 3 18 3 7

25. trust 5 1 3 0 2 1 0

26. ubiqui­
ty

3 1 2 4 2 1 5

27. visibili­
ty—trans­
parency

13 5 10 8 8 5 3

28. vulner­
ability

14 3 4 27 36 14 3
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29. watch­
fulness

5 4 0 4 2 2 5

30. work— 

nonwork
0 0 0 1 0 0 4

Con­
straints
(A:101, R: 
291)

Social re­
lations

Social in­
fluence

Self-pre­
sentation

Problem­
atic use

Health Traits Cognition

1. ambiva­
lence

2 2 1 4 2 1 1

2. contra­
diction— 

paradox— 

tension

30 12 9 35 30 8 26

3. double- 
standards

0 1 0 0 1 0 0

4. interpre­
tive flexi­
bility (con­
trasts)

0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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5. irony 1 3 0 1 2 1 1

6. loss or 
change of 
some tradi­
tional skills 

or activi­
ties or re­
lations

17 2 3 9 7 5 7

7. negotiat­
ing

2 0 0 0 0 0 1

8. unin­
tended 
conse­
quence

7 4 1 14 14 3 6

Managing 
Content
(A:129, R: 
551)

Social re­
lations

Social in­
fluence

Self-pre­
sentation

Problem­
atic use

Health Traits Cognition

1. ambigui­
ty—uncer­
tainty

1 0 1 1 0 0 1
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2. aware­
ness

3 2 3 7 2 1 2

3. com­
modifica­
tion

5 0 3 2 0 0 0

4. con­
sumption

7 4 3 7 6 0 1

5. control 
over own 
content 
(5.4 man­
aging con­
tent)

0 0 0 0 1 0 0

6. gratify­
ing—satis­
fying

26 8 12 16 13 10 14

7. media 
literacy 
(learning 
how to use 
media)

4 0 1 5 5 1 5
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8. media 
multitask­
ing

19 10 4 16 24 7 82

9. personal 
info

23 7 22 17 7 4 1

10. pro­
dusers—to 
share or 
post

10 7 10 6 2 4 4

11. tempo­
rary or 
ephemeral

0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Obstacles
(A:49, R: 
213)

Social re­
lations

Social in­
fluence

Self-pre­
sentation

Problem­
atic use

Health Traits Cognition

1. access 4 0 1 4 3 1 6

2. battery 

—no elec 
outlet

0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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3. break 
drop lose 
phone or 
computer

0 0 0 0 0 0 0

4. change 
in technol­
ogy; updat­
ing or up­
grading

0 0 0 0 0 0 1

5. compati­
bility

0 0 0 0 0 0 0

6. com­
plexity

0 0 0 0 0 0 1

7. connec­
tions

3 1 0 0 1 0 5

8. costs (fi­
nancial, 
time, 
psych)

4 0 2 6 5 0 11

9. distract­
ing

6 2 0 16 8 1 32
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10. frustra­
tion

1 2 0 1 2 0 0

11. info 
overload

1 0 0 1 5 1 5

12. inter­
ference

4 0 0 3 4 1 7

13. inter­
ruptions

2 3 0 2 2 1 5

14. pass­
words

0 0 0 0 0 0 0

15. spam 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

16. tech 
problems

1 0 0 1 1 0 1

17. techno- 
stress

1 2 0 2 2 0 0

18. time 
zones

0 0 0 0 1 0 0
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19. viruses 

—malware
0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Use 
Aware­
ness
(A:139, R: 
630)

Social re­
lations

Social in­
fluence

Self-pre­
sentation

Problem­
atic use

Health Traits Cognition

1. atti­
tudes 
about 
one’s use

16 6 4 16 12 11 10

2. balance 
of active 
sharing or 
just view­
ing

0 0 2 0 0 0 0

3. balanc­
ing self 
and group 
needs

8 5 3 1 2 1 2
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4. choices 

—how 
when use

24 9 14 16 17 8 9

5. exper­
tise

7 2 3 6 4 8 21

6. filtering 3 1 1 2 1 0 0

7. media 
compar­
isons

9 8 3 2 0 1 2

8. media 
conver­
gence

1 0 0 0 0 2 0

9. media 
habit

0 0 0 0 0 0 0

10. meta- 
attention

0 0 0 1 0 0 0

11. moni­
toring or 
checking 
frequently

0 1 0 1 0 0 1

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice


Media Mastery by College Students: A Typology and Review

Page 28 of 70

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individ­
ual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 06 August 2020

12. multi­
ple conver­
sations

1 0 0 0 0 0 0

13. prepar­
ing re­
sponses

5 0 4 1 3 2 0

14. self- 
regulation

4 0 0 19 9 3 7

15. strate­
gizing me­
dia use for 
coordina­
tion

0 0 0 0 0 0 1

16. taken- 
for-grant­
edness

0 0 0 7 3 0 6

17. techno- 
resistance

1 1 2 0 0 0 1

18. tool 
awareness

4 2 2 9 1 1 5
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19. use of 
multiple 
media

