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Getting acquainted with social networks and apps:
WhatsApp-ening with Mobile Instant Messaging?

The use of Mobile Messaging (MM) or Mobile Instant Messaging (MIM) has grown in
the past few years at astonishing rates. This growth has prompted data gatherers and trend
forecasters to look at the use of mobile messaging apps in different ways than in the past. In a
2015 survey, The Pew Research Center asked about use of mobile messaging apps separately
from cell phone texting for the first time (Duggan, 2015). Digital marketing site eMarketer.com
published their first ever worldwide forecast for mobile messaging in 2015. This forecast report
shows 1.4 billion current users of mobile messaging apps or 5% of smartphone users accessing a
mobile messaging app at least once month. This a 31.6% increase from the previous year. The
forecast predicts that by 2018 there will be two billion users, representing 80% of smartphone
users (eMarketer.com, 2015).
Mobile messaging apps are defined in this report as “services that provide private one-toone or one-to-many communication between registered users, where messages and calls are then
transmitted via data connections on the mobile web” (eMarketer.com, 2015). Most mobile
messaging apps are knowns as over-the-top (OTT). OTT messaging is provided by a third party
as an alternative over the top of what is being offered by the mobile or cellular carrier and does
not require cellular service. These services are not always limited to just messaging and can also
provide voice and video calling. Some of these OTT services were natural progressions to
mobile from the previous desktop versions, such as Google Hangouts and Skype. Apple’s
iMessage is a proprietary version of a mobile messaging app, allowing all IOS users to
communicate without SMS (Short Messaging Service). Many of these OTT messaging apps
were developed specifically to counter the charges cell phone carriers imposed on SMS texting.

By using a mobile messaging app which uses internet data instead SMS, users are able to avoid
the per-text fees of cell phone carriers. This was particularly important for international
communication as mobile messaging apps helped both parties avoid international texting and
calling costs. Other advantages that mobile messaging apps have over SMS, besides cost,
include the speed at which messages are sent and received, the ability to set read notifications,
location sharing, communication without cellular service, and in some cases integration with
desktop chatting which allows for seamless communication using different devices and
platforms.
There are many mobile messaging apps available, some are only available to certain
phones and operating systems, such as Apple’s iMessage or Blackberry Messenger. While these
services provide the benefits of mobile messaging, communication is limited to users of those
devices. Anyone trying to take part in a group message of iPhone users as an Android user is
likely to have experienced lost parts of the conversation and other frustrating incompatibility.
Mobile messaging apps solve this problem of device compatibility by providing cross-platform
communication. Cross platform mobile messaging apps include Skype, Viber, Facebook
Messenger, Google Hangouts, Kik, WeChat and WhatsApp.
The Pew Research Center’s report on Mobile Messaging and Social Media 2015 found
that 36% of smartphone owners in the United States report using messaging apps such as
WhatsApp, Kik or iMessage (Duggan, 2015). eMarketer.com reports worldwide use of
messaging apps by mobile phone internet users at 60.1% (eMarketer, 2015). An international
digital measurement site, SimilarWeb reports that WhatsApp is the world leader on Android as
the top messaging app in 109 of the 187 examined countries, or 55.6% of the world (Schwartz,
2016). While WhatsApp is often referred to as the most popular messaging app, it is important

