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Towards an enhanced understanding of the behavioural phenomenon of multiple media use. 

 

Abstract  

The central focus of this paper is the behaviour of individuals’ when multitasking with media, 

wherein attitudes towards multiple media use and the management strategies employed when 

media multitasking are examined. A qualitative design is chosen for this in-depth study, using thirty 

four face to face interviews in the U.K., Germany and Australia.  Findings confirm multiple media use 

as a central feature of everyday life, with a switching method of media multitasking widely 

acknowledged across all three samples. Broad similarities in attitudes, including the perceived costs 

and benefits of multitasking with media are uncovered across the samples, where media hierarchies 

and media synergies are generated alongside self-imposed restrictions to develop effective personal 

‘media multitasking portfolios’. 

Keywords: IMC; media planning; multiple media use; media multitasking.  

Contribution  

This paper provides a unique insight into the complexities of the behavioural phenomenon of 

multiple media use, revealing: intricate behaviours; individual perceptions and personal 

management strategies among respondents in three countries, substantially contributing to this 

emerging research domain. The detection of bespoke ‘media multitasking portfolios’ is notable in 

relation to Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC).  Moreover, this enhanced understanding is 

valuable to practitioners, in the comprehension of consumers’ media multitasking behaviour, to plan 

efficient and effective IMC campaigns on behalf of clients. 
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Introduction 

Integrated marketing communications (IMC) is considered an important underpinning concept by 

the academic community, where it continues to be a topic of extensive debate within the literature 

(for example, Kitchen & Schultz, 1998; Kliatchko, 2008; Laurie & Mortimer, 2011). In the rapidly 

evolving and highly competitive marketing communications and advertising environment, 

practitioners strive to keep pace with the diverse range of channels of communication on behalf of 

their clients. A crucial element of the campaign planning process, for consideration by personnel in 

marketing communications and advertising agencies involved with IMC, is the selection of 

appropriate media channels to correspond with the media usage characteristics of target audiences 

(Keller, 2001; Fill & Turnbull, 2016). 

 

For individual consumers deciding which media to read, watch or listen to; the options are 

numerous, including traditional media (for example, television; press; radio; cinema) and newer 

internet based alternatives. For example, an individual choosing to read Cosmopolitan magazine can 

access the content by means of a paper copy; or electronically through a smartphone, tablet or 

laptop. Furthermore, user-generated content via web blogs and social media such as Instagram, 

YouTube and Facebook, extend the range of media options. As a consequence, individuals’ now 

enjoy considerably more control over their media consumption (Pilotta & Schultz, 2005). The 

evolution of on-demand media services offered by providers such as Sky (in the television medium), 

allows additional media control (Webster & Ksiazek, 2012). The variety afforded by the 

contemporary media environment, in conjunction with continual technological advances, offers the 

ability for individuals’ to engage in multiple media use. The behavioural phenomenon of multiple 

media use is established in the literature (for example, Pilotta & Shultz, 2005; Foehr, 2006; Jeong & 

Fishbein, 2007; Bardhi, Rohm & Sultan, 2010; Brasel & Gips, 2011; Kononova & Chiang, 2015). 

Moreover, other empirical studies indicate that multiple media usage occurs in a variety of locations; 
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with the home, restaurants or bars, and the workplace  acknowledged as settings in which multiple 

media use occurs (for example, Enoch & Johnson, 2010). 

 

Continual advancements in media channel availability present opportunities and challenges for all 

participants of IMC: marketing communications, creative and media planners, working on behalf of 

their clients; media owners providing and selling airtime and space; and media consumers. While an 

extensive range of choice is enjoyed by consumers of media; this presents a complex set of selection 

decisions for a media planner, working on a client’s behalf to maximise the attention of a specific 

target audience for the marketing communications and advertising activity of their brand. A central 

tenet of the media planning function is; the matching of relevant media to a specified target 

audience effectively and efficiently, to gain maximum exposure at minimum cost on behalf of clients 

(Danaher, 2007). The benefits of media synergy, allied with the concept of IMC, suggest that a 

combination of media can prove more effective than a single channel media campaign (Laurie & 

Mortimer, 2011; Kliatchko, 2008). With this in mind, it is argued that although media planning for a 

multiple media usage scenario creates increased complexity at the planning stage, synergistic 

benefits are conceivable (Bardhi et al., 2010; Voorveld, 2011). Hence, for the marketing 

communications practitioner, an enhanced understanding of this behavioural phenomenon is 

advantageous. 

In the emergent research domain of multiple media use (Lin, 2009); extant studies primarily 

comprise descriptive work, revealing various combinations of multiple media use by consumers; 

although recent empirical work addresses the antecedents and outcomes of media multitasking (for 

example, Carrier et al., 2009; Jeong & Fishbein, 2007; Kononova & Chiang, 2015; Srivastava, 

Nakazawa & Chen, 2016). However, with the exception of a study by Bardhi et al. (2010), the 

underlying attitudes towards consumers’ use of multiple media and the ways in which individuals’ 

manage their multiple media use are not examined in depth. Hence, there remain gaps in 

understanding of the complexities of this behavioural phenomenon. Accordingly, this paper details a 
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study which updates and extends the scope of empirical work in this domain into the U.K., Germany 

and Australia; substantially contributing to our understanding of individuals’ approaches to multiple 

media use. The aim of this study is to explore the intricacies of the media multitasking behaviours of 

individuals and their underlying attitudes towards multiple media use among Digital Natives in the 

U.K., Germany and Australia; thus enabling comparisons between individuals in these countries and 

those in the previous U.S. study by Bardhi et al. (2010). 

Literature review  

The literature reveals an emergent body of empirical work examining the topic of multitasking in the 

media context. Extant empirical work in this domain includes the investigation of: the generational 

composition of media multitasking individuals; the occurrence of media multitasking; media 

multitasking combinations; and the frequency of switching behaviour. Preliminary exploration of 

individuals’ perceptions of media multitasking behaviour and an evolving consideration of the 

antecedents and consequences of multiple media use is also evident in more recent studies.  