1 1 1 4 3 4 2

Note: SC: Number of subsubcodes

A: Number of unique articles coded

C: Number of times the subcode was used

As explained in the text, three components are not analyzed here: Technology: devices, services, sites (SC:58, A:182; 
C:380), features (SC:9, A:12, R:20), and uses (SC:51, A:30, R:60); Context: location (of the respondents) (SC:8, A:8, 
R:10), population (respondent type) SC:12, A:202, R:242), and country of the sample (SC:37, A:195, R:209); and The­
ories and Frameworks (SC:131, A:133; C:239).
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Review: Co-occurrences of Media Mastery Com­
ponents with Social and Individual Aspects

Access

The most frequent association of the subsubcodes for media access is accessibility of con­
tent and people, with social relations. The second most frequent subsubcode is availabili­
ty of self and others through media, also as it relates to social relations. The third most 
frequent subsubcode is accessibility of content and media, in relation to problematic use 
for individuals. Accessibility of content and people in association with the health of indi­
viduals is also frequent.

Accessibility of content and people, and social relations. Research on college stu­
dents’ use of communication technologies such as cell phones and internet platforms sug­
gests that the students are “power users” of such communication technologies (Abeele & 
Roe, 2011). These communication tools are significant because they enable students to 
stay in touch with family and friends at home, and also with new college friends, as well 
as search for information and enjoy online leisure activities. Aharony (2017) focused on 
the functions provided by mobile phones, and how these relate to students’ personality 
characteristics and motivation. Openness to experience and self-disclosure were impor­
tant personality characteristics associated with mobile phone use.

College students are particularly engaged in use of social networking sites (SNSs), which 
provide them with access to more information and more experiences than they would in a 
more closed university environment (Chen & Marcus, 2012). If properly framed, these ex­
panded exposures through SNSs can facilitate learning for university students, by use of 
new social connections to share ideas, build their new student identities, and develop 
their own learning paths. Thus, SNSs seem to facilitate the transition for students to their 
new environment, both in terms of socialization and a sense of connection to their institu­
tion (DeAndrea et al., 2012; Gray et al., 2013).

(p. 267) In their recent book Technology and engagement Rowan-Kenyon and Alemán 
(2018) use the term “ecology of transition” to describe how social media were important 
in making it meaningful for new students to be in college, as well in assisting their inte­
gration into the university setting. However, the use of social media and being online can 
also be a double-edged sword for students:

“Well, I think that it’s really bad if I’m not on top of my e-mail, and it’s really bad if 
I’m not up to date on the class stuff that I have to do on the Internet. I also defi­
nitely value keeping in touch with friends. So all those are things that I really like 
to be able to do. But it’s tough, because it becomes a real time tradeoff. Often 
when I do those things, I end up going to other places on the Internet that aren’t 
so valuable to me.”
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(Davis, 2011, p. 1972)

Accessibility of content and people, and problematic use. In addition to being com­
munication tools, mobile phones provide access to the Internet and are digital environ­
ments where students can seek entertainment, shop, and manage finances (Gökçearslan 
et al., 2016). However, overuse creates new social problems (Bian & Leung, 2015). The 
dramatic increase in use of smartphones worldwide has resulted in problematic use relat­
ed to accessibility of content and people. Smartphone addiction is a concern in many 
countries (Hong et al., 2012). According to Demirci et al. (2015), smartphone addiction 
can be defined as the overuse of smartphones to the extent that it disturbs users’ daily 
lives. These authors, like Aker et al. (2017), find that psychological problems such as de­
pression and anxiety, and challenges such as insomnia and lack of family social support, 
can predict smartphone addiction. Chen et al. (2016) find that both internet and mobile 
phone addiction are closely related to interpersonal problems. According to Aladwani and 
Almarzoug (2016), low self-esteem also correlates with compulsive use of social media. 
More generally, social media and easy access to the internet seem to make students more 
vulnerable to compulsive media use. However, for people with inter-personal problems 
like social anxiety, face-to-face interaction can be challenging, so having contact with peo­
ple on Facebook and via their smartphone could be easier (Clayton et al., 2013).

Several researchers are also concerned with how overuse of smartphones can have dam­
aging effects on students’ academic performance (Aljomaa et al., 2016). Students may use 
the phone and be inattentive during lectures, or they disturb others by sharing content 
like new tones, songs, and YouTube videos with classmates and fellow students. However, 
as the authors mentioned emphasize, one should not forget the potential positive effects 
of smartphones in facilitating communication and in sharing information among teachers 
and students. Also, many students develop various strategies to manage the distractions 
of smartphones and laptops (Ames, 2013). Still, controlling intrusions can be challenging 
because both work and distractions are present on the same devices. Thus, multi-tasking 
is a constant temptation for a number of students (Flanagin & Babchuk, 2015). This is the 
reason why Chen et al. (2016) characterize mobile phones as a “double-edged sword” for 
young adults. Thus, Flanagin and Babchuk (2015) characterize (p. 268) social media as 
“academic quicksand”; when you get in, it is hard to escape, even though students de­
scribe how they try hard to manage social media.