to note that the reports generally address Android users. iMessage statistics are not readily made
available by Apple and are not included in many reports on mobile messaging apps (Price,
2016). With one billion users as of February 2016 WhatsApp is a clear leader of the pack that
includes Facebook Messenger and WeChat, two other very popular messaging applications with
large numbers of international users (Olson, 2016).
The ability to communicate internationally without cost is an extremely important part of
mobile messaging and a major factor in the creation of what is becoming known as the most
popular one, WhatsApp. WhatsApp was developed in 2009 by Jan Koum, a college dropout and
self-taught engineer who came to the United States from the Ukraine as a teenager. He
developed the app while working on ways to communicate with international friends. While
working at Yahoo he met Brian Acton who became cofounder of WhatsApp after assisting with
procuring investment money (Olson, 2014). Both Koum and Acton are vehemently opposed to
any form of advertising after having worked with it in their time at Yahoo, detailing their reasons
for not selling ads on the WhatsApp blog [i] . At the time that WhatsApp appeared in the iPhone
app store there were very few messaging apps available and WhatsApp stood out because it was
linked to a phone number and not a separate login such as Google Talk and Skype. This linking
to the phone number continues to make WhatsApp unique, giving it a sense of intimacy that
anonymous messaging apps like Kik do not possess. In order for contact on WhatsApp, users
must know phone numbers and are thus presumable friends, family, acquaintances or business
associates and not unknown solicitors.
On its website, [ii] Whatsapp describes itself as a “cross-platform mobile messaging app
which allows you to exchange messages without having to pay for SMS”. The Messenger is
available for iPhone, BlackBerry, Android, Windows Phone and Nokia. The app is free, and a

previous annual fee of .99 cents for some users was dropped in January 2016 (Hern, 2016). Users
can send text, video, photos, audio and even make phone calls all using the phone’s internet
rather than requiring a cellular connection for calls and SMS. According to a recent newspaper
article, each day 42 billion messages, 1.6 billion photos and 250 million videos are sent via
WhatsApp (Guynn, 2016). A recent blog post by WhatsApp reports 100 million calls a day [iii].
Along with person-to-person communication, a major feature of WhatsApp is the ability
to group message with people using all of the listed devices. The fact that anyone from anywhere
using just about any device or operating system can communicate with others for free using the
internet (3G, LTE, Wireless, desktop internet connection etc..) makes WhatsApp stand out
among other forms of mobile communication. A web and desktop option allow for streamlined
transition from desktop to mobile while including users of both mobile and nonmobile devices.
The ability to communicate across platforms with a low cost has made WhatsApp an easy and
popular means for both friends and families staying in touch across the world and businesses
communicating with international clients.
In countries such as the United States where WhatsApp was not as well known, the 2014
acquisition of WhatsApp by Facebook caused some surprise. Many had not heard of the app and
questioned why it had been purchased in a $19 billion dollar deal that included cash, stock and
shares (Olson, 2014). News of the deal brought the app to the attention of new markets while
causing some concern among the current users. Users worried that with Facebook in charge there
would be changes to the privacy and additions of ads. The details of the deal keep WhatsApp
largely independent from Facebook, maintaining that the deal is a partnership and not an
acquisition. WhatsApp addresses the concerns in a blog post about the Facebook partnership,
stating that “There would have been no partnership between our two companies if we had to

compromise on the core principles that will always define our company, our vision and our
product” [iv]. Additionally, a recent upgrade to provide end-to-end encryption for all messages
in April 2016 may alleviate concerns regarding privacy [v].
The app itself is user friendly and generally intuitive. The simplicity has been retained
despite some concerns that the Facebook partnership may cause changes. The app can be
downloaded from the WhatsApp site or the store/marketplace specific to the operating system
and device. The layout and options differ by operating system but provide the same functionality.
The following description is based on the Android version. The main functions are call, chat and
contacts. Each of these functions has settings and options. Other functions include search, status
and settings.
The status functionality was the first functionality in the early stages of WhatsApp when
Jan Kroum was originally developing an app that would alert a user to the status of the contacts
in their phone (Olson, 2014). This is a similar function to the Facebook status and has one less
character allowance than Twitter’s 140 with 139. A user can limit the privacy of the status
allowing all WhatsApp users to view it or limit to their immediate contacts. Limiting the privacy
of this status is done in the account settings under privacy.
The settings provide the opportunity to customize account privacy and security, adjust
settings for chat messages, customize notifications, modify data usage settings, learn more and
get help and invite friends. Privacy settings allow a user to determine who can see their status,
their profile photo and when they were last seen with choices of everyone, my contacts, or
nobody. Additionally under these privacy settings users can block contacts and choose to turn
read receipts on and off. When read receipts are turned on senders will see when a user has
received a message.