 

Multitasking is confirmed as a behavioural concept; to perform ‘multiple task goals in the same 

general time period by engaging in frequent switches between individual tasks’ (Delbridge, 2000). 

Furthermore, Rosen et al. (2013) distinguish multiple media use as a special case of multitasking. A 

review of extant definitions of the phenomenon of multiple media use reveals a variation in 

labelling: ‘media multitasking’ (Foehr, 2006; Bardhi et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2012); ‘simultaneous 

media usage’ (Pilotta et al., 2004; Pilotta & Shultz, 2005) and ‘multitasking with media’ (Jeong & 

Fishbein, 2007). Discrepancies are apparent concerning: commercial and non-commercial media; 

media and non-media activity; multiple media usage, at a single point in time or during a given 

period. The definition offered by Delbridge (2000) is adapted for the media context of this study; 

conceptualising multiple media use as ‘engaging in multiple media tasks in the same general time 

period by engaging in frequent switches between individual media tasks’. For example; watching a 
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television programme, searching the Internet and replying to a text. In this scenario, media activities 

may occur on one, two or three devices.  

 

Multiple media users are examined in empirical work by Carrier et al. (2009) among three 

generations: ‘Baby Boomers’ (born between 1946 -1964), ‘Generation X’ (born between 1965 -1979) 

and the ‘Net Generation’ (born between 1980 - present). Findings confirm that media multitasking is 

dominant among the ‘Net Generation’, followed by ‘Generation X’ and the ‘Baby Boomers’. Other 

studies affirm this finding (for example, Foehr, 2006; Pilotta & Shultz, 2005; Carrier, Rosen, Cheever 

& Lim, 2015) in accordance with expectations; as the ‘Net Generation’ or ‘Digital Natives’ have 

grown up through three decades of extraordinary progress in the development of media technology. 

Digital Natives (born after 1980) are classified as ‘all native speakers of the digital language of 

computers, video games and the Internet’ (Prensky, 2001 p.1).  

 

Pilotta and Shultz (2005) reveal that 40-65% of total media consumption time comprises multiple 

media activity. Heavy media consumption is an indicator of the likelihood of individuals’ to multitask 

(Pilotta et al., 2004; Foehr, 2006). In their qualitative study, Bardhi et al. (2010, p.328) conclude that 

‘media multitasking is the way young consumers interact with commercial media’. While such 

qualitative findings are not generalisable to a general population, this finding concurs with Pilotta et 

al. (2004) and Pilotta and Shultz (2005), confirming the practice of multiple media use. Pilotta and 

Schulz (2005) and Pilotta et al. (2004) examine SIMM data (BIGresearch), identifying an assortment 

of media multitasking combinations. From this study and further work by Carrier et al. (2015), it is 

evident that there are several prevalent media combinations including: TV and Internet; TV and 

newspapers; email and text; instant messaging and music. Moreover, during a period of multiple 

media use, more attention is given to one medium; the foreground medium, than the other; the 

background medium (Pilotta & Schultz, 2005).  Similarly, Brasel and Gips (2011) observational work, 

using a media combination of computer and television, supports this conclusion. Notable findings 
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are exposed by Brasel and Gips (2011) who report that the speed of switching between TV and 

computer is found to be extremely fast and frequent, measuring an average of four switches per 

minute. In a separate single device study, this finding is affirmed by Yeykelis, Cummings and Reeves 

(2014), who recorded switches between media content on personal computers every 19 seconds 

during a one day period. Although providing important information on the behavioural aspects of 

multiple media use, extant studies predominantly restrict their analysis to two-way combinations of 

media. However, it is apparent from viewing individuals’ everyday media use, that it often includes 

combinations larger than two.  

Recent literature reveals an evolving body of work investigating the antecedents of multiple media 

use; in which individual media ownership, media availability and an array of audience related 

features are discussed. Individuals’ media ownership, represented by owned devices (for example; 

smartphones; tablets; laptops; televisions; radios) in conjunction with the extent of individuals’ 

available access to media (for example, having access to a television in the bedroom) are identified 

as pre-requisites to multiple media use (Jeong & Fishbein, 2007; Wang & Tchernev, 2012; Kononova 

& Chiang, 2015). Age is exposed as the chief audience feature, as discussed earlier, with younger 

audiences more likely to participate in multiple media use than older ones (for example, Carrier et 

al., 2009; 2015; Jeong & Fishbein, 2007; Duff, Yoon, Wang & Anghelcev, 2014; Srivastava et al., 

2016). Gender has also been found to differentiate media multitasking (Jeong & Fishbein, 2007; Duff 

et al., 2014), with females more likely to multitask with media than males, but this finding is not 

widely supported. Individual differences, such as creativity (Duff et al., 2014) and the propensity for 

sensation seeking (Jeong & Fishbein, 2007; Duff et al, 2014) are also uncovered as predictors of 

multitasking in the media context. Motivations to multitask with media include features such as: a 

need for simplicity; personal control; efficiency; information; connection and entertainment (for 

example, Duff et al., 2014; Kononova & Chiang, 2015; Hwang, Kim & Jeong, 2014; Srivastava et al., 

2016). Furthermore, the behavioural character of media multitasking is predicated by individuals’ 

preference for such activities (Srivastava et al., 2016), termed polychronicity (Kononova & Chiang, 
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2015). Consequences of multiple media use are also addressed in this growing research domain, 

indicating intrinsic advantages and disadvantages of multiple media use across a range of media 

pairings (for example, Wang & Tchernev, 2012; Ophir, Nass & Wagner, 2009; Voorveldt, 2011; 

Srivastava, 2013). While extant empirical work makes a valuable contribution to knowledge in this 

domain, there remains a requirement for further depth of understanding of the underlying attitudes 

of individual consumers in relation to their media multitasking behaviour.  