A problematic aspect of the increased accessibility from the viewpoint of the film and mu­
sic industry is the increasing digital piracy (Duarte et al., 2016). Even though the internet 
has increased possibilities for distribution of their products, digital piracy is a daily worry 
for these companies. Another problematic aspect of increasing accessibility of people via 
new technologies is the growing phenomenon of cyberbullying (Crosslin & Golman, 
2014). Experiencing cyberbullying can be so detrimental to the victims that some of them 

—like the media-exposed cases of Tyler Clementi and Jessica Logan—have committed sui­
cide.
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Availability of self and others through media, and social relations. Smartphones 
and social media are central in making self and others available, and thus impacting 
people’s lives and especially their social relations (Amankwah & Ha, 2015). These authors 
discuss smartphones as providing great self-broadcasting power, often through the use of 
SNSs. However, while smartphones are demanding attention from users, many students 
would emphasize that they would not interrupt a F2F interaction with a phone call (Ames, 
2013). A number of students explained that they avoided checking messages or even hav­
ing their phone out when with other people or in special social situations (like a date or a 
dinner party). Others went out of their way not to be too accessible by phone.

Students, like other young people, are increasingly dependent on social networking sights 
for their socialization, information-seeking, and self-broadcasting. Fang and Ha (2015) 
claim that students’ SNS consumption is positively associated with social capital and so­
cial support, especially for individuals with low psychological resources. However, Mana­
go et al. (2012) ask whether there is a trade-off between having a large network on SNSs 
like Facebook and being able to develop intimacy and social support among fellow emerg­
ing adults. Their results confirm that Facebook mainly facilitates more distant kinds of re­
lationships, like acquaintances and activity-based connections, while also reinforcing and 
expanding the number of close relationships. According to Manogo and co-authors, the 
major function of people’s status updates was emotional disclosure, which plays an im­
portant role in developing intimacy. These results indicate that the nature of intimacy is 
being transformed, and that large networks were related to higher levels of life satisfac­
tion, and also of perceived social support.

Boundaries

The most frequent media boundaries subsubcode co-occurrences are self-broadcasting as 
it relates to self-presentation; vulnerability with both health and problematic use; con­
stant connection in association with social relations, health and problematic use; and 
transitions with social relations.

Constant connection, with social relations. Constant connection easily creates ten­
sion, due to the social effect of mediated communication, multi-tasking, and having con­
stant (p. 269) technology access, especially facilitated through smartphones. Ames (2013) 
notes that so-called digital natives negotiate with (both embracing and rejecting) the so­
cial expectations enabled by new technologies. Marlowe et al.’s (2017) study interviewed 
students in Auckland from five ethnic minority groups to examine the role of social media 
in their social interactions. New media are especially impactful influences on their daily 
lives, affecting friendship and family networks, providing access to community engage­
ment, and helping a sense of belonging in their diverse society. In recent decades, new 
web-based technologies and social media sites are also increasingly being integrated into 
learning contexts as well as daily life, becoming “inevitable” (Pilli, 2015, p. 345).

Constant connection, with health. Internet addiction is increasingly a risk area among 
college students, which, along with drug use, has been identified as risk factors for youth 
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suicide (Aricak et al., 2015). Generally, it seems that smartphone addiction co-occurs with 
other social, domestic, and academic problems among students. Hassell and Sukalich 
(2016) note studies finding that higher levels of internet or social media use are negative­
ly associated with life satisfaction. Turkle (2011, p. 276) underscores that “The time-con­
suming constant demands for attention and performance becomes stressful and distract­
ing, limiting creativity and reflection.” Hong et al. (2012) write about how mobile phone 
addiction relates to anxiety and self-esteem, claiming that mobile phone addiction “has an 
indirect effect upon the relationship between anxiety and mobile phone usage behavior 
and between self-esteem and mobile phone usage behavior” (p. 2158). Similarly, Hussain 
et al. (2017) report that smartphone dependency, mediated by constant use, can lead to 
anxiety when the phone is not available.

Constant connection, with problematic use. A number of students report how the 
smartphone allows for constant connection, being in contact with friends, wasting time, 
and playing games. Ames (2013), for example, reports how some students felt that they 
have lost their independence by being constantly connected and needing to check on and 
with people. They also expressed that being constantly connected, they were hardly fully 
present anywhere. A number of students also expressed resistance towards these con­
stant connection norms and habits, and that multi-tasking was a constant temptation or 
threat. Students depend on their technological devices to the extent that they feel anx­
ious and tense when the technology is not readily available or when their attention is 
drawn towards what the technology has to offer (Bicen & Arnavut, 2015).

