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1. Introduction 

 

 Although many people do not have a smartphone or do not participate in social media 

at all, many other people in their daily life have access through their phones to multiple 

applications that allow them to communicate, access information, interact socially and 

entertain themselves, which are the main motivations for Internet use identified in the literature 

[1]. Social networking sites (SNS), perceived as having the primary purpose of developing and 

maintaining social relationships, have become the most popular online applications, 

constituting an important part of Internet activity [2]. At the same time, Mobile Instant 

Messaging (MIM) apps, among which WhatsApp stands out, are conceived as personal 

communication forms that have modified interpersonal interaction beyond orality [3]. In this 

regard, the literature points out that they have altered personal communication habits and are 

growing unceasingly as the first form of communication for those who use it [4]. 

 However, several factors influence the way these applications are used, significantly 

altering their purpose and reach. It has been evidenced that social networking sites can also 

contribute to meeting the information needs of their users [5], or that MIM applications can aid 

in the maintenance and development of social relationships [6]. On the other hand, cultural and 

social differences entail changes in user behavior [7], therefore, SNS and MIM users have 

varied motives to adopt these applications and they use them for different purposes and reach, 

and this variation in use depends on many factors including cultural ones [8]. Even differences 

in users’ personalities can influence their use of technology: while some choose to blend private 

and professional in the same SNS or MIM, for example, others would rather use separate 

applications, each having its specific purpose [9]. 

 In summary, the considerable divergences in communicative purposes and differences 

that have been observed and that depend on the activities carried out by the user, their gender 

and age, among other factors, justifies this study of the characteristics of the information 

exchanged in everyday life by WhatsApp users in Madrid considering gender and age 

variation. 

 In the next section we review the literature and pose the research question. Afterwards, 

we describe the research methodology and present the results of the analysis. The section 

following then tackles the discussion; and lastly, we include the limitations and conclusion of 

the study. 
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2. Literature Review 

 

 Although WhatsApp is currently considered the main messaging app for smartphones 

-by the end of 2017, it had up to 1.5 billion active monthly users [10]- its study had usually 

been restricted to the analysis of the communicative roles it played among young people from 

Asia [11] and America [12], or to the study of its informative use in certain fields of 

knowledge, such as Health [13,14], Education [15,16], and to a lesser extent in relation to 

Documentation [17] and Journalism [18,19]. Regarding the types of groups analyzed, there 

are a large number of student groups [20-22] and groups of professional teams [23,24], but 

friend and family groups [3,25] have rarely been studied. 

 

2.1. Informational features in SNSs and MIMs 

 

 Despite the growing informative importance of SNSs and MIMs, there do not appear 

to be any studies in the literature on WhatsApp from the perspective of daily information 

needs of any kind (of a professional, familial or social kind) that this application helps to 

meet throughout the daily life of users whose ages range between 13 and 60 years old. 

Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to explore which are the characteristics of the 

information exchanged daily through WhatsApp among users in Madrid, beyond the limited 

vision of SNSs or MIMs as platforms people can use to keep their acquaintances or close 

ones updated on mundane activities, such as what they had for breakfast, etc. [26]. We focus 

on users who live in Madrid in order to benefit from the experiences of those who live an 

area in which WhatsApp is widely used - WhatsApp is the first application by number of 

users in Spain, above Facebook [4]. 

 The Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) was initially applied to audience behavior 

in the use of mass media, and later expanded to the analysis of any kind of communication 

technologies [27]. UGT assumes every individual is an active participant in the selection and 

use of media that satisfies their needs and wants, and that they experience certain 

gratifications as consequence [28]. In line with this approach, we propose users select and use 

SNS, MIM or e-mail applications for specific communicative purposes that are different for 

each one of these tools and that users never act indiscriminately --they use every application 

for every purpose simultaneously [29]. 
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 In the literature various motives for the use of SNSs and MIMs have been described 

using UGT: seeking information, seeking entertainment, social interaction, reinforcement of 

personal identity and self-disclosure [30]. Usability and functionality [31], or emotional 

support and a sense of belonging [32], among others, have been included. 