An exploratory study by Bardhi et al. (2010) instigates the in-depth examination of multiple media 

use, with reference to the Motivation, Ability and Opportunity (MAO) model, which forms 

antecedent conditions of the Elaboration Likelihood Model ELM (Petty & Caccioppo, 1986). The ELM 

contends that the likelihood of elaboration of advertising messages is higher when individuals 

possess the motivation, ability and opportunity to process them. Bardhi et al. (2010) argue that 

while inquiry in cognitive psychology may suggest that individual attention is reduced by media 

multitasking behaviour (thus reducing MAO), it is possible that the influence on MAO may be 

positive if individuals develop effective coping strategies for their multiple media use. Themes 

emerging from this qualitative study illustrate the paradoxical nature of the practice of media 

multitasking, highlighting several perceived benefits (efficiency; assimilation; control; engagement) 

and costs (inefficiency; chaos; disengagement; enslavement). Additionally, four distinct coping 

strategies for consumers’ management of multiple media are identified.  

In summary, multiple media use is established as an emerging research domain within the literature 

(Lin, 2009). Empirical work to date confirms the behavioural phenomenon of multiple media use, 

identifying assorted ‘media with media’ and ‘media with other activity’ combinations, in which 

frequent switching behaviour is confirmed in single and multiple device media multitasking. Early 

empirical studies are predominantly descriptive in nature and are constrained by their analysis of 

only two-way combinations of media multitasking.  However, an evolving body of research examines 

the antecedents of media multitasking, advancing knowledge of the media ownership and audience 
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factors which precede this behaviour. Nevertheless, the underlying attitudes towards multiple media 

use are not yet fully addressed; although the qualitative study by Bardhi et al., (2010) initiates this 

aspect of inquiry. Following this work, there is scope to deepen the investigation of the attitudes of 

individuals’ towards their multiple media use. Moreover, there is a gap in understanding of the 

intricacies of individuals’ behaviour when multitasking with media, indicating a requirement for 

further empirical work to develop greater insight into this behavioural phenomenon. A 

comprehensive understanding of consumers’ multiple media use behaviour is essential for 

practitioners in marketing communications and advertising media planning, seeking to optimise their 

clients’ media budgets through multi-media IMC campaigns. 

Aim of the study and research methods   

Our study updates and extends the scope of previous work on the investigation of multiple media 

use, to deepen our understanding of the phenomenon. The aim of this study, a partial replication 

and extension of the work of Bardhi et al. (2010) in the U.S., is to explore media multitasking 

behaviours and underlying attitudes towards multiple media use among Digital Natives. The study is 

conducted in the U.K., Germany and Australia, since differences in media consumption patterns and 

availability of media channels between these countries are evident (Reuters, 2012). Digital Natives 

(born since 1980, Prensky (2001)) are chosen for this study, as media multitasking is most prevalent 

amongst this group (Carrier et al., 2009; 2015).  

 

Consistently, our research objectives are; among Digital Natives in the U.K., Germany and Australia:  

(a) To explore multiple media use behaviours;  

(b) To explore the perceived benefits and costs of media multitasking;  

(c) To understand the strategies employed when multitasking with media 

Objective (a) establishes types of behaviour, providing the background for objective (b), which 

examines perceptions of media multitasking; while objective (c) focusses on the strategies employed 

by individuals’ when they engage in multiple media use. 
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A qualitative research design is considered appropriate for this exploratory study, intended to gain 

an in-depth understanding of media multitasking behaviour (Mariampolski, 2001) in this emerging 

research domain (Lin, 2009). Individual interviews are used, to allow respondents to articulate their 

ideas, attitudes and reasons for multiple media use without being intimidated or influenced by 

others (Malhotra and Birks, 2007). Semi-structured interviews are considered most suitable, as they 

facilitate comparison whilst allowing interesting points to be developed (Savin-Baden & Howell 

Major, 2013). A convenience approach, using non-probability quota sampling, was employed for 

selection of respondents. Subsequently, semi-structured, face to face, in-depth interviews were 

conducted among Digital Natives aged between 18-30 (Prensky, 2001), who claimed to multitask 

with media. Twelve interviews were conducted in the U.K. and Germany, with ten in Australia (each 

with an equal number of male and female respondents); at which point there was a reasonable 

expectation that no new insights would have been gained from conducting further interviews, hence 

achieving theoretical saturation (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Richie & Lewis, 2003). The interviews were 

conducted in jointly agreed settings, lasting approximately one hour. All interviews were audio tape 

recorded and transcribed. In Germany, the interviews were conducted in German, with 

transcriptions translated into English prior to analysis. The data analysis procedure advocated by 

Miles and Huberman (1994) was adopted, comprising: data reduction; data display and verification; 

in which the coding method used open, axial and selective codes. A manual coding procedure was 

utilised in the analysis of all interview transcriptions, aided by Computer Assisted Qualitative Data 

Analysis Software (CAQDAS), specifically NVivo10. The use of CAQDAS assisted in the identification 

of key themes and in the management of data from thirty four interviews (Rettie, Robinson & Radke, 

2008). The utilisation of a three country sample ensured triangulation (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 

 

Yardley (2000) recommends four quality criteria to be observed by qualitative researchers, which are 

applied in this research study. Sensitivity to context is established by referring to extant academic 

literature and contemporary evidence concerning the media environment in which multiple media 
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occurs. A systematic process was adopted for data collection and analysis of findings as specified in 

preceding sections, hence demonstrating commitment and rigour. During the research process, 

techniques are plainly articulated and explained, with comprehensive notes maintained at all stages 

of the study (for example, all interview transcriptions are stored for future reference), thus ensuring 

transparency and coherence. Furthermore, impact and importance criteria are met, as the study is 

situated in the background of extant empirical work on the topic of multiple media use. Lastly, the 

findings of the study and its implications for academics and practitioners are elaborated in the later 

discussion, together with proposals for future research directions in this domain.  

