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Abstract

This essay explores mobile instant messaging starting from Short
Message Service (SMS) and moving through several Instant Messaging
(IM) applications paying special attention to BlackBerry Messaging
(BBM) and WhatsApp in order to explore the implications of the ’blue
ticks’ phenomenon on the latter. I also mention different IM applica-
tions to analyse whether they have affected WhatsApp activity in any
way.
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Introduction

In the last few years, there has been a surge in instant messaging applica-

tions for mobile phones which has resulted in an undeniable ubiquity of

texting. Starting from Short Message Service in the early years of mobile

communication, through to WhatsApp in recent years, texting has become

an essential part of daily life especially for teenagers, but also intergener-

ationally to the point where most mobile phone users use text messaging

at least once every day. This development started gradually and suddenly

boomed and bloomed in the early 2000’s with the introduction of BlackBerry

Messenger and later on with the introduction of the multi-platform What-

sApp in mid 2007. From that point, users began to rely more and more on
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instant messaging apps, rather than SMS, because of several added features

and higher reliability when sending different media such as pictures, videos

and audio compared to Multimedia Message Service (MMS). However, IM

apps provided several options well beyond the capabilities of SMS, such as

knowing when the person receives and reads a message1 . In this essay I

will provide a brief history of mobile communications and text messaging

services and explore the implications of knowing when others have read

sent messages.

Mobile Communications

It is hard to imagine our daily lives today without having access to mobile

communications. Almost every one of us has a mobile phone at all times

and will speak to many people throughout the day, via email, voice, SMS or

IM. However, this was not always the case.

Mobile communications is not by any means a recent idea. Wireless tele-

graphs, for example, were equipped on ships since the late 1800’s (Federal

Communications Commission 2014), but the radio telephone was scarce

because it made use of a "scarce resource: a place on the radio spectrum"

(Agar 2004, p. 9). In order to solve the radio spectrum problem a new way

of thinking about it would have to come about and it was Bell Laboratories

engineer D.H. Ring, with the help of W.R. Young, who introduced the idea

of the cellular network in 1947.

Figure 1, describes the idea of a cellular network using nine different frequen-

cies. In this network, instead of each mobile phone having a fixed frequency,

one of the nine would be assigned every time you changed stations. The

stations would be far enough apart that you would not risk receiving the

same frequency from two towers at the same time. For example, if you start
1Although SMS had the option of sending back a ’received’ message to the sender, it was

hardly ever used and easily bypassed
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Figure 1: 9-frequency cellular network

a call on a frequency 7 zone and you are traveling in your car, the adjacent

towers will have frequencies 4, 5, 8,1,3, and 9 so you can now carry on

with your call using either of this frequencies (depending on the direction

you travel in) and free the frequency 7 cell tower for another user. In order

to encounter another frequency 7 zone you would before need to travel

through at least two or three zones with different frequencies. In this way,

interference is avoided and frequency loads reduced.

The cellular network had two benefits: first, you could now move between

stations without dropping your call, i.e. you could continue the same phone

call even when driving (this was the first application suggested for the

model)(Ring 1947); second, providers would only need a small number

of frequencies to make the service available to a larger number of users.

Nonetheless, Ring’s model was much more practically complex than this

description; phone tracking, database management, electronic switching

and mobile frequency synthesisers were all necessary for it to work. It was
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only thirty years later, in 1977, that AT&T installed the first cellular phone

network in Chicago and it was not until the early 1990’s, with the aid of

a so far neglected technology built into the GSM specifications, the Short

Message Service (SMS), that true international mobile technology took off.

SMS

In words of Agar

Txt msg ws an acidnt. no1 expcted it. Whn the 1st txt mesg

ws sent, in 1993 by Nokie eng stdnt Riku Pihkonen2, the telcom

cpnies thought it ws nt important. SMS —Short Message Service—

ws nt considrd a mjr pt of GSM. Like mny teks, the *pwr* of txt

—intdeed the *pwr* of the fon— wz discvrd by users. In the case

of txt mssng the usrs were the yng or poor in the W and E

Different reasons have been postulated for the exponential growth in SMS us-

age. Agar suggests that this growth is due to the low cost and pre-paid credit

availability in places like the Philippines, while (Faulkner & Culwin 2005)

attributes it to the asynchronicity, reliability and, especially for teenagers,

privacy of the service; an argument made also by (Ito 2005) who says that

this technology enables "them [teenagers] to communicate without surveil-

lance of parents and siblings" and at the same time to enjoy "a sense of

co-presence with peers that they are not able to realize physically because of

their dependence on the parental home." Others treasure the service because

"text messages and memories can become intimately entwined" (Taylor &

Harper 2002) becoming embodiments of the memories themselves and a

2Agar refers to the first text sent from a mobile phone. The first text message was sent
from a computer by Vodafone engineer Neil Papworth, on 3 December 1992, with the words
"Merry Christmas."
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study conducted in Japan showed that young people rate "their relationships

as more intimate when texting was an aspect of the relationship" (Thurlow

& Poff 2010)