 Previous research has pointed out that social interaction is not the only main reason 

that leads individuals to use SNSs and MIMs [33,34], users also share information [35,36]. 

However, when the analysis has a more informative perspective, it is not usual to delve much 

into the kind of information exchanged in SNSs and MIMs, and it is common to merely 

mention information sharing or content sharing as one of the characteristics of social media 

use [34,37]. 

 We know the information exchanged can vary depending on the social media platform 

being used [9]. In the case of MIMs, particularly, it is primarily information regarding 

everyday life [38]. While managing the daily routine associated with family, friends, work 

and leisure, the kind of information exchanged in MIMs varies greatly based on the users and 

the nature of their daily activities. For example, gender can affect the kind of information 

exchanged in MIM group chats. One study identified differences in the topics addressed in 

group chats formed by Jordanian women and group chats formed by Jordanian men [39]. 

Studies have also found that the older the user, the less they participate in WhatsApp group 

chats [40]. Even the personality of the user can modulate the importance of certain 

WhatsApp group chats [3]. In relation to cultural factors, one study analyzed how the beliefs 

and perspective of Ghanaians can affect the information they share in SNSs and MIMs [41], 

while another found that social factors can have a significant impact on the way MIMs are 

used in China [42]. Regarding the importance of daily activity, another study found the 

information searched and exchanged in a Catholic clergy group chat in Northern Nigeria is 

related to sermons, homilies or Church teachings [43]. Such information is very different 

from the kind Hong Kong young urbanites [6] or Syrian refugees in Vienna share, as they are 

more interested in geographical orientation or language learning and translation [44]. 

 

3. Research Questions 

 

 The reviewed literature did not provide sufficient support to develop hypotheses about 

informational features of WhatsApp in everyday life in Madrid. Therefore, we designed an 

exploratory study by focusing on the following research question: 
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 RQ. What are the characteristics of the information exchanged in everyday life in 

WhatsApp when considering both genders and a wide range of ages of citizens of Madrid? 

 

4. Method 

 

 We employed a qualitative method for the study of informational features of 

WhatsApp in everyday life of citizens of Madrid with a wide range of ages. The analysis of 

the informational features was carried out by means of semi-structured interviews. 

 In similar studies the samples usually range from 17 people, when solely conducting 

interviews [45], to 40 people, when various experiments are added to the questionnaires [46].  

In our case, we have selected a convenience sample of 30 people, 14 men and 16 women 

ranging in ages from 13 to 58 years old. To constitute the sample we have used the snowball 

sampling technique, a suitable procedure for cases like this one, in which the target 

population is difficult or impossible to locate [47] and is integrated in social networks [48]. 

For the starting point of the sampling a teacher from a Secondary Education Institute in 

Madrid, who was in her fifties, was selected, because she was an active user of WhatsApp 

and part of numerous group chats –both in a professional and private context– in which she 

participated daily, excluding the group chats she only consulted or participated in 

sporadically. This ensured, on the one hand, the recruitment of enough subjects for the 

sample. On the other hand, since she maintained a close relationship with the members of her 

group chats, it also facilitated localizing and contacting other potential participants in the 

study. Moreover, since she was involved in active teaching projects and held a management 

position in her workplace, she allowed the addition of students between 13 and 18 years old 

as well as participants that approached the professional aspects of interest in the study. 

Among them, 30 people agreed to take part in the study, with the consent of their legal 

guardians in the case of minors. The sample distribution is summarized in Table 1. 