Findings  

The study revealed that in the U.K., Germany and Australia, respondents described their media 

multitasking behaviour as a notable activity within their daily routines of researching information, 

entertaining themselves and communicating with friends and family. Furthermore, despite reported 

differences in media availability and patterns of media consumption in the three sample countries 

(Reuters, 2012); the findings of this qualitative study uncover broadly similar themes among 

respondents in the U.K., Germany and Australia in relation to their multiple media use. In the 

following sections, the behaviours surrounding multiple media use are discussed; followed by an 

examination and comparison of the perceived costs and benefits of media multitasking by the 

respondents in different countries. Lastly, the strategies employed by media multitasking individuals 

are explored. While the similarities and differences between the U.K., Germany and Australia are not 

the subject of detailed scrutiny in this paper; these are demonstrated through the verbatim 

quotations from the U.K., German and Australian respondents in succeeding sections, where 

subtleties are evident.  

 

Multiple media use behaviours  

Across the three sample groups in the U.K., Germany and Australia, respondents reported that 

media multitasking is a central part of everyday life. Moreover, the concept of a switching method of 



12 
 

media multitasking is widely acknowledged by respondents in all three samples. The findings provide 

confirmation of temporary pauses when respondents are multitasking, to allow more effective 

management of multiple media; for example, pausing a programme on the television to attend to a 

social media alert or text message. The discovery of the approaches to switching between different 

media is of specific interest, showing that individuals’ decisively suspend the use of one medium in 

preference of another (for a period of time); and then return to that medium as shown in the 

following quotes: 

‘I actually multitask with media most of the time. I think I use one medium only when I watch news in the 
morning and when I cook and watch TV at the same time. But otherwise it’s always the case that I multitask 
with media.’ (Germany: 12) 

‘If the TV’s on and I’m not actually watching anything, like if it’s…something that I don’t need to concentrate 
on, I’ll have my iPad on, my laptop on, my extra screen on and I’ll be doing things and if it catches my attention 
I’ll watch it.’ (Australia: 5) 

‘Your main focus is on whatever you are doing. It’s not a 50:50 split or a 60:40 split. I’d say it’s mainly one or 
the other.’ (U.K.: 11)  

Switches in attention are found to have several causes; the most frequently cited being an 

interruption from one of the media or a break in the content, such as for advertisements. While 

multitasking with two media was common (for example, laptop or tablet and TV; phone and TV), 

several respondents described situations when they used three or more media concurrently (for 

example; smartphone, laptop or tablet and TV). A variety of different combinations of media were 

described by our respondents, and evidence was found of multitasking both with separate media 

and multitasking within a single device or medium, which depends on the location of the 

respondent. Single device multitasking is a notable finding of this study, confirming previous 

empirical work (Brasel and Gips, 2011; Yeykelis et al., 2014). Examples of switching scenarios are 

illustrated in the following quotes: 

‘I’ll put my phone down and concentrate on it (television) until the adverts are on or something, then I’ll pick up 

my phone.’ (U.K.: 7) 

‘Often times I’ll read an article for a bit and then I’ll go onto Facebook and then watch a video for a bit and 

then I’ll go to the news…so I’ll chop and change’ (Australia: 10). 
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‘When I’m at home, I multitask with media. Then the TV is switched on, I use Facebook, read emails and check 

my mobile phone. But when I’m on the go, I only check my mobile phone every now and again and nothing 

else.’ (Germany: 7) 

Whilst the media are often used independently, indications were found of linked or synchronised 

media usage; for example, using the Internet to obtain further information on a news story or 

viewing tweets or exchanging private messages from friends relating to a live television programme. 

Synchronised media multitasking is illustrated in these quotes which portray a variety of situations in 

which this behaviour occurs:  

‘One will be prompted by the other, you’ll be watching TV and then because you see something on TV you’ll 
Google it. Or, if you’re listening to something and you’ll think, I wonder what that band’s doing now or 
something like that…you’ll Google it.’ (U.K.: 11) 

‘I mostly watch things which are more fun to watch together. I think that this, by the way, is also the reason for 
swapping opinions with others via my iPhone when I watch TV alone…because I am in contact with my friends 
at the same time I feel less alone.’ (Germany: 8) 

‘I’ll take my radio (to the football game) because I find it more interesting to watch the game when you can 
hear who all the players are…so it keeps you updated as to what is happening and then I would use my phone 
to check who’s kicked the most goals and that sort of thing.’ (Australia: 2) 

However, some exclusive media events are evident, most notably cinema, which is rarely combined 

with any other media. In a similar way, a pre-planned film on television is often watched without 

interruption. Additionally, reading a weekend newspaper (or a book) is also considered a solitary 

media activity by some, as indicated by the following quotes: 

‘Cinema is more of an event, so everything goes off.’ (U.K.: 9) 

‘I only use the TV on its own when I have consciously picked a movie I really want to watch. And then I don’t use 

any other medium at the same time…if I really decide to watch something, I focus on it and I don’t like to be 

interrupted then.’ (Germany: 12) 

‘Because the (weekend) newspaper is relaxing to me, I think it winds down my screen usage…so trying just to 

give myself a little time and space from emails and the daily kind of routine Monday to Friday.’ (Australia: 3) 

 

 

Benefits of media multitasking  

The perceived benefits of media multitasking, reported by respondents in the three country samples 

are displayed in Table 1, alongside the findings from Bardhi et al. (2010). From inspection of Table 1, 
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it is immediately clear that there are similarities across all three countries in the efficiency and 

control benefits cited by respondents in this study, in accordance with Bardhi et al. (2010). Similarly, 

assimilation (not mentioned by the German and Australian samples) is considered a benefit of 

multiple media use in the U.K. sample, again supporting Bardhi et al. (2010). Additional findings of 

this study include the perceived benefits of emotional gratification and social engagement 

(Germany; Australia); relating to engagement benefits revealed by Bardhi et al. (2010). Furthermore, 

this study uncovers connectedness (Germany; Australia) and access to information (U.K; Germany; 