Self-broadcasting, with self-presentation. According to Aricak et al. (2015), social net­
working sites increasingly serve as mandatory experiences for young people’s identity 
construction. Self-presentation could be a central part of this process. Chen and Marcus 
(2012) notice how SNSs provide new arenas for individuals to present themselves, access 
and broadcast information, nurture their social networks, and establish and maintain con­
nections with others. Amankwah and Ha (2015) conducted a study of smartphones and 
self-broadcasting among college students via social media. As much as 85.2% of college 
students self-broadcast at least once a month by updating their status on SNS. Network 
size, years of experience using social media, and the time spent on social media predicted 
frequency of self-broadcasting (which occurs mainly within one’s network). (p. 270) While 
most students set their profile as private or semi-private, that did not affect self-broad­
cast frequency.

Students spend much of their lives in an electronic world, which continuously demands 
their attention. According to Dalton and Crosby (2013), social media have the most seduc­
tive influence on college students’ attention. Since social media have become so engaging 
for young students, they develop a digital identity, which is “the composite of images that 
individuals present, share, and promote for themselves in the digital domain” (p. 1). Kim 
and Lee (2011) distinguish between positive and more honest self-presentation on Face­
book. With honest self-disclosure one is more likely to receive support from Facebook 
friends, which can be beneficial to students’ social wellbeing and happiness. Sponcil and 
Gitimu (2013) similarly suggest that intimate self-disclosures help produce greater inti­
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macy in computer-mediated communication. Punyanunt-Carter and her colleagues (2017) 
discuss self-presentation on SnapChat, which is geared towards already solidified inter­
personal relationships, like close friends and family. The information disclosed is high in 
intimacy, and often mundane. Thus they report that on SnapChat “the ‘true’ self can be 
represented rather than the ‘best’ self as is the norm with other social media sites” (p. 
891).

Transitions, with social relations. The transition between high school and college is a 
major one, where students often move to a new location and have to establish new social 
and academic networks, while trying to maintain old networks with family and friends. 
Abeele and Roe (2011, p. 237) find that for American new students, “the transition to col­
lege involves the task of building up a new social network, and communication technolo­
gies play an important role in supporting this process.” Many students need support to 
cope with problems they might face in order to adjust to transitions (Fang & Ha, 2015). 
These authors argue for using the concept of self-efficacy to understand how young peo­
ple continuously use information from both offline and online environments to reevaluate 
themselves. DeAndrea et al. (2012) discuss a social media intervention intended to in­
crease incoming students’ feelings of connectedness to the university, reduce uncertainty 
about college, and influence positive expectancies, as understood within a social capital 
framework, to foster a healthy college transition.

Vulnerability, with health and problematic use. Internet addiction disorder has be­
come a clinical concept during the last two decades. Numerous studies find that smart­
phone addiction is related to a number of psychological and behavioral problems. Kuang- 
Tsan and Fu-Yuan (2017) argue that smartphone addiction may also be related to life- 
stress for university students. Floros et al. (2014) suggest that college students are par­
ticularly vulnerable to internet addiction disorder “due to the particular psychological 
and developmental characteristics of late adolescence/young adulthood, ready access to 
the Internet, and an expectation of computer/Internet use during studies” (p. 672). Stu­
dents who scored high on internet addiction disorder were higher on psychopathology 
and distress; they were more lonely, had lower self-esteem, and reported more anxiety 
and depression than others. Moreno et al. (2015) found increased risk for problematic in­
ternet use and addiction among those with most severe depression.

(p. 271) According to Polo et al. (2017), the mobile phone has caused traditional socializa­
tion spaces to be replaced by virtual ones. Mobile phone use can be risky for young peo­
ple, especially because they use mobile phones almost constantly. This could be detrimen­
tal to young people’s psychological and social functioning. Heavy users are also more 
likely to become problematic or addicted users. Polo et al.’s results indicate that “age, 
field of knowledge, victim/aggressor profile, and hours of mobile phone use are crucial 
variables in the communication and emotional conflicts arising from the misuse of 
mobile” (p. 245).

The large presence of self-injury sites on social media and YouTube24 is seen as alarming, 
as self-injury exposure is feared to be socially contagious, inspiring vulnerable individuals 
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to experiment with self-harm (Jarvi et al., 2017). Some vulnerable individuals such as 
those with a tendency to seek novel and intense sensations and experiences may use dat­
ing apps to look for drugs or sexual intercourse (Choi et al., 2017). Cyberbullying is a 
very serious outcome of inappropriate use of technology, which has resulted in mental 
health problems among victims and even suicide (Crosslin & Golman, 2014). Moreover, 
cyberbullies themselves are impacted negatively by their bullying behaviors.

Constraints

The four most frequent occurrences involved contradiction/paradox/tensions (at the heart 
of media mastery), with social relations, problematic use, health, and cognition. These 
were followed by a loss or change of some traditional skills or activities or social rela­
tions, and unintended consequences related to both problematic use, and to health. Here, 
we focus on four of these few topics that are not much already covered in other sections.