 

 

 

 

Table I. Sample distribution 
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_________________________________________________________________________ 

Group chat   People in the group   Number of participants 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Family unit   Parents and children     3 

 

Broader family  Siblings, their husbands,    5 

    spouses and children 

 

Friends from   Old friends      3 

adolescence 

 

Current friends  Recent friends      7 

 

Professor-students  Students in a teaching project   9 

 

Professors   Professors for professional affairs   3 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 The interviews were carried out in the Institute by one of the authors. The participants 

were asked about their everyday use of WhatsApp with particular focus on their use and 

frequency of the use of Internet and social media; the types of WhatsApp conversations in 

which participants engaged; the informational purpose in the use of WhatsApp; and personal 

and social aspects of the use of the application for the participant and their close circle. They 

were also asked to briefly describe an experience in which they were paying attention to 

WhatsApp, trying to select one event that was usual in their daily life, so that a sample of 

everyday issues resolved through WhatsApp could be collected. . Many users pointed out that 

they frequently deleted messages in order to save storage in their phones, which prevented us 

from using the analysis of the interviewees’ WhatsApp messages in addition to the interviews. 

The interview and questionnaires took approximately 60 minutes. 
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 The interviews were recorded, transcribed and entered into NVivo for analysis by one 

of the authors. For the coding of the conversations and extraction of categories about 

WhatsApp grounded theory was used [49], because it allowed us to draw hypotheses about 

the thoughts of the participants from the systematic treatment of all the transcribed material. 

NVivo tools were employed to facilitate the analysis task, carried out in three stages: (a) an 

initial stage in which generic categories were assigned to the interview fragments in regards 

to any aspect pointed out by the interviewees, without applying preconceived categories; (b) 

a second stage in which, by the constant comparative method, the previously obtained 

categories were reviewed on several occasions, comparing all the fragments encoded under 

each of them, and compressing the categories as much as possible to summarize the aspects 

pointed out by the interviewees, always ensuring that they accurately represented what was 

expressed by them; (c) lastly, the most significant and frequent codes in relation to the object 

of study were selected. 

 

5. Results 

 

5.1. Informational typology 

 

 First we examine the informational typology of the messages exchanged in 

WhatsApp. Table 2 shows description and meaning of the identified categories. 

 

Table 2. Informational typology of WhatsApp messages: Identified categories 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Category   Description    Main goal 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Trivial private   Messages on daily   Exchange or seeking 

daily information  matters concerning   of information in order 

    the user or his/her   to solve everyday 

    contacts that do not   problems or tasks related 

    affect aspects considered  to family, friends, work 

    relevant by the user   or leisure 

 

Ludic, fun or   Messages in a relaxed tone,  Dissemination of 

recreational   jokes or funny scenes,  information on opinions, 

information   about private or public issues  criticism or praise, 

         personal or previously 

         elaborated by others, 
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         highlighting funny aspects 

         of the daily reality 

 

Personal affective  Messages about thoughts,  Self-expression and 

information   feelings or events considered  seeking complicity, 

    relevant to the user that impact emotional support or 

    him/her emotionally   advice 

 

Public daily   Messages about news or recent Dissemination of current 

information   events of a public nature  information of general 

         interest 

 

Long-distance social  Messages with acquaintances  Maintaining social 

relationships   with whom the user have a far, relationships, showing 

    distant or sporadic relationship interest in that contact 

         and stay up-to-date 

         on news about that person 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Trivial private daily information is the most predominant and was frequently factual in 

nature: "Working relations are: let's meet up at this time, let's have lunch in this place. You're 

not talking about a report: I read your report, look at page three because this part... That's 

not how you use it [WhatsApp]" (S8, man, 53 years old, broader family group chat); "They 

are mainly plans, I mean, I usually talk to my friends daily about plans, things that happen in 

everyday life, news, events, mainly. And the same, but not with friends, with family, matters 

related to the family unit" (S13, man, 23 years old, group chat of current friends). 

In our sample, WhatsApp is perceived as the tool dedicated to managing the exchange 

of the information needed to carry out trivial daily tasks. Table 3 shows some examples of 

this kind of information. 

 

Table 3. Examples of trivial private daily information 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Information related to   Example messages 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Family    Who is picking up the kid from school today?, because I 

     can’t 

    Have you called the electrician? 

    Don’t take the subway, line 6 is under construction 

Friends    Where are we meeting up, then? 
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    Can we meet an hour later?, I need to do an errand 

    Have you thought of a birthday gift for him? 