Australia) in relation to the perceived benefits of multiple media use. 
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Table 1: Respondents’ perceived ‘benefits’ of media multitasking 

 
Bardhi et al., U.S. (2010) 
 

 
U.K. (2013) 

 
Germany (2013) 

 
Australia (2014) 

Efficiency 
 

Efficiency Efficiency Efficiency 

Assimilation Assimilation (due to 
time pressure)  

  

Control Control Improved media experience 
(includes control) 

Control 

Engagement  Emotional gratification 
(rather than engagement)   

Social (engagement) 

  Connectedness/keeping one 
company 

Connectedness 

 Access to 
information 

Extended information 
access 

Access to information  
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Efficiency 

An important theme revealed across all samples in this study, is that multiple media use is linked 

with feelings of efficiency by the respondents, in line with previous work by Bardhi et al. (2010). The 

need for efficiency by the respondents is strongly linked with time pressures, both internally and 

externally generated, whereby there is a feeling that to achieve all of their tasks, it is necessary to 

multitask with media. Media multitasking is linked with a reduction in the amount of time or effort 

to get things done; for example, gathering information from news media and social media to stay 

‘well informed’ and ‘up to date’. For some, there is also a perception that tasks can be finished more 

quickly when more than one medium is used at the same time. Furthermore, some respondents 

reported that listening to music on the radio facilitates work as it generates a ‘good mood’. 

Illustrations of feelings of efficiency when media multitasking are found in the following quotes:  

‘Benefits include saving time and being able to do multiple things at the same time.’ (Australia: 10) 

‘Music improves my concentration and I can work much better.’ (Germany: 7) 

‘When I was studying politics it was kind of essential to keep up to date with all the current affairs, so for me it 
was a habit of reading the newspaper while listening to the news or Question Time/ Newsnight while reading 
something else.’ (U.K.: 6) 

  

Assimilation 

Along a similar theme, in accordance with Bardhi et al. (2010), the ability to assimilate vast 

quantities of online content and user generated content is considered a benefit of media 

multitasking by U.K. respondents, who feel pressured to stay in touch with a variety of information 

sources: personal; entertainment and news based, on an ongoing basis, ‘There is so much content 

out there, you can never get it all in a lifetime. So, in order to get as much as possible and get a good 

overview of what is going on you need to have multiple streams now.’ (U.K.: 6) 

Control 

Supporting the findings of Bardhi et al. (2010), all respondents in the U.K., Germany and Australia 

discussed a sense of control in relation to their media multitasking behaviour, both in work and 
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entertainment settings. Many respondents (particularly in the German sample) mentioned feelings 

of control while engaged in multiple media use, in association with an improved media consumption 

experience, as indicated by these quotes:  

‘If the television programme is boring, with media multitasking I feel I can control that I look at something 
more interesting on the iPad or my laptop…and I think I’m more involved in this content because I have 
consciously sought it out.’ (Germany: 8) 

‘In a work situation I think it’s good, I feel in control. I like media multitasking when I’m working because I 
actually need everything that’s on.’ (Australia: 5) 

Control is also alluded to by many respondents in relation to their multiple media management 

strategies, discussed later. 

Engagement 

Engagement, one of the main benefits of media multitasking uncovered by Bardhi et al., (2010), also 

features in the responses of individuals in our German and Australian samples, mentioned in terms 

of emotional gratification and social engagement respectively. Among the German sample, media 

multitasking is felt to create; satisfaction, entertainment and a feeling of relaxation, thus supporting 

an individual’s emotional wellbeing; ‘If I sit in front of the TV, I don’t need to concentrate on 

anything. I just use it to relax and as background noise. Then it’s not important whether I’m working 

efficiently or not. In this case, it definitely makes me more satisfied if I can use multiple media 

simultaneously.’ (Germany: 12). Similarly, among Australian respondents, there is a feeling that 

media multitasking in the presence of others can engender a social experience, as revealed by this 

quote: 

 ‘Even if we’re all sitting together in the same room, we’ll still be communicating on that Viber. Just 
for…sometimes just for fun, sometimes somebody in a different room, sometimes while everyone is in the same 
room. We still tend to use it while the TV is on in the background.’ (Australia: 7) 

Connectedness 

A feeling of connectedness, uncovered in this study, was revealed among respondents in Germany 

and Australia, who cited the ability to be constantly available to friends and family as one of the 
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main benefits of media multitasking. Other related benefits include the need for background noise 

and to combat loneliness (Germany), as illustrated by these quotes:  

‘It gives me peace of mind that people can get in touch with me any time.’ (Germany: 3) 

‘Because I am time poor and I see a lot of what’s going on in their life through these various media I don’t feel 
quite so removed.’ (Australia: 3) 

 ‘Since I live on my own and it’s often very quiet in my apartment, I use my TV in the background’ (Germany: 4) 

 

Information access 

Across all three samples in this study, respondents felt that extended access to various sources of 

information and the additional information afforded by multiple media use is of benefit to them. 

Respondents talked about having additional benefits and supplementary information related to 

media content or being better informed by having an additional medium when engaged in multiple 

media use, as indicated in these quotes: 

‘Media multitasking provides me with an added value because I can look things up immediately that I would 
otherwise forget if I intend to do it later.’ (Germany: 10) 

‘So, advantages would be having access to so many things, so many options, you’ve got research…there’s 
just…you can learn such a lot from the comfort of your own home and your media channels’ (Australia: 8). 

