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This article reporss findings from a study in which a total of 110 youths were
interviewed to analyze the overall pattern of Short Message Service (SMS)
usage among Malaysians. Structured interview questionnaires were used to
collect the required data. The selected respondents were between 17 and 25
years old, an age category thatr has proven to represent the most active SMS
users worldwide. Descriptive statistics including frequencies and mean values
were used to analyze the data. The results indicate that Malaysian youths are
as active SMS users as youths in other countries, with the majority sending
between five to seven messages daily. As for gender differences, females are
found to be more actively involved in SMS activities compared to the males.
The findings should prove interesting for those examining the use of SMS
among the younger users, especially in an Asian country such as Malaysia.

Keywords: gender issues, messaging, Short Message Service (SMS), usage
patterns

Short Message Service (SMYS) is a mechanism for delivering short mes-
sages over the mobile phone networks. The messages themselves are also
sometimes referred to as SMSes, text messages or texts. Similarly, the
process of keying in the messages or texts into the phone is referred to as
messaging or texting. Essentially, any information that fits into a short
message can be delivered by SMS. It is considered to be more convenient
than e-mails as these messages can be instantly delivered to mobile phones
that are typically kept in the user’s pocket.
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SMS allows users to be mobile and to take their communities with
them. They are not tied to a geographical location, and they can arrange
their social outings as they are on the move. SMSes are sent for practi-
cally all social and communication activities. These include sending
greetings, making, rearranging and confirming appointments, or just for
fun (Haste 2005; Hoflich & Réssler 2002). For some mobile phone
users, sending a text message may be more important for building and
maintaining relationships than for coordinating practical arrangements
(Ling & Yttri 2002). This is especially true among women, who have a
central role in maintaining the social network and “kin-keeping” (Ling
2001).

SMS has gained immense popularity among its users, especially the
youths. This pattern of high adoption has been observed in many count-
ries, despite various cultural differences. According to a study by the Pew
Internet and American Life Project (2005), the most likely mobile phone
texters belong to “Generation Y”, that is, between the ages of 18 to 27
years old. A survey conducted among 2,000 adults and 1,200 children in
Australia reported that on an average day two thirds of people aged 18 to
29 use SMS, compared to only 3% of those above 60 (Hunt 2005). A
similarly high adoption of SMS among youths was reported in the
Netherlands (Mante & Piris 2002), Germany (Hoflich & Réssler 2002),
the United Kingdom (UK) (Eldridge & Grinter 2001), Italy (Fortunati
& Magnaneli 2002) and Japan (Ito & Daisuke 2003).

The popularity of SMS among its younger users can be attributed to
many factors. SMS helps the younger users to overcome awkwardness
and develop social and communication skills through frequent com-
munication with friends and family (Ling 2000). In a study among un-
dergraduates, it was found that the majority of messages were used for
friendship maintenance and romantic and social functions associated
with highly intimate and relational concerns (Thurlow 2003). Moreover,
SMS allows the youths to create their own communities based on text
messages “virtually unintelligible to outsiders”, thus excluding the adults
in their lives and others outside their “privileged” circle. Generally it
gives young people a freedom of communication that they never had be-
fore (Hoflich & Réssler 2002; Ling & Yttri 2002; Mante & Piris 2002).
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Other reasons driving SMS growths include privacy. SMS offers priv-
acy as users can send and read their messages discreetly. It can be used
when making a phone call would be inappropriate, for example early in
the morning or very late at night (Hedbring 2002). Moreover, SMS is
asynchronous in the sense that the recipient does not need to immedi-
ately reply to a message. It allows users to write messages at their own
leisure and the opportunity to reflect on the messages received. This
helps the youngsters to monitor the content and manage the way they
construct and present themselves in their messages, and thus avoid any
embarrassing communications (Ling 2005; Mante & Piris 2002). SMS is
also less direct, and more informal and convenient. It can be used to
avoid long, unwanted rambling conversations. Finally, SMS is undoubt-
edly inexpensive. In Malaysia, DiGi (mobile operator) users are charged
MYR 0.07 (USD 0.02) for each SMS sent within the same network and
MYR 0.15 (USD 0.05) to other networks, including international net-
works (DiGi 2009). No mobile operators offer free SMS services in
Malaysia. However, mobile phone users may occasionally be awarded
with a limited number of free SMSes during promotion times.