Whichever the reason, the use of SMS has indeed spread at an impres-

sive pace. In the United States, for example, in 2000 the average user sent

35 text messages per month (Gayomali 2012) whereas in 2013 the most

avid users, teenagers, sent around 2022 messages in that same time span

(Cocotas 2013), with a total of around 145 billion messages sent worldwide

for the whole year.

It is important to understand this growth in SMS usage in terms of the

people who first started to assimilate this service into their lives, teenagers,

in order to understand how nowadays instant messaging apps (IM) play

an essential role in everyday life, since most of the behaviour translated

directly from one to the other.

Instant Messaging Apps

Instant messaging apps (IM) are now largely available within various mobile

platforms, especially if you use the iOS and Android operating systems. The

main difference is that IM apps such as Viber, Skype, Facebook Messenger

or LINE use an internet connection or mobile data, instead of the mobile net-

work, to offer a wide variety of services ranging from simple text messaging

to video calls and location sharing. However, there are two IMs that deserve

special attention: BlackBerry Messenger and WhatsApp Messenger. The

former played a very important role since it was probably the first widely

used IM, since it was introduced in February 2006 (BlackBerry 2006). It was

due to the high attention paid to security in the development of Blackberry

communication services that made it the go-to brand for mobile devices in
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large companies and enterprises. The latter is currently the most used IM

service worldwide with over 500 million downloads and over 450 million

active users every month (WhatsApp 2014c).

BlackBerry

In the mid 1980’s, young engineering student Mike Lizardy recognized the

need for two-way mobile communication. With this in mind, he dropped

out of college to start his own company, Research in Motion (RIM), along

with Douglas Fregin. After a few years of drifting from one contract to an-

other to stay afloat, in 1996 the Inter@ctive Pager is released, being the first

device to both receive and send text messages. A couple of years later the

slimmed-down version, the RIM950, increased RIM’s popularity, especially

in businesses. By 1999, following the release of the wireless email solution,

it had become an essential business tool. 3 RIM devices not only offered the

possibility to bring the office home, but also provided a secure information

transfer protocol, perfect for business communication(Halevy 2009). People

became so addicted to the service that the term "Crackberry" was created to

describe the addiction people had for their BlackBerry mobile devices.

This success soon spread out of the skyscrapers and to people in gen-

eral. Young people especially were attracted to the possibilities that the

BlackBerry Messenger (BBM) offered as a substitute to regular SMS ser-

vice: instead of paying a fee per sent message, for a fixed monthly fee you

could now have access to unlimited messaging, given that the other person

also owned a BlackBerry. BBM became so popular that it played a major

role in the coordination of riots that occurred in Tottenham in 2011(Ball &

Brown 2011) as well as in their suppression; BBM messages were even used

in court as evidence against rioters (Sawers 2011).
3After the release of this tool, one of the first purchase orders came from Michael Dell

himself. (Gillette, Brady & Winter 2013)
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Due to its broad acceptance, RIM grew at an unprecedented rate, selling at

its peak, in 2008, almost 15 million phones per quarter, which meant that

they owned over 20% of the world’s mobile phone market. This success

was short lived (Figure 2 ). After the introduction of the iPhone in 2007,

people started to look for instant messaging alternatives that were more than

workplace tools. Following an iOS update that allowed push notifications,

on September 2009 an IM tool that took advantage of this technology and

that would soon be part of everyday conversations discretely was submitted

to the AppStore; the app’s name: WhatsApp 2.0.

Figure 2: BlackBerry’s share of worldwide smartphone sales

WhatsApp

It was in January 2009 that Jan Koum realised, after buying his first iPhone,

that the app market on that platform was full of potential and would

soon play a major role in the future of the mobile industry. Koum, who

had worked at Yahoo for 9 years, came up with an idea for an app that

would show you a status message next to each of your contacts so that
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you could know what each was doing, wherever they were, at any given

moment; he quickly chose the name WhatsApp as "a pun on What’s up"

(WhatsApp 2014b).