 

Costs of media multitasking 

Table 2 illustrates the perceived costs of media multitasking, reported by respondents in the three 

country samples, along with the findings of the Bardhi et al. (2010) study. Paradoxes are again 

evident, for example; efficiency and engagement, cited as benefits in Table 1, appear here as costs 

(inefficiency and disengagement). Similarities exist in the perceived costs of multiple media use, with 

inefficiency and enslavement (or habit) cited by all three samples, supporting the previous findings 

of Bardhi et al. (2010). A further perceived cost of media multitasking found in the U.K. and 

Australian samples is chaos, in agreement with the findings of Bardhi et al. (2010); while 

disengagement is a cited cost by all samples except Germany. In this study, additional costs 

described by U.K., German and Australian respondents include distraction, or an inability to focus on 
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one thing whilst engaged in multiple media use. Correspondingly, a reduction in attention is 

expressed among German and Australian respondents when multitasking with media. 
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Table 2: Respondents’ perceived ‘costs’ of media multitasking 

 
Bardhi et al., U.S. (2010) 
 

 
U.K. (2013) 

 
Germany (2013) 

 
Australia (2014) 

Inefficiency Inefficiency Inefficiency 
 

Inefficiency 

Chaos Similar effect termed 
‘over-stimulation’  

 Chaos 

Disengagement (Social) disengagement    
 

Anti- social 

Enslavement Habit (rather than 
addiction/enslavement) 

Enslavement  
 

Enslavement  

 Distraction Inability to focus on 
one thing 

Distraction 

  Reduced attention Attention span suffers  
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Inefficiency 

The perceived costs of media multitasking in all samples were found to be the distraction from a 

single task or activity and related inefficiencies, such as a lack of focus, ‘I don’t always pay full 

attention. When using two media at the same time, then it isn’t possible to satisfy any of the things 

because both are done only half-heartedly’ (Germany: 2). Predominantly this occurs when one media 

distracts the user, causing them to miss something deemed important. This is followed by a need to 

take action to correct it, leading to inefficiency. Individuals also reported that media multitasking can 

result in an inefficient use of their time. Specific examples of inefficiencies are revealed in the 

following quotes: 

‘I’ll be watching the television and I have the computer, I am like, Internet shopping and I’m watching the show 
and I sometimes pause it, I don’t want to miss something, or I’ll rewind it back because, you know, Sky has that 
feature’ (U.K.: 7) 

 ‘Let’s say you’re doing a spreadsheet or something quite complex, by the time you go to Facebook and read a 
post or post something and use your brain to figure out what you’re actually going to write, you’re still thinking 
about the spreadsheet at the same time you’re thinking about the post. Then when you go back to your 
spreadsheet you need to just go back to what was your train of thought before you went on Facebook. So 
you’re losing efficiency there for sure.’ (Australia: 4) 

 

Chaos 

Chaos, over-stimulation or feeling overwhelmed by input, is reported by all samples (except 

Germany) as a cost of media multitasking. One U.K. respondent described media consumers as 

‘having so much blasted at them’, suggesting feelings of an uncontrollable experience. The findings 

of this study are in accordance with those of Bardhi et al. (2010) in this regard, as illustrated below: 

‘In some ways it can be negative , over stimulation, too much information, you can never find out all the facts, 
you can never get all the information about something, there is always something new going on.’ (U.K.: 6) 

‘It’s frustrating because, I’m losing focus. It’s kind of hard; my mind is all over the place.’ (Australia: 8) 

 

Disengagement 

Disengagement from media was found to be associated with multitasking by many respondents in 

the U.K. and Australia, consistent with Bardhi et al. (2010). In addition to the disengagement from 
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media, the respondents in this study also felt that they became socially disengaged, feeling 

disconnected with others as a result of media multitasking. Some U.K. respondents reported that 

they felt unable to fully concentrate on media when multitasking, losing the ability to focus on one 

thing, which resulted in ‘blanking out’ or ‘glossing over’ certain elements of a medium, as reported in 

these two quotes:  

‘Multitasking, having multiple streams coming at you, if you listen to the TV and listen to the radio at the same 
time, what’s actually going on in your head, were you paying attention at all? Are you just glossing over, 
getting used to it as background noise?’ (U.K.: 6) 

Concerns about social disengagement led to respondents limiting their media multitasking usage 

whilst in the company of other people, ‘I think it’s rude’ (Australia: 5).  

Enslavement 

A feeling of enslavement or addiction to media multitasking, as described by Bardhi et al. (2010), 

was also encountered among the German and Australian respondents, whereas in the U.K. this was 

described as habitual behaviour, as described by this respondent:   

‘Like I said it’s in our consciousness and when you’re on the Internet you do find yourself logging in 
automatically, it’s just scary how you’re already putting in your password and you don’t even realise ‘hang on 
I’m on Facebook at the moment’, it’s incredible. So, yeah, the habit is really strong now, and I think the same 
with TV, just having a bit of background noise’ (U.K.:10) 

Enslavement is related to the addictive nature of media multitasking, where respondents feel an 

increasing desire to multitask and a dependency on media, as described in these two quotes:  

‘I constantly feel the urge that I want to look something up if I use media. It’s hard to stop myself from doing 
it…It has become a compulsion, even a fear of missing something’ (Germany: 8) 

‘I feel like I check it all the time…I think that might not be the great thing about it, it gets a bit obsessive’ 
(Australia: 6) 

 

Distraction 

Distraction is considered a cost of multiple media use by all three samples in the study, occurring 

when one media distracts an individual, causing them to miss something deemed important in 

another medium and resulting in a need to take some sort of action; for example, re-watching the 
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missing footage. In addition, frequent multiple media use is considered to result in a loss of focus on 

a single activity or task. The following quotes underline this perception: 

‘If you are flipping between the two, you are probably not getting the most out of one or the other; you are just 
getting bits of both.’ (U.K.: 3) 

‘When I use a TV and a laptop at the same time, which I do quite often, I think that’s a bit extreme. It shows 
that I feel bored very easily and, what is worse, that I can’t focus on one thing anymore.’ (Germany: 7) 

‘I don’t like listening to music and watching TV at once, So… like music and TV, I just find that really distracting.’ 
(Australia: 7)  

 

Reduced attention 

Respondents in Germany and Australia reported a reduction in their attention levels or attention 

span, considering this to be a result of their continuing excessive multiple media use. In turn, this is 

believed to lead to reduced recognition and recall of media content, due to the division of attention 

between the different media, as shown by the following quotes:  

