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College students maximize texting to 

meet many different needs and are 

intentional in how they integrate it 

into relationships.
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“I don’t know, maybe we 
can’t really vibe online or 

we can’t read each other’s 
emotions or something…” 

“…I FaceTime them 
maybe once every two 

months, just to, like, ask 
a question in person 

just because I…want to 
see their faces.” 

“Scheduling, like hey I need 
the car today at this time 

because we share a car…so 
just stuff, like I need to go 

somewhere or I need this or 
don’t forget to buy this.”

“My grandma was sick 
and she passed away 
recently and so, we 

would talk a lot in that 
group chat about that.” 

"She’ll keep me updated, she’s 
more in the loop on family stuff 

so she’ll update me on other 
people’s lives…. And then if I’m 

having a bad week or she is, 
we’ll get into how the week is 

going."

“I really love getting things, 
I’d rather get stuff from my 
family than from a friend to 

be honest sometimes, 
because I see my friends and 

I don’t always see my 
family.”

"…my sister, what I get 
from texting her is probably 

more like bonding and 
trying to keep our 

relationship close."
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BACKGROUND: Mobile devices are omnipresent 
in the lives of college students, changing the way 
they learn, socialize, and stay connected to others. 
Texting is the single most used feature on a 
smartphone, and messages include a variety of 
multimedia, pictures, and video. There is little 
research exploring how college students use 
technology, and texting specifically, to stay 
connected with family.
 

In the current study we applied a network 
approach, a core tenet of family systems theory, to 
explore college students use of texting with 
family.
A network approach allows us to understand 
texting and family by positioning the interaction 
between people as most important rather than 
focusing on what individuals think or do on their 
own.

Title:
College students, texting, and family: 
“The only way we can goof off 
and be [family]… because we don’t see 
each other often.”

METHODS

• College students (age 18-22 years) 
were recruited through email listservs

• 30-60 minute semi-structured 
individual interviews

• Participants received a $20 gift card

PARTICIPANT
S

• 19 college students
• 13 female
• 10 students of color

DATA 
ANALYSIS

• Data were analyzed using inductive 
content analysis
• allowing researchers to immerse 

themselves in the data and allow 
categories to emerge from the data

RESULTS:
Some participants reported valuing the 
ability to see family over sending text 
messages to connect. This was true for 
students living close to their family, as well 
as geographically distant.

How young people use texting also shifts 
depending on the generation they are 
texting with. For example, some 
participants reported that they used emojis 
and gifs differently with older relatives. 
 
Students described functional reasons for 
connecting, such as, making plans, 
coordinating use of a shared vehicle, 
arranging transportation or other details.

Group chats emerged as important for 
family to stay connected. Whether via 
texting or social media, group messages 
were an important tool for sharing 
pictures of other family members, 
planning family events, or just checking in. 

Most students reported never muting 
group chats because they did not want to 
miss any information and would rather 
wait for a time they could be present in 
the messages. 

Texts in more exclusive groups with 
same-generation cousins and siblings were 
more like a rolling conversation that ebbs 
and flows