 

People with activities  Is there a math test tomorrow? (for classmates) 

or hobbies in common What time does the bus leave for Guadarrama? (for 

     members of a trekking club) 

 

Work    Meeting in the conference room? 

    Who is on call today? 

    We have to cover for Pedro, he can't come to work today 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 The next frequent informational typology is ludic, fun or recreational information, 

sometimes related to current news: "There are friend group chats for funny stuff, while in 

family group chats you combine both things [...] Videos I receive and don't watch are 

basically all of them, unless someone tells me: have you seen this one?, it's really good. Then 

I watch it, but if no one does I don't waste my time with that" (S7, woman, 51 years old, 

broader family group chat). 

Less frequent is personal affective information and finally public daily information, 

also frequently factual in nature. In relation to the first, the following fragment is 

representative:  

"Interviewer: So you don't think [WhatsApp] is a place where you can express your 

feelings, or your religious or politic thoughts. 

 S1(woman, 19 years old, family unit group chat): I think you can, but I think it's 

much more interesting to share them later with someone, with a friend. To simply 

communicate them, I don't think it's necessary to go into those topics in WhatsApp. I, 

honestly, don't use it for that. But, well, people are very different" 

 Regarding public daily information, S8 comments: "Keeping up. Or, for example, if 

you have read or heard relevant information, you do send a text through WhatsApp: check El 

País, in section whatever..." (S8, man, 53 years old, broader family group chat). 
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Related to the social aspect, the interviewees highlighted that WhatsApp is useful for 

maintaining long-distance social relationships. The application makes it possible to stay in 

touch with acquaintances that you do not have conversations with in person or on the phone. 

This aspect was pointed out by some of the interviewees: 

"It's also for the people you don't see very often and every once in a while you think 

about them and say: I'm going to send them a WhatsApp because I'm not going to call them. 

To kind of keep in touch. For those social relationships you have sort of abandoned and 

every once in a while you go back to" (S28, woman, 25 years old, group chat of current 

friends).  

Many uses of WhatsApp are, therefore casual and everyday, often based on hedonic 

purposes. This is mirrored in the pleasant experiences of using WhatsApp described in the 

interviews. When asked to describe a specific experience, the most frequent feeling at the 

beginning of the experience is neutrality, followed by joy and stress. In turn, the most 

frequent feelings at the end of the experiences are satisfaction, joy, relief, displeasure, and 

disappointment. 

 If we make the comparison between the initial and final emotions mentioned by the 

participants, in those cases in which the users describe themselves as neutral at the beginning 

of the experiences, the frequency of positive final feelings double the number of negative 

final feelings. In summary, the sessions during which we are paying attention to an issue in 

WhatsApp evoke more final positive feelings, although negative final emotions are also 

possible. 

 

5.2. Informational purposes 

 

 There were three main informational purposes in the use of WhatsApp: 1) information 

exchange, followed by 2) information dissemination and lastly 3) keeping up with others' 

information in the group. Participant S3 commented on information exchange as follows: 

"Whenever I want information or others need some sort of information. For example, one of 

your children says: I'm going to so and so, stay connected in case I need help" (S3, woman, 

52 years old, family unit group chat).  
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Information dissemination is referred to in this fragment: "You're working in class 

[...] and suddenly it starts buzzing. You think: well, let's see what happens. Shift change, 

someone didn't come to work [...] You think: wait, I need to read it. What happens in the 

end? That you only read if your name is there" (S20, woman, 52 years old, group chat of 

friends from adolescence). In relation to keeping up with others' information, S30 says: "We 

can say that it is used [WhatsApp] to keep up with information about the group and with its 

plans" (S30, woman, 56 years old, group chat of current friends). 

The participants also pointed out that text messaging is advantageous in comparison 

to oral communication when the message is not particularly complex or relevant, whenever it 

contains useful everyday information about daily activities. However, WhatsApp is 

considered insufficient in comparison to oral communication when the information is 

relevant, complex (that is, when it can lead to misunderstandings), extensive or urgent. 