Contradictions, and social influence. Social media help users keep in touch with peers 
and groups, a source of social influence, and enable access to social support. But social 
media can also create pervasive anxiety from a “fear of missing out” (FOMO) from salient 
activities and discussions experienced by those others (Alt, 2015). Indeed, a central con­
tradiction of these new media is that while connectivity is generally positive, the need to 
constantly monitor others’ communication, and expectations from others for constant 
connectivity, creates stress and excessive use. Many students are aware of, and con­
cerned about, this contradiction (Ames, 2013). Also, in attempts to strengthen one’s 
group identity and gain status, users may post messages and photos of activities that are 
quite harmful (self-injury, for example; Jarvi et al., 2017).

Contradictions, and cognition. While thoughtful social media use can improve learning 
experiences (Castillo-Manzano et al., 2017), compulsive use can degrade academic per­
formance (Aladwani & Almarzouq, 2016), due to factors such as studying for shorter peri­
ods and even being more susceptible to being victims of crime (Aljomaa et al., 2016). 
Some students do attempt to engage in what Ames (2013) calls “techno-resistance” to ex­
pectations for constant connectivity, by establishing boundaries or even disconnecting 

(p. 272) from their devices, aiming to lower negative cognitive implications of multitask­
ing. Some studies help explain some contradictions in results by showing that use and 
knowledge of different Facebook features or activities differentially affect academic out­
comes (Wohn & LaRose, 2014).

Loss or change, with social relations. Many authors have argued that new media, as 
with prior communication technologies when they were new (Jensen, 1990; Marvin, 
1990), are profoundly affecting individual and social relationships and norms (boyd, 2015; 
Turkle. 2011). For example, social networks may develop and endure based on members’ 
using similar technology and apps, in order to avoid inconveniences in communicating 
with everyone (Bicen & Arnavut, 2015). Or, because online social interactions are so com­
mon and normative, factors such as introversion and extraversion may be far less influen­
tial on people’s experienced lives (Yao et al., 2014), and users may be more aware of, and 
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able to participate in, a more diverse array of identities and types of relationships (Yang, 
2014). More subtly, people are more likely to communicate with multiple others online 
while with others offline, and even just stay “connected” while not actually exchanging 
messages (Vorderer et al., 2016).

Unintended consequences, with health. The very utility and attractiveness of smart­
phones, social media, and other digital devices lead to a variety of unintended conse­
quences. Primary among these is internet/smartphone addiction or problematic internet 
use, associated with a wide variety of health dysfunctions, from depression to obesity (Li 
et al., 2015). Sleep deprivation may be a consequence of excessive device use (Demirci et 
al., 2015), with attendant schoolwork procrastination, and then students staying up late 
to (ineffectively) rush through their work (Li et al., 2015). As college Facebook posts and 
profiles present more images of alcohol use and drinking parties, from a peer norms theo­
retical perspective, viewers (incorrectly) perceive higher alcohol use as descriptively nor­
mative (Clayton et al., 2013), leading to more positive attitudes toward, and behaviors of, 
excessive drinking. The pervasiveness of and dependence on digital devices for school­
work as well as social relations and entertainment may also be associated with muscu­
loskeletal symptoms (Dockrell, Bennett, & Culleton-Quinn, 2015).

Managing Content

The most frequent co-occurrences with managing content (including people) involved 
having a gratifying-satisfying experience in relation to social relations as well as problem­
atic use; media multitasking in association with social relations, health, and cognitions, 
and personal information in the context of self-presentation and problematic use.

Gratifying and satisfying, and social relations. While using media for gratification 
can become problematic, the social component of media mastery provides an explanation 
for why media are gratifying. Social connection and social information are inherently em­
bedded in media, especially social media, which has increased the availability (p. 273) and 
diversity in connections and information available. Particularly, the need for social sup­
port and connection motivate a great deal of media use. For example, New Zealand col­
lege students with ethnic minority or migrant identities used social media not only to es­
tablish and maintain intimacies, but also to exchange information about oneself, and oth­
ers, to determine who will be admitted into existing friendship networks (Marlowe, Bart­
ley, & Collins, 2017). Though the social support received through media use can improve 
well-being, the need for social interaction and new social information often becomes ha­
bitual (Meier et al., 2016). This suggests that media’s role in sharing social information 
can become a source of tension as it both contributes to well-being and potentially de­
tracts from it. For example, Meier et al. (2016) find the constant checking that becomes 
habitual leads to usage conflicts which can ultimately reduce well-being and task perfor­
mance.