The security section under settings provides more information about the end-to-end
encryption that distinguishes WhatsApp from other messaging services as well as the ability to
enable a notification when a contact’s security code has changed (usually when changing phones
or reinstalling the app). Also under account is the option to Delete one’s account and change
one’s phone number.
Chat settings provide users the ability to customize their chat screens with background
wallpapers and font size selection. There is a setting to toggle the enter key on and off to send the
chat. It is from this setting that users can manage their chat history and backups. Individual
chats can be emailed or all chats can be deleted, cleared or archived. The backup options vary
depending on the phone and operating system; Android phones will be backed up to Google
Drive while IOS devices backup to iCloud. In general backups allow for the user to set frequency
and method (wi-fi only or wi-fi and cellular). This backup option means that even when
changing phones or resetting to factory settings, previous communications will not be lost.
Notifications are customizable in the settings. Users may select different tones for group
messages as well as the usual selection for vibration, popup notification, and depending on the
device capabilities, light notification. WhatsApp uses phone data rather than SMS and users can
modify settings for this under Data Usage, choosing whether or not to download media under
specific circumstances.
The About and help section provides the status of WhatsApp, terms and privacy policy, a
quick link to the FAQ page and a Contact Us option that allows for direct communication
regarding problems or issues with the app. The final selection under setting is for Contacts which
provides a quick way to invite friends to use the app in addition to the main contacts option.

The main function for calling will show all the calls received and initiated and provides
the functionality for making a voice call. The ability to make calls was added in 2014 shortly
after the Facebook deal. At this time WhatsApp does not have have video calling functionality
unlike many of it’s competitors. There are speculations and rumours that this may be coming
soon.
The chat section shows all of the chats sent and received while providing the
functionality for initiating chats with individuals or with groups. All chats appear in the main
portion of the screen and in the Android version, chats can be initiated by clicking on a
previously existing conversation. Holding individual messages brings up the options for
forwarding, deleting, muting and starring. Further options within the conversation provide the
ability to search, mute, or locate media attached to the conversation. Additionally the
conversation can be blocked, cleared, emailed or set as a phone shortcut. Documents, photos, and
other media can be attached to the chat or the camera can be used to create new media content
for the chat. As with many messaging applications, emoji’s offer creative and fun ways to
communicate. Audio messages can be sent by clicking on the microphone icon and recording.
Blue check marks on the individual messages show receipt and read status.
A group can be created by selecting the users to be part of the group and assigning the
group a name and even a profile photo. Any member of the group will see all of the messages
being sent. A broadcast can be created and sent to a set of contacts.. A broadcast differs from a
group message in that any replies to a broadcast message will only be received by the sender, it
will not be seen by any other recipient. Other items for chat beyond the previously addressed
status and settings are WhatsApp Web and Starred messages. Clicking on starred messages
allows one to easily locate previously starred messages and toggle the star off. The WhatsApp

web will provide a QR code scanner to connect to the web application, or if this has already been
used the status of one’s connection and the ability to logout of those. WhatsApp syncs with a
phone’s contacts and these can be added, edited and invited under the contact heading.
The WhatsApp is not exclusive to smartphone platforms, while it allows users to
communicate smoothly regardless of their device and its’ proprietary messaging, it is also
inclusive of those who wish to use a non-mobile device to communicate. The ability to use
WhatsApp on non-mobile devices gives WhatsApp the same functionality as Google Hangouts,
Facebook Messenger, Slack and other similar technologies that allow the conversations to take
place on smartphones, the web and on desktops. WhatsApp Web carries the WhatsApp
functionality from the smartphone to the web allowing users to continue to communicate on
Macs, PC’s, Chromebooks and other non-mobile devices. A visit to the WhatsApp Web webpage
[vi] provides a QR code that needs to be scanned on the mobile device. In the three dot menu
under the chat option a user selects WhatsApp web and is provided with the QR code reader that
links the phone to the web application. When linked, a screen similar to the mobile device screen
appears with similar menus and functionality. A recent addition to non-mobile support is a
Desktop version of WhatsApp for Mac’s and PC’s. The same procedure of linking the phone to
the software via a QR code is needed. There is little difference between the web version and the
desktop version. Both require that the user’s phone is powered on, connected to the internet and
nearby. The web and desktop versions are also protected by end-to-end encryption.
The end-to-end encryption and protection of data has led to controversy. This feature
was released shortly after the showdown between Apple and the FBI regarding the phones used
in connection to attacks in San Bernardino,CA and adds to the debate between law enforcement
and technology regarding data privacy (Hautala, 2016). A recent banning of the app in Brazil