Participant S27 explained it this way: "For nonsense or things that aren't very important, I do 

use WhatsApp, but for something a little more important, I do call. It's the closest thing to 

being face-to-face" (S27, man, 20 years old, group chat of current friends). 

 

5.3. Sense of freedom 

 The interviews allowed us to extract other aspects of WhatsApp significant to the 

participants. One aspect highlighted by the interviewees is the lack of pressure in the use of 

WhatsApp, the sense of freedom it causes in general: "I think you feel free because it's you 

that is using it" (S4, woman, 46 years old, broader family group chat). This high level of 

freedom is reflected both in the possibility of belonging to group chats, and in the sense of 

freedom to intervene or participate or to take a personal stance on the topics addressed. 

Participant S11 explained it this way: "Always, in the group chats I'm in, if I don't want to be 

there I'm not. And if I am, maybe, and don't speak it's because I don't want to, and it doesn't 

pressure me in that sense" (S11, man, 22 years old, group chat of current friends). However 

users feel more limited when it comes to selecting words or expressions in their messages, 

although they do not feel pressured to use certain words: "Pressured to use certain words? 

Never pressured. I think it’s normal to have to think about how to inform about things, either 

by text or in person. Even more so by text, because there can be many problems. But 

pressured, no. Keeping it in mind, always. I always consider how. I never feel pressured" 

(S13, man, 23 years old, group chat of current friends). 
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The high level of freedom when expressing thoughts can have negative effects, such as 

harassment or bullying, a phenomenon that has come up in some of the interviews, and that 

users often attribute to not being in front of the other speaker in the communicative act. From 

the interviews we can infer that this aspect is related to the age of the user, being limited mainly 

to users between 13 and 15 years old: "[we have identified many cases of bullying] between 

kids. And young kids, on top of that. From first grade [of ESO], 13 or 14 years old, to third 

grade [of ESO, 14 or 15 years old]. Kids in fourth grade [of ESO, 15-16 years old] are different 

and they understand the magnitude. But the ones in first grade rely on the impunity [...] The 

last case has been this morning, on Monday. A girl that was threatened by two friends through 

WhatsApp. A girl is dating a boy, the boy liked someone else, they stop talking to her and on 

WhatsApp you can't imagine: I want to stab you..." (S26, man, 58 years old, professor group 

chat).  

 

6. Discussion 

 

 The results obtained regarding the types of information exchanged through WhatsApp 

reflect that the categories resulting from the analysis were already present in previous studies 

on the use of social media. However, the sample in Madrid shows a different order of 

importance, with some unique characteristics. If the Ghanaian immigrants living in New 

Zealand exchange mainly public information about education, health, politics and sports 

through digital media [41], the corresponding category in our sample -public daily 

information, which is frequently factual in nature, then occupies a fourth spot in terms of 

importance. Moreover, while the most relevant public information among Ghanaian 

immigrants is related to health care and educational systems in New Zealand, and includes 

news about politics and sports to a lesser extent, in our study these last two aspects are the 

most significant, with no allusions to the educational and heath care aspects of the country. In 

regards to the most used digital channels, for this task the Ghanaian immigrants interviewed 

showed preference for e-mail, although social media or WhatsApp were used for exchanging 

information as well. In this aspect the differences with the population of Madrid are more 

prominent. While in our case only relevant or urgent information is communicated face-to-

face or by phone, Ghanaians prefer to share information of any kind by phone or face-to-face, 

because they do not trust online systems. Furthermore, while most Ghanaian immigrants, 

regardless of their age or gender, exchange this kind of information, in our case we can 
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perceive a predominance of men in the group of people that include messages about politics 

and sports in WhatsApp. 