Gratifying and satisfying, and problematic media use. Mastering media includes us­
ing media for one’s own needs. People must manage content in ways in that fulfill their 
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own desires. However, in the literature there is evidence that even when one can use me­
dia to gratify their needs, that use can become problematic. Research on the addiction to 
mobile devices and Internet finds that the reward experienced from media use can be­
come dysfunctional and excessive. Meier et al. (2016), for instance, showed that students 
use media to provide relief, reward and relaxation from work and from negative experi­
ences. However, in pursuit of reward students express that they begin to procrastinate. 
This procrastination on academic work can become detrimental. Likewise, Chiu (2014) 
found that when experiencing life stressors, young adults use mobile phones to alleviate 
their negative emotions. The gratification and stimulation experienced from using media, 
however, had led to addiction for those who were not capable of self-regulation. While all 
college students may experience the gratifications of using media, the motivation for, me­
dia choices and outcomes of that use may reflect individual differences.

Media multitasking, and cognition. Within the media mastery framework, media mul­
titasking or the splitting of attention between media and other tasks, is a method of man­
aging the various content available. Thus far, cognition or the ability to focus and learn is 
the commonly studied aspect of individual differences in the media multitasking litera­
ture. Media multitasking appears not only a method for managing content but also for 
managing focus and learning. Some master this management, others do not. Ames (2013) 
reported that while some students report frequently media multitasking, the majority of 
students expressed that they have set rules in order to reduce the negative cognitive ef­
fects of media multitasking. This implicates that young adults are sensitive and strategic 
in managing their media and media multitasking habits to avoid cognitive harm. In addi­
tion to frequency, college students differ in the types of tasks with which they media mul­
titask. Fan et al. (2017) noted that those that display higher metacognition engaged in 
less irrelevant media multitasking during difficult learning tasks. This suggests that man­
aging content via media multitasking involves managing the cognitive load and effects of 
the media used.

(p. 274) Media multitasking, and social influence. However, managing media via me­
dia multitasking behaviors is not only driven by cognitive preferences and capacities. 
Rather, Ames (2013) concluded that the social pressure to be available both to immediate 
surroundings and extended networks formed a double-standard that created pressure to 
media multitask. Students reported that media multitasking is coupled with constant guilt 
both for not being fully present to their offline reality and for not being fully present to 
their online reality.

Personal information, and self-presentation. Within the construct of managing con­
tent, people’s desire to connect with others via the Internet requires them to manage and 
interpret the information they share with and receive from their social network. In our 
coding we referred to this subcomponent as personal information, and defined it as in­
volving personal self-disclosure and information available about others. Personal informa­
tion was commonly cross-coded with the individual component of self-presentation. The 
findings demonstrate the tension in mastering sharing personal information through me­
dia. Moreno et al. (2011) showed that young adults frequently expressed that they knew 
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that people exaggerate and even misrepresent themselves on social networking sites. 
However, the students still found this information valuable and used it to form first im­
pressions of others. They shared that sometimes the personal information they found 
about others was even accurate. They had friends whose SNS reflects them well. The 
credibility of information online even on social networks was understood as flawed yet 
useful. However, loss of control or management over one’s personal information and im­
ages can severely affect one’s self-presentation, leading to cyberbullying, “revenge porn,” 
and even suicide (Virden, Trujilo, & Predeger, 2014).

Personal information, and health. Though the personal information shared online has 
social value, it can cause harm to young adult’s well-being. For instance, Tandoc et al. 
(2015) explain how the information about others found online is also used to inform the 
user about what’s attractive, and how people’s feedback can be used to identify how at­
tractive one is to his/her social network, leading to social comparison. Tandoc et al. 
(2015) provide an example of how young adults use this information to identify their so­
cial rank. They contend that if students find themselves unattractive, they often feel envi­
ous and depressed. Thus, though the information may be useful for navigating one’s so­
cial network, this also fuels comparison which can be detrimental.

Obstacles

Physical and technical obstacles to college students’ use of media do not much appear in 
research publications, though they were mentioned in the focus groups. The most fre­
quently co-occurring were distracting, with problematic use, health, and cognition; costs 
with problematic use, and cognition; interference, with cognition; and access, with cogni­
tion.

Access, with cognition. It is obvious that not having access to relevant new media con­
stitutes a grave challenge to students (Goode, 2010). While many students use mobile 

(p. 275) devices for academic practices, Fasae and Adegbilero-Iwari (2015) reported that 
many students are challenged by obstacles of low quality Internet connections and high 
data subscription costs. Ironically, some students are concerned that pervasive access to 
social media (diverting attention, energy, and time from academic work) may lead to ob­
stacles to success later on (Flanagin & Babchuk, 2015). Further, relationships between 
use of social media for online content creation are affected by more than just traditional 
digital literacy—they include the kinds of peer support, practices, and technologies that 
university students have access to, and bring with them, in the first place (Brown et al., 
2016), which also extends the concept of the digital divide. In turn, experience in digital 
creation can provide advantage in the global society, possibly widening certain kinds of 
disparities in access and use.

Costs, with problematic use. Intriguingly, smartphone costs are not only a form of ob­
stacle to access, but also an aspect of problematic use, as over-dependence on smart­
phones can foster excessive overspending on accessories, upgrades, apps, and data (Aljo­
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maa et al., 2016). Indeed, some studies note that students want to have the most recent 
device or product regardless of price (Bicen & Arnavut, 2015).