WhatsApp didn’t initially take off as Koum had hoped. However, in June

2009, an iOS update allowed apps to give push notifications to their users to

give them information about the apps even when they were not currently

using the app itself. Koum quickly updated WhatsApp so that every time a

user updated their status, all off their contacts would be pinged with that

update. Some people started to reply to these status updates. Koum realised

that he could make an instant messaging app out of it. At the time, the

only other free IM was BBM, which only worked if both users owned a

BlackBerry mobile device. After the release of the messaging upgrade, with

WhatsApp 2.0, download rates started to increase exponentially.

This platform has not only become a substitute for SMS, it has greatly

surpassed it: WhatsApp allows users to send, in addition to text messages,

images, videos, voice messages and even current location at no extra cost.

Because there are no added costs to using WhatsApp, participants in a study

by (Church & de Oliveira 2013) claimed to use messaging much more than

they would if they could only communicate via SMS (including Multimedia

Messaging Service, MMS, which allows users to also send photos, videos

and audio, but at an added cost depending on the amount of information

sent). The number of sent messages gives us a point of reference for the

impact IM is having; c|net reported in April 2014 that the total number of

messages sent by SMS worldwide, i.e. the combined SMS sent from all the

carriers in the world, amounts to 19.5 billion, while WhatsApp users send

on average around 18 billion messages a day and even reaching a staggering

64 billion in a single day (Trenholm 2012).
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Most of this growth has been in developing countries such as Brazil, Mex-

ico, India and Russia.(WhatsApp 2014a). One of the reasons might be that

carriers in countries like the US offer unlimited SMS in many of their data

plans, so users have no need to find an alternative, whereas in less devel-

oped countries people still have to pay for every message sent via SMS.

Nevertheless, is not only the number of people the service reaches that is

impressive, but also its diverse applications WhatsApp is used in: college

education (Maheswari 2014) and emergency services (Johnston, King, Arora,

Behar, Athanasiou, Sevdalis & Darzi 2015), and has even been connected to

helping technology permeate in certain countries (Shambare 2014).

Blue Ticks

WhatsApp has four different states for a sent message as can be seen in

figure 3. First, when you click send, if you have no access to an internet

connection or, in a very small number of cases, the service is down, then

a clock is displayed next to the message, stating that this message has not

been sent yet. The second state is a single tick; this means that your message

has been sent to the server but not yet to the recipient. After the message

has been delivered to the other person’s mobile phone you see two ticks,

instead of one, next to the messages. This was as far as the WhatsApp

service went for the first five years but now, since the November update, the

ticks turn blue after the recipient has read the message. There had always

been discussions in WhatsApp regarding the meaning of two the two ticks

that appeared next to the message, wether another person had read the

message or simply received it and, although this discussion were mostly the

result of laziness and not checking the frequently asked questions where it

clearly stated the the latter was the case, it often caused misunderstandings

and even some arguments. This misconception most likely comes from the
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(a) Waiting (b) Message Sent

(c) Message Delivered (d) Message Read

Figure 3: Four states of WhatsApp messages
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fact that from its early stages BBM offered the possibility to know when a

message had been sent, delivered and received. However it took WhatsApp

over 5 years to add this possibility and finally, in November 2014, an update

came to address this issue and inform the sender once the recipient has read

the message.

Users have different opinions regarding the need and usefulness of no-

tifications such as knowing when the person has last used the app, when

they have received a message or when they have read it but, what is cer-

tain is that messaging services generate a different kind of relationship and

empowerment amongst their users when they add these features; at the

very least they will lead to suspense and anxiety. Therefore, this update

cannot be seen as a minor modification to the service. WhatsApp themselves

understand that users may not want to share this information so they have

the option to disable the ’last seen’ information and the blue ticks, however,

if you choose to disable any of these notifications you will not be able to

see this information about your contacts, i.e. you can only see about other

people the same information that you share with them about yourself. Being

designed this way, the application tries to balance the relationships amongst

users to prevent people from taking advantage of others’ information while

withholding their own and although, because the information is just hidden

from users but still stored in the servers, it is possible to use programs such

as WhatsAPI4 to find this data, unless you have a very specific target and

motif it is hardly worth the effort.