 The studies on the primary uses of social media highlight contacting friends and 

interacting with them as the one in first place, be it in Cyprus [31], Nigeria [50], the US or 

Korea [8]. The survey conducted among university students under 40 years old at a highly 

international university in Cyprus revealed the main reason for the use of WhatsApp and 

Facebook was keeping in touch with friends [31]. The undergraduates of a university in 

Nigeria agree that their favored applications are WhatsApp and Facebook, and that they are 

mainly used to maintain social contact with friends and relatives [50]. Undergraduate 

students of large universities in the US and Korea between 18 to 28 years old show that the 

primary reason for using social network sites is seeking friends [8]. Nevertheless, content 

analysis of personal mini-homepages in Cyworld, a Korean-based SNS, reflects that 

communication with family and friends is the least relevant reason for young Koreans in their 

late teens and early twenties to be present in this application, the main reason in this context 

being entertainment or passing time, among other factors [51]. 

 For WhatsApp and Facebook specifically, maintaining social contact or keeping in 

touch with friends implies essentially getting the news about them [31,50], a category that in 

our study sample is the least frequent, as in [51], also restricting it to acquaintances or family 

members who live far away with whom the subjects maintain a sporadic relation. The new 

aspect in the Madrid sample is that it is not only young people who allude to social relations, 

but older adults as well, without any perceivable difference when it comes to gender. In our 

case, WhatsApp friend groups focus more on information exchange (where to meet up, with 

whom, when), even if it is trivial information.  

 In this regard, the greater importance of information in social media has been brought 

to attention [52], as supported by several studies [53,54]. In the case of MIMs, the dominant 

role of the exchange of practical information in these applications, in comparison to social 

media, had always been emphasized, as in the case of WeChat [22,55]. From the interviews 

conducted among ten young users of WeChat, the most popular MIM in China, Cui 

concludes that one of the types of conversations maintained in close relationships (family, 

friends, girlfriends/boyfriends) is the general information exchange, whose function is not to 

exchange important information, but to check that everything is as well as usual, that is, to 

confirm that the conversation partner’s usual tasks are carried out normally [22]. A survey 

among two hundred WeChat users between 18 and 30 years old confirms that WeChat is 
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considered a tool to receive and share useful and timely information, although the two 

primary motives for the use of WeChat are entertainment and social relationships [55]. 

 In the particular case of WhatsApp, a previous study on its uses in Spain identified the 

coordination and planning of social activities with family members and friends as one the 

main uses [56]. In the survey conducted among users between 20 and 60 years old living in 

Spain about their motivations for using WhatsApp versus the traditional Short Message 

Service (SMS), many more people considered WhatsApp to be better than SMS for informal 

communications such as chatting, planning of social activities on the fly or sharing personal 

news and life events [56]. Our study supports this result including users between 13 and 18 

years old, although it expands its scope to the exchange of any trivial private daily 

information, not just of a social kind. We should emphasize the fact that WhatsApp is 

considered by the participants of our sample as an assistance in quick communication of 

trivial information, which does not imply it is dispensable or useless. On the contrary, this 

type of information is extremely useful to successfully organize all the tasks and activities 

that fill a great part of our everyday life [57]. 

 When analyzing individuals' information behavior in daily life contexts, one of the 

patterns that emerged was that the information communicated was frequently restricted to 

facts or data, despite the situations being very diverse [58]. The personal diaries and regular 

interviews of a participant in his early twenties about his information behavior in a daily life 

context show that, despite the diversity of daily situations found, an important characteristic 

of his information behavior is that in most occasions he tends to describe his information 

needs as facts or data. The authors of the study conclude that these daily life information 

seeking activities move away from formal sources like information systems and towards 

personal and electronic sources like the Web or e-mail [58], instead.The results obtained in 

our case fully reinforce this extreme when it comes to both private and public information, 

with no significant variation in regards to gender or age. This aspect, however, had not been 

reflected in the literature on SNSs or MIMs. 

 UGT emphasizes that people choose a traditional communication media (television, 

library) or a non-traditional media (SNS or MIM) depending on their needs, obtaining as a 

consequence diverse gratifications [28]. This conceptual framework has identified five social 

and psychological needs or motivations: cognitive (related to acquisition of information), 

affective (linked to emotional experiences), personal interaction (aimed at increasing 

credibility and confidence), social (connection with family, friends or acquaintances), and 
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tension release (related to escape and diversion) [59]. With the exception of personal 

interaction, the other four main needs are reflected in the information categories in this study. 