‘When I watch a movie and read an email or a tweet at the same time, of course I catch less of the movie. But 

what I read gets 100% of my attention. It’s switching between the media all the time. When looking back to the 
TV, then I’ll catch 100% of the TV again. My attention is either on one thing or another. But then it’s also harder 
to get back into the story again.’ (Germany: 3) 

‘Since I got a smart phone, I feel like my media access has been more sporadic and I feel like my attention span 
maybe suffers slightly because of that.’ (Australia: 1)  

 

Management strategies 

Consistent with initial findings by Bardhi et al. (2010) that consumers developed coping strategies for 

their media multitasking activities, three distinct strategies are identified among our U.K., German 

and Australian samples.  In the management of their media multitasking activities, respondents: 

create media hierarchies; develop media synergies and use self-imposed restrictions.  

Creation of media hierarchies 

By creating media hierarchies, users control how intensively they interact with various media when 

multitasking. In this scenario, some media are consumed as foreground and others as background, 

confirming previous work (Pilotta & Schultz, 2005; Brasel & Gips,2011). Traditional media such as 
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television and radio are often used as background, while new media are regularly consumed in the 

foreground. For example, a television set may be used as a background device, whilst a laptop, 

tablet or phone is in the foreground.  Many respondents did not feel that television was engaging 

enough to be watched on its own, ‘It’s so boring to only watch TV. It doesn’t challenge me enough. 

Maybe it’s just the nature of traditional media.’ (Germany: 10). Correspondingly, television 

programmes are often watched ‘on demand’, allowing them to be paused, hence aiding the multiple 

media user. Examples of such media hierarchies are illustrated in the following quotes: 

‘So, sometimes I like to have TV on in the background and I’ll be using my phone to communicate with whoever 
I’m communicating with and sometimes I’ll have my laptop open for research as well.’ (Australia: 7)  

‘I’ll be watching the television and I have the computer, I am like, Internet shopping and I’m watching a show 
and sometimes I pause it – I don’t want to miss something, or I’ll rewind it back, because you know, Sky has 
that  feature.’ (U.K.: 7) 

 

Creation of media synergies 

The study revealed the creation of media synergies by respondents in the U.K., Germany and 

Australia, where media are combined based on their specific cognitive requirements. In practice, this 

is accomplished by choosing specifically chosen compatible combinations of media, which do not 

conflict in terms of their inherent characteristics. This may be achieved by matching a primarily 

visual medium with a primarily aural medium. Furthermore, the combination of a visual, aural and a 

medium which needs only intermittent attention allow three or more media to be used; for 

example, ‘magazine with the mobile and the music’ (U.K.: 1); ‘I guess those three, mobile phone, 

music and Internet. They’re all things that would be used together’ (U.K.:11). 

Respondents describe an array of multiple media use situations involving media activities which 

require only intermittent attention; where for much of the time the user is simply monitoring or 

waiting for the media to become active (such as social media, text messages and emails). The 

research shows clear evidence of temporary pauses in multitasking, allowing the two media to be 

managed more effectively, such as the pausing of a television programme to reply to a text message. 
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This finding is particularly interesting, as it reveals that respondents are aware of the negative 

effects of multitasking and as a result choose to suspend the behaviour at certain times to manage 

these effects, as illustrated in the following scenarios:  

If I’m doing things like social media and watching TV, it will probably be on my iMac together. So, I will have 
one window open top left which will be the TV, right half of my computer screen will have my social media on 
there, I’ll have web pages open there. Bottom left hand may have my emails that I’ll be scrolling through.’  
(U.K.: 6) 

‘If you’re watching a film and you want to Google something quickly, you’ll pause the film… I’d pause the film, 
look it up and then go back to watching the film.’ (U.K.: 11)  

 

Restrictions on multiple media use 

Another management strategy, employed by respondents across our three samples is the use of self-

imposed restrictions. Two types of restrictions were noted, media restrictions and topic restrictions. 

Examples of media restrictions include; switching a mobile ‘phone to silent to allow greater control 

over when it is used, or consciously ignoring one medium, ‘I simply turn it off in my brain and ignore 

it’ (Germany: 11).  

‘When I sometimes watch debates on TV, I consciously put my iPad or iPhone aside and focus on TV. Otherwise 
I can’t follow the content of the discussion. I need to concentrate on one medium then.’ (Germany: 8) 

‘Putting my phone on silent, that’s really the only thing that helps me manage it, and sometimes ignoring the 
emails or ignoring the instant messages or just ignoring. That’s really the only two ways, I never turn my phone 
off, ever’ (U.K.: 5) 

Respondents also restrict the number of topics accessed when they feel overwhelmed with content. 

A media multitasking session may start with many topics, but as activities become chaotic and there 

is a perceived need to focus, respondents limit the topics to a manageable number.  

‘Sometimes there is no limit. I’ll start off with something important and then the next thing I know I’m looking 
up YouTube videos…and I won’t even know how it’s come up. But if something needs to be done, then I’ll focus 
on fewer topics so that I’m not too distracted.’ (Australia: 8) 

Discussion 
 
Theoretical implications 
 
This study deepens our understanding of the complexities of the behavioural phenomenon of 

multiple media use, appreciably extending and updating the work of Bardhi et al. (2010). The 
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comprehensive investigation reported in this paper offers a detailed understanding of the multiple 

media use of thirty four Digital Native respondents in the U.K., Germany and Australia, revealing 

many more similarities than differences across the three samples. Contributing to a deeper 

understanding of individuals’ approaches to multiple media use; these findings offer enhanced 

insights into the ways in which switching occurs; between two, three and four media during 

multitasking. Moreover, in this study, the development of personal ‘media multitasking portfolios’ is 

ascertained; in which multiple media combinations are tailored by individuals’ to meet the particular 

needs of a specific setting. This finding provides a notable contribution to understanding of 

individuals’ behaviour in this domain.  