Distracting, with health. Many studies refer to the “double-edge” sword nature of the 
mobile phone, which can provide personal, social, and business benefits as well as disad­
vantages and harm. For example, many refer to the distractions from one’s own use and 
the use by others, reducing focus and attention on activities and social relationships, and 
creating physical and mental health problems (Chen et al., 2016). People may turn to 
smartphone or internet over-dependence as a distraction from other health or life stress 
issues (Chiu, 2014; Kuang-Tsan, & Fu-Yuan, 2017). Impaired inhibition and attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are associated with increased risk of Internet addic­
tion (Dalbudak et al., 2015). The increased need to maintain constant connectivity, and 
engage in multitasking, can harm mental and emotional development and create ongoing 
distractions from relationships and self-reflection (Davis, 2011).

Distracting, with cognition. Digital device use during class creates distractions for the 
user, surrounding students, and even the instructor (Aljomaa et al., 2016; Jacobsen & 
Forste, 2011), negatively affecting user academic performance (related to issues such as 
reduced details in class note-taking, less cognitive processing of the content, and poorer 
recall; Kuznekoff & Titsworth, 2013). Multitasking in general is frequent in class, and typ­
ically negatively affects students’ ability to learn content (Judd, 2014; Junco, 2012). Simi­
lar issues arise, but with much graver potential consequences, for students who are dis­
tracted by their devices while walking or driving (Kim & Kim, 2017).

Use Awareness

Here, the most frequent co-occurrences involved attitudes about one’s use, with social re­
lations and problematic use; choices as to how and when to use a medium, with social 

(p. 276) relations, self-presentation, problematic use, and health; digital expertise, with 
cognitions; and self-regulation, in association with problematic use.

Attitudes about one’s use, and social relations. One aspect of media mastery becom­
ing increasingly important with the ever-growing popular social media is people’s (espe­
cially young adults’) perceptions of media as means and context for social connection. Pil­
li (2015) found that students’ perceptions that Facebook was useful for their social adjust­
ment and relationship maintenance explained why socially competent Facebook users ex­
hibited better psychosocial well-being. This result highlights that individual dispositions 
play a role in students’ likelihood to have positive attitudes towards their media use.

Attitudes about use, and problematic media use. While problematic use includes ad­
diction and dependency, it also includes other dangers such as cyberbullying and revenge 
porn. We found frequent co-occurrences between problematic use and the attitudes peo­
ple have about their use of media. Virden et al. (2014) highlight how, especially among 
young adults, perceptions of the use of media (for instance to explore their sexuality via 
sexting) affects their likelihood to use media in ways that put them at risk. They found 
that few young adults recognize the risk of engaging in these online sexual behaviors. 
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The interpretation of their risk in using media affects their vulnerability to that risk. 
Some studies (and our focus groups) find that students have generally positive attitudes 
about their digital media, but are aware of wasting time, fear of missing out, being over- 
dependent, and other problematic uses and effects, but feel they must continue to use 
their media, and are even resigned to doing so, both on psychological and pragmatic 
grounds (Turkle, 2011).

Choices, and self-presentation. Choices about how to use media are both individually 
and socially motivated as people manage their online identities in the face of potential 
context collapse; Thomas et al., 2017) and privacy issues. Hoy and Milne (2010) detailed, 
for instance, how privacy protection practices varied from lying to post-hoc changes and 
image management. These practices also varied by gender: men and women differed in 
their concerns about self-presentation as a privacy issue and their strategies to cope with 
potential problems, and those choices in turn were related to various media effects. With 
the understanding of which practices are least to most successful, understanding the 
choices users make in self-presentation could lead to more targeted and effective inter­
ventions.

Choices, and health. Scholars are discovering ways to identify the profiles of usage that 
are more likely related to diminished well-being. For example, Park et al. (2013) found a 
relationship between depressive symptoms and uses of Facebook such that a user’s ac­
tiveness and uses of features could be associated with specific symptoms, highlighting 
that the ways people use media can reveal and reflect the state of their mental and emo­
tional health. The researchers explore the possibility of using these profiles of how and 
when people use media to improve or increase diagnostic capacity for depression.

Expertise, and self-presentation. In the articles discussing these two concepts, an im­
portant and interesting set of tensions arises. Axelsson (2010) discusses that young adult­
hood is a special developmental period in which the need to express oneself (p. 277) be­
comes increasingly important. However, the ability to do so competently can rely on tech­
nological skills, including one’s ability and understanding of Internet uses. He contends 
that a lack of understanding and competence about the internet can translate into a lack 
of competence in developmental integral capacities, including self-expression. Ishii et al. 
(2017) argue that young adults with greater communication competence prefer face-to- 
face communication for self-disclosure in order to most benefit from the increased cues. 
Their perspective implies that while all young adults need self-expression, their choice to 
not express online might not be due to a lack of Internet skills but rather better tradition­
al communication skills.