 From this perspective, previous studies on MIMs point out that the main motivations 

and consequent gratifications for the use of these applications are entertainment, above 

socializing and information, whether it be WeChat [55] or WhatsApp [60], although at times 

this predominant use is limited to young people and not applied to adults [38]. Regarding 

WeChat, the analysis of psychological motivations reveals that entertainment is the most 

influential factor, followed by sociality and information [55]. These results are consistent 

with the results obtained for WhatsApp based on the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 

of Technology 2 (UTAUT2), that incorporates, among others, variables like hedonic 

motivation, subjective norm (related to socializing) and performance expectancy (the extent 

to which using a technology benefits consumer, obtaining information, for example). The 

study concludes that the most influencing variable in the use of WhatsApp is hedonic 

motivation, which indicates that people use WhatsApp motivated mainly by pleasure, 

entertainment and fun [60]. 

 In our sample, however, ludic, fun or recreational information is second in order of 

importance, quite far from trivial private daily information, with no significant variation in 

regards to gender or age. It tends to be exchanged in a video or image format, and to a lesser 

extent, memes and texts are also used. In addition, it is important to note that sometimes it is 

information related to current affairs. Recently, for instance, the health emergency caused by 

Covid-19 has prompted the exchange in WhatsApp group chats of jokes and funny scenes 

about the public management of the pandemic, challenges for quarantine or scenes that 

highlight solidarity and affection values, as well as recognition for certain professions and 

positive attitudes. This aspect had already been identified among the uses of WhatsApp in 

Spain, although with much less importance than the one we obtained in our results. The 

interviews carried out by Church and Oliveira asked participants about the intent of 

WhatsApp messages, obtaining that this application is used primarily for chatting, quick 

catch-ups or coordination and planning, and finally silly things or jokes when linked to 

photos [56]. 

 Lastly, albeit much less frequent, in the sample from Madrid we have spotted the 

exchange of personal affective information. This category includes messages about mood or 

feelings, personal news that have significantly affected the individual, or the search for 

emotional support. It had already been pointed out in relation to WeChat [22] and WhatsApp 
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[61], and even in relation to the use of SMSs among Saudi students, applications that in the 

past shared many of the characteristics obtained now with MIMs [11]. The interviews with 

WeChat users showed that one type of interaction in this application was sympathetic 

companionship, defined by the author as a form of communication in which people seek 

psychological or emotional support from others [22], a category that is the same as the 

personal affective information in our sample. A survey of Bahraini women using WhatsApp 

daily, based on the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), found that WhatsApp was used 

for sending not only comics and entertainment clips, but also important and rare news stories 

[61], close to the relevant events included in our definition of personal affective information. 

This result can be extended to the use of SMSs. Hundreds of text messages were collected 

from young Saudi university students, in order to discover the communicative functions of 

these texts. The analysis revealed that the main function was friendship maintenance. In this 

category, the users usually seek help and emotional support from their social circle [11]. 

These kinds of messages have the same characteristics as the personal affective information 

between users from Madrid, but in our sample they are not so frequent because users prefer 

to communicate relevant events face-to-face or by phone. Out of the different age groups, 

only late teens tended to include more of these kinds of messages. 

We can conclude that it is necessary to use other cognitive attributes better suited for 

the specifically informative characteristics of this kind of applications. Both the informational 

typology and the informational purpose of these applications suggest the use of cognitive 

concepts widely used in the information seeking and retrieval field, such as uncertainty. In the 

middle of the 20th century, Shannon and Weaver developed a mathematical theory of 

communication that established a positive relationship between quantity of information and 

uncertainty, pointing out that the more a state of uncertainty is reversed by receiving a message, 

the more quantity of information has been provided by the message [62]. 