over the refusal to share for criminal investigations has affected over 100 million users
(Reuters.com, 2016).
The fact that 100 million users were affected by a ban in one country on one app
demonstrates the popularity of this mobile messaging app. It’s growth both in users and in
features makes it deserving of consideration for libraries as a communication tool. There is some
evidence of libraries using WhatsApp in the literature and presentations. Caplan and Lam (2014)
presented on the use of WhatsApp for communicating with users from the information desk
services at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology Library. Ansari (2016)
proposes the libraries can use WhatsApp as a tool to provide enhanced user services over a user’s
Smartphone and addresses the use and application of WhatsApp in libraries.
A brief literature review provides evidence of practical applications of WhatsApp in
education and in the health sciences field. Fattah (2015) “attempts to determine the effectiveness
of using a WhatsApp Messenger as one of mobile learning technique to develop students writing
skills” and concludes that there were significant effect on the students writing skills. Susilo
(2014) explores the use of WhatsApp by Indonesian domestic workers in an English translation
program. Rambe and Chipunza (2013) present a case of WhatsApp instant messaging at a South
African University, finding that WhatsApp was viewed as a valuable tool for sharing academic
information and having class related conversations. Bouhnik and Deshen (2014) studied the use
of WhatsApp as a communication tool between teaching faculty and high school students.
Robinson et al (2015) report the findings of a study of the use of WhatsApp by first year
undergraduate students who used the app to communicate outside of the classroom, finding that
WhatsApp is a suitable platform for student groups to develop social presences which is a key

element of successful learning. Willemse (2015) studied 21 undergraduate nursing students who
took part in a WhatsApp discussion group.
The private and encrypted nature of WhatsApp along with its speed in transmitting text
and pictures has led to its use in the health sciences field. Dorwal et al. (2016) describes the role
of WhatsApp in the laboratory management system in a hospital setting. Suliman (2014) presents
the use of WhatsApp as a method in telemedicine in a consultation case in Saudi Arabia. Drake
et. al (2016) address the use of WhatsApp to transmit patient data. Johnston et. al (2015) present
a study on the use of WhatsApp by emergency surgery team members at a London hospital and
conclude that it represents a safe and efficient communication technology. Gulacti et .al (2016)
evaluated WhatsApp usage for communication between consulting and emergency physicians
and found that it is a useful communication tool between specifically for its ability to transfer
large amounts of data in a short period of time.
Additional literature on WhatsApp include Sánchez-Moya and Cruz-Moya’s (2015)
study of WhatsApp statuses and Aharony and Gazit’s (2016) exploratory analysis of the
WhatsApp family group. Shambare (2014) presents a study on the adoption of WhatsApp among
South African youths, proposing that WhatsApp counters the cycle of technology affordability
and non-adoption of information and communication technologies. It concludes that it has been
widely accepted by South African consumers largely in part for its ability to work on different
mobile phones and platforms. Montag et al. (2015) explored the usage of WhatsApp by
recording the smartphone behavior of 2,418 users over of a 4 week period. The findings were
that the use of WhatsApp was greater than that of Facebook.
The statistics and the literature indicate that WhatsApp is internationally popular. The
literature on WhatsApp is coming from around the world, as educators and researchers begin to

recognize its impact and potential. Libraries and librarians should be aware of this app that is
used by one-seventh of the global population and consider this mobile messaging application’s
potential for enhancing communication and services.
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