Expertise, and traits. Expertise or the ability to use media with skill is perhaps one of 
the most seemingly obvious forms of media mastery within use awareness. Chang et al. 
(2014) documented that traits such as internet self-efficacy not only increased confidence 
in an online course but affected perceptions of the online course as relevant and was as­
sociated with better course performance. There were many similar findings across the lit­
erature.
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Media comparison, and social influence. Group level differences such as shared 
norms also contribute to one’s preferences, comparisons, interpretations and uses of me­
dia. Cultural differences provide one example of such social influence. Ishii et al. (2017) 
concluded that US and Japan college students differentially perceived text-messaging as a 
form of communication. The US students perceived text messaging as having more media 
richness, reduced cues, quickness, ubiquity of the sender and the receiver, satisfaction, 
effectiveness, and level of comfort than did the Japanese students. The authors proposed 
that these perceptions follow cultural norms of communication; for example, that Ameri­
cans prefer direct communication. Students interviewed by Ames (2013) said that pres­
sures such to be constantly available did lead them to alter the particular medium they 
used in order to meet both their own contexts and the expected contexts of their commu­
nication partners.

Self-regulation, and problematic media use. Self-regulation represents the capacity 
to control and manage one’s behaviors. It occurs frequently in the literature, and is an es­
sential aspect of use awareness within the media mastery typology. Wu (2015) validated 
four dimensions of motivated attention and regulatory strategies by students using social 
media: perceived attention discontinuity, behavioral strategies, mental strategies, and so­
cial media notifications. Integrating those with a variety of related measures (from Inter­
net self-efficacy to academic achievement), Wu identified five categories of students with 
respect to attention and regulation: motivated strategic, the unaware, the hanging on, the 
non-responsive, and the self-disciplined. Self-regulation and problematic media use (cy­
berbullying, to cyberstalking, to dependency and addiction) are frequently co-occurring 
concepts in the literature. For instance, Gökçearslan et al. (2016) explain that those who 
are low on self-regulation tend to experience more ego depletion and less focus, and 
therefore are more likely to engage in cyberloafing where they do not contribute to or 
benefit from the group. Similarly, Jiang and Shi (2016) (p. 278) indicated that people with 
diminished self-control or trait-like self-regulation engage in problematic media use to al­
leviate negative emotions. Their engagement in problematic media use can also be dimin­
ished through interventions targeting self-control, which is the stable trait form of self- 
regulation. Thus self-regulation is one way through which the potentially mastered try to 
develop media mastery.

Conclusion
In general, this review shows how the concept, and very detailed typology, of media mas­
tery pervades the more familiar contexts, analyses, and results of research on college stu­
dents’ use of new media. Each subsection of the review can generate one or more impli­
cations of the media mastery framework. For example, mastery of media is a subjective 
experience that involves believing in one’s expertise and capacity to use media. Masters 
of media can engage in beneficial media multitasking, while those mastered by media 
might engage in harmful media multitasking. Media mastery may occur through individ­
ual interpretation but can be heavily influenced by the practices and expectations of one’s 
social network. The masters and mastered potentially seek and react to the potential 
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gratifications from media differently. The tensions in media mastery demonstrate how 
young adults attempt, sometimes successfully, sometimes not, to navigate the complexi­
ties of media use.

The media mastery framework allows a more analytical approach, by integrating a variety 
of prior and new perspectives, highlighting the relevance of many diverse concepts, and 
revealing associations among many otherwise disjointed or typically unlinked concepts. 
As a complement to the theoretical perspectives appearing in most of the articles, media 
mastery would have provided an especially relevant framework for some of the studies. 
Media mastery could identify and describe a phenomenon heretofore with no name or 
with a variety of unintegrated names (as summarized in the Related Concepts section), 
especially the simultaneous two-way mastery of and by media. So the media mastery per­
spective provides a lens, and allows for nuances, into how users (here, college students) 
are potentially mastered by new media, but also attempt to potentially master those me­
dia. As just one example, this perspective on the diverse research of college students’ dig­
ital media use highlights the pervasive paradoxes and contradictions as manifestations of 
the tensions between attempts to master media and the ways in which media master us. 
The media mastery framework illuminates the double-edged nature of media technology 
and especially social media in the lives of students as well as other young people. More­
over, the notion of media mastery may also capture the contradictory and mixed feelings 
(ranging from pleasure to guilt) that young students and others experience in their daily 
use of contemporary media technologies. The vast range of ways mastery or being mas­
tered occurs—in association with social and individual aspects, among others—may also 
be a reflection of the complex, interdependent, and contextual nature of digital media. 
The detailed and extensively developed media mastery framework may (p. 279) help re­
searchers think in new ways about what questions their work attempts to answer—i.e., 
what aspects of media mastery does their work highlight or extend?
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