Uncertainty conceived as a degree of ignorance of the transmitted signal will later be 

adapted to several theories in the information seeking and retrieval field, now considering 

uncertainty as a cognitive state of the user caused by lack of knowledge, a state overcome when 

acquiring information. In the analysis of the Information Search Process (ISP) carried out by 

Kuhlthau trying to understand the user's perspective on the information seeking activity, she 

points out that in the initiation and exploration stages of the process, the appearance of 

uncertainty and confusion is common, concluding that the ISP may be articulated around the 

principle of uncertainty, conceived as a cognitive state that commonly causes affective 
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symptoms of anxiety and lack of confidence in the early stages [63]. This state in the user 

causes the beginning of a search for useful information. Similarly, in Wilson’s problem-solving 

model [64] information seeking is suggested to be a goal-directed process, with the solution of 

a problem as the goal. Throughout this process, the user has several information sources 

(people or information retrieval systems) to resolve his or her uncertainty [65]. For example, 

if a user wishes to reduce his or her uncertainty about the opening hour of the grocery store on 

holiday, he or she can obtain the information needed by consulting the company’s website or 

asking the question in the family group chat. In consequence, the informative aspect of the 

Whatsapp messages suggests the relevance of the uncertainty analysis in this type of 

applications. 

 The analysis of the interviews considered in this study has also allowed us to discover 

a new concept in the cognitive factor that is worthy of more study. We are referring to the sense 

of freedom, or the corresponding lack of pressure, that users perceive when expressing their 

thoughts and sending them through WhatsApp. It is possible to approach this sense of freedom 

within the Everyday Life Information Seeking model (ELIS) developed by Savolainen [66]. 

This model is based on the concept of "way of life”, defined by the author as "order of things”, 

that is, the activities individuals choose to do in their daily lives and which preference they 

give to each of them depending on personal values and attitudes. According to this approach, 

sample individuals are highlighting the sense of freedom as one of the main values that in turn 

influence the way of facing their daily tasks or “mastery of life”, and therefore, their behavior 

when it comes to solving daily problems, including the information seeking process. The 

selection of WhatsApp as an appropriate channel to solve non-relevant problems is motivated, 

among other factors, by the sense of freedom the use of this application provides. 

 In principle, the sense of freedom or the corresponding lack of pressure is a favorable 

factor to the use of the application. The cause of this sense of freedom can come down to the 

connection users establish between WhatsApp and their use in their close circles with high 

levels of familiarity, as opposed to a higher level of exposure in wider unknown social circles 

associated to the use of other social media networks. 

  

7. Limitations 
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 Considering only one application limits this study, since there are situations in everyday 

life in which users choose other applications to manage the information they need. For instance, 

users can choose Google Maps to find out where a specific place is and what means of 

transportation is the most suitable to get there, or they can download the EMT’s (acronym in 

Spanish for Municipal Transport Company) applications to determine how long it will be until 

a bus arrives at a certain stop. It would be desirable to expand the study to cover the main 

applications used in everyday practice. 

 The study is limited to Madrid and WhatsApp. In a first expansion, these results should 

be compared to other MIMs and other cities in Spain and Europe. We have not contemplated 

every age group, either, and in the future it would be necessary to increase the size of the 

sample, also including people over 60 years old in the study, in order to generalize these 

findings. 

 

8. Conclusion 

 

 The results obtained allow us to verify the essentially informative purpose users have 

when using WhatsApp in Madrid. On the other hand, users mainly exchange private and trivial 

everyday information, frequently factual, very useful to manage many of the tasks they 

normally face in an everyday life context. We can therefore conclude that this text messaging 

application is perceived by the users as a useful tool in the resolution of issues that arise during 

the day, as long as they are not considered mildly relevant personally or socially. 

 These characteristics suggest that WhatsApp, and text messaging applications in 

general, are applications that will allow us to approach and delve into the analysis of the 

informational habits of most of the population, as well as into the problem-solving methods 

that require information exchange, in the context of professional, private, and social spheres, 

when those problems arise in life. That will allow us to expand our knowledge about the use 

of information by human beings in a scarcely addressed area of our field. 
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