 

Multitasking with combinations of two, three or four media is confirmed as commonplace among 

our Digital Native respondents. Moreover, multiple media use is confirmed as a routine feature of 

everyday life, encompassing the use of separate media and single device media multitasking, in 

accordance with previous empirical work (for example, Pilotta et al., 2004; Pilotta & Schulz, 2005; 

Foehr, 2006; Brasel & Gips, 2011). The practice of stopping and starting media activities or switching 

between media while multitasking, is also a common feature of this study, affirming the findings of 

Brasel and Gips, (2011) and Yeykelis et al., (2014). Although contrary to some previous work, which 

proposes that multiple media consumption occurs simultaneously (for example, Pilotta & Schultz, 

2005), this finding concurs with more recent observational work (Brasel & Gips, 2011; Yeykelis et al., 

2014).  

 

An appraisal of the perceived benefits of media multitasking, reveals broad similarities between 

respondents in the U.K., Germany and Australia who report; efficiency, assimilation, control and 

engagement, in accordance with Bardhi et al. (2010). Furthermore, this study exposes the additional 

perceived benefits of: emotional and social gratification; connectedness and extended information 

access in relation to their multiple media use. The detection of social gratification and extended 
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information concurs with findings by Hwang et al., (2016), while the desire for connectedness 

accords with connection in previous work by Kononova and Chiang (2015). Similarities are also 

evident across the three country samples in relation to the cited costs of multiple media use. 

Perceived costs include: inefficiency; chaos and disengagement, in agreement with Bardhi et al. 

(2010). The noteworthy additional costs; of an inability to focus and reduction in attention are also 

revealed in this study. In accordance with Bardhi et al. (2010), paradoxical findings are apparent in 

relation to this aspect of the findings: for example; efficiency and engagement, cited in all samples as 

benefits, also emerge as costs (inefficiency and disengagement), signifying tensions for individuals 

involved in multiple media use. 

 

Extending the work of Bardhi et al. (2010), individuals’ strategies for managing media multitasking 

behaviour identified among our U.K., German and Australian respondents provide a substantial 

advance in understanding of the complexities of this phenomenon. The creation of: media 

hierarchies; media synergies and the use of self-imposed restrictions as deliberate approaches to 

manage multiple media use are revealed by respondents in this study. Media hierarchies are created 

by multiple media consumers to control the intensity with which they interact with various media. In 

this setting, respondents’ consume some media as foreground and others as background media, 

confirming earlier findings (Pilotta & Schultz, 2005; Bardhi et al., 2010; Brasel & Gips, 2011). Media 

synergies are achieved by choosing specific compatible media combinations, based on their 

cognitive requirements, in order that they do not conflict in terms of their inherent characteristics. 

Additionally, multiple media use combinations involving media activities requiring only intermittent 

attention, are purposefully selected. For example, media synergy can be achieved by complementing 

a primarily visual medium with a primarily aural medium, alongside a medium requiring only 

intermittent attention; such as the combination of searching the internet and listening to radio, 

while intermittently attending to social media activity. An important finding of this study is that 

respondents organise their multiple media use through the creation of media hierarchies and media 
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synergies to generate personal ‘media multitasking portfolios’ for a particular media use setting, 

such as relaxing at home in the evening. Furthermore, to facilitate greater control or concentration, 

whilst releasing some of the associated tensions associated with multiple media use; respondents’ 

employ self-imposed media and topic restrictions. Examples include; switching a mobile ‘phone to 

silent (or putting it away) and purposely choosing to ignore particular media channels; for example, 

text messages or social media alerts.  

Implications for practitioners 

Consumers’ multiple media use augments the complex nature of the selection of media channels 

within the IMC planning function. Further, in a media multitasking scenario, the use of more than 

one medium creates a situation in which advertising messages may be avoided, as revealed in this 

study. Conversely, multiple media use may support potential opportunities for the occurrence of 

media synergy (Laurie and Mortimer, 2011), if the ‘media multitasking portfolios’ of target audiences 

in various settings are sufficiently well understood by media planners, facilitating IMC campaigns. 

Furthermore, to exploit the advantages associated with media synergy, marketing communications 

practitioners must endeavour to create campaigns which relate a single story across a multi-media 

campaign. Scolari (2009) argues that distinctive media content must be delivered through 

appropriate media channels to form a cohesive narrative, named transmedia storytelling. Using this 

technique, engagement by an audience with each media event is considered to increase the 

comprehension, entertainment and affection of the consumer for the story and accordingly for the 

brand. Consistently, it is probable that the transmedia storytelling technique is inextricably 

connected with the concept of IMC, in which a single-minded and coherent message is 

recommended as part of an integrated strategy, to facilitate the consistency of brand image (for 

example, Hackley, 2010; Percy & Rosenbaum-Elliott, 2016). Accordingly, to achieve maximum 

communication benefit and effectiveness on behalf of clients, an enhanced understanding of the 
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intricacies of multiple media use, provided by the findings of this study, is valuable to marketing 

communications and media planners. 

Limitations and future research directions 

The limitations associated with qualitative research methods are applicable to this study, based on a 

non-probability sample of thirty four Digital Natives. Despite the conscientious application of quality 

criteria and the triangulation achieved by the three country sample, the findings of this study should 

not be generalised to a wider population of Digital Natives. Nevertheless, these findings provide a 

substantial contribution to existing work in the domain of multiple media use and are of enormous 

value to academics and practitioners. Future research plans include corresponding qualitative work 

among Digital Immigrants (those born before 1980), who learned to use digital technology, rather 

than growing up with it. As a consequence, ‘digital’ is their second language (Prensky, 2001) and it is 

postulated that they may have differing views from Digital Native samples. In addition, future 

empirical work should further examine the ‘media multitasking portfolios’ of Digital Natives and 

Digital Immigrants in diverse settings; for example, at home or on the move, to establish the range 

of prevalent combinations.  
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