Although the observable fact of the two blue ticks is the evident addition

in the latest update, there are two things that unwillingly or unknowingly

WhatsApp have introduce by incorporating this new capability: a time gap

4https://github.com/venomous0x/WhatsAPI

11



between the two ticks showing and finally turning blue and a second gap

between the blue ticks and the reply. IT is these gaps rather than the colour

shifts that cause anxiety and can lead to modifications in our behaviour. In

RIM services, through Blackberry messenger, the ability to know when a

sent message has been delivered and read has always been a part of the

experience and when this was the most popular app amongst teenagers,

there were already issues resulting from this. I remember a few conversa-

tions that I had with a psychologist friends back in 2009, particularly one

who mentioned that her adolescent patients, especially women, would con-

stantly bring up in their sessions the fact that they knew the other person,

usually a boy they were interested in, had already received and read the

message without replying and that this stress and anxious feeling appeared

sooner and sooner every time, i.e. if initially they would feel anxious after

an hour, after a couple of weeks of conversation and particularly if interest

in this other person increased, they would start to get this feeling after only

fifteen minutes. Other psychologist friends had had similar situations with

several patients, including men. After the downfall of BBM and the rise of

WhatsApp, this stopped coming up as a main issue, aside from some people

who mistakenly thought that the two ticks meant that the other person

had read the message rather than it only been received, as it was clearly

stated on WhatsApp’s webpage. It is interesting to note how psychologists

needed to learn about this technology and have a thorough understanding

of how it works in order to be able to help their patients overcome situations

generated by IM applications.

The inclusion of the blue ticks in November 2014 was received with an

uproar and several blog posts instructing users on how to download an in-

stall a previous version of WhatsApp that did not have this feature (Ng 2014);

people’s reactions were so big that just two weeks later, a new update came
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out that included in the privacy settings an option to hide this information

at the expense, of course, of being able to see when others have read your

messages (Woolaston 2014).

Even if you now have the possibility of doing so, deactivating this fea-

ture does come with a price: it raises questions. Why do you not want

anybody to know if you have read their messages? Why would you not

want people to know when you were last online? This was useful before

the blue ticks, for example, to suggest if the other person had read your

messages — if the last seen time was after your message had been delivered,

you could be fairly certain that the other person had read your message —

but has since lost much of its usefulness other than maybe as an indicator

of how often people check their messages. It may all come down to trying

to keep a some privacy to ourselves; to not put all of our behaviour out

in the world for people to see because, after all, that is what Twitter and

Facebook were designed for, not our IM application. There is, nonetheless, a

second reason for hiding this information: to avoid seeing others’ updates

in order to calm yourself in an attempt to avoid “text anxiety”. Hiding your

information has even been recommended by psychologists (Bennet 2014).

Other Messaging Apps

There are several other instant messaging apps on the market which have

similar capabilities as WhatsApp and which also lead to “text anxiety”,

such as Apple’s iMessenger(Goldhill 2014), but since this is the most widely

used worldwide and because the change made was so recent, I decided to

use it for the analysis. Figure 45 shows a comparative study conducted in

November 2013 in US, China, Brazil, South Africa and Indonesia in which

3,759 Android and iOS smartphone owners have participated. The question
5http://www.1mtb.com/whatsapp-leads-the-global-mobile-messenger-wars-with-44-

pc-market-share/
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asked was ’which social messaging app do you use at least once a week?’

Figure 4: WhatsApp market share

Conclusion

I have tried to show how text messaging, or texting, has become an essential

part of our daily lives by presenting a more or less detailed account of how

its presence grew, little by little, until becoming the most used information

exchange service. It is important to understand that although this technology

has been present for more than 20 years, in the last few years since Blackberry

Messenger was introduced its usage has grown exponentially and is now

virtually everywhere in the form of applications like WhatsApp. Because

the adoption has become so widespread, from times when the average user

would send around 30 messages a month (Gayomali 2012) back in the mid

1990’s, until now where over 30 billion messages are exchanged daily via

WhatsApp only (WhatsApp 2014c) and because IM has become an essential

part of everyday life for many people around the world in almost every

social segment, there are some aspects of how this technology changes the

way we communicate that we do not yet fully understand. Further analysis

is required with regard to the social, psychological and cultural implications

14



of knowing when other people have received a text message and particularly

what happens in the time between having seen the two blue ticks and getting

a reply.
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