Generally, statistics and other studies around the world have reported
similar findings related to mobile phone and SMS usage among youths.
For example, SMS usage was found to be most frequent among young-
sters between 13-28 years old in many countries (Eldridge & Grinter
2001; Hunt 2005; Ito & Daisuke 2003; Mante & Piris 2002). The
youngsters were found to be favouring SMS mainly because it is conveni-
ent, informal, fast and cheap (Eldridge & Grinter 2001). A global homo-
geneity can thus be noted among the young SMS users around the world
despite their various cultures, backgrounds, and beliefs.

The International Telecommunications Union (ITU) indicators for
the year 2006 (ITU 2006) show that in Malaysia, nearly 76 out of every
100 inhabitants use a mobile phone, with 81.8% of telephone subscrib-
ers being mobile phone users. Recent statistics in 2007 revealed that
there are approximately 81 mobile phone subscribers for every 100 in-
habitants in Malaysia. According to Hand Phone Users Survey 20006,
most Malaysians were prepaid users (80.4%) with Selangor state having
the largest share of mobile phone users at 21.7% while Perlis and Labuan
states recorded the least number of users, at 0.9% and 0.3% respectively.
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Males comprised 58.3% of the total subscribers while females accounted
for 41.7%. Among the three main ethnic groups, Malays accounted for
57.3% of the total subscribers, Chinese made up 28.9% and Indians
6.2%. It was also reported that the mobile phone usage among users up
to the age of 19 is on the rise, with 20.5% in 2006 compared to 13.1%
in 2005 and 12.3% in 2004 (Malaysian Communication and Muldi-
media Commission [MCMC] 20006).

Similar to other countries around the world, SMS is also the biggest
mobile data service in Malaysia (Wong & Pang 2005). Statistics show
that 46.1% of Malaysians sent more than five SMSes per day compared
to 41.8% in 2005. It was also found that the number of non-SMS users
has dropped from 25.9% in 2004 to 16.4% in 2006, indicating an in-
crease in the adoption of SMS among Malaysians (MCMC 2006). And
with specific regard to the age variable, it is noteworthy that Malaysian
youths generally leave high-school and pursue their studies in higher edu-
cation institutions such as colleges and universities at the age of 17.
Therefore, the probability of 17-year-olds and above owning a mobile
phone is higher than for those in the younger age groups such as 13 or
14 year-olds. As such, the target respondents in the present study were
determined to be youths between the ages of 17 and 25.

The mobile phone and SMS application are chosen as the focus of the
present study due to their overwhelming popularity, targeting the youths
as the respondents. As illustrated above, many studies related to mobile
phone and SMS adoption have been conducted in various countries;
however, the pattern of SMS adoption and use is yet to be studied in
Malaysia. It would be interesting, firstly, to learn whether Malaysian
youths use SMS in a manner similar to other youths around the world.
Secondly, being a multi-racial country, it is also common for the Malay-
sians to communicate using “Manglish” or Malaysian English — a combi-
nation of English with other local languages such as Malay, Chinese and
Tamil. This provides another avenue to examine if the languages used
become a barrier when using the SMS application. This article presents
results from a study that aimed to analyze the overall SMS adoption
among Malaysian youths. In addition, a gender analysis was also conduc-
ted to see if there are any differences between the males and females with
regards to their SMS usage patterns.
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Literature Review

Cross-gender analyses have been conducted by several researchers on
mobile phone SMS usage. For instance, a study among German adole-
scents by Hoéflich and Réssler (2002) found that females generally write
more messages than males. Moreover, they also tend to write longer
messages. Females prefer using SMS to pass time or just for fun. It was
concluded that males are more inclined to explore the technical oppor-
tunities provided by the mobile phone while females are more socio-
emotionally oriented. A similar finding was reported by Potts (2004)
based on his study in America. Potts’ study demonstrated that males
make more use of the Internet functions of the mobile whereas females
restrict their usage to more communicative functions.

In Norway, Ling (2005) reported that women are more enthusiastic
about using SMS than males, based on an analysis of an SMS corpus.
Their data showed that only 36% of males reported messaging daily
compared to more than 40% of females. Women were also found to re-
ceive more SMS messages than their male counterparts. A similar pattern
was observed in the UK by Faulkner and Culwin (2005) who found fe-
males sending an average of 6.3 messages daily and males 4.8 messages.
Eldridge and Grinter (2001) analyzed texting patterns among British
boys and girls between 15 and 16 years old. Their logging study showed
that females sent and received more SMS messages than males. These
messages are commonly used to adjust meeting times from conversations
that already took place between two people. Most importantly, SMSes
are used because they are cheap, convenient and quick. In another cross-
gender study, however, Potts (2004) found that men and women text at
an almost equal frequency based on his studies among college students in
America.

Kasesniemi and Rautiainen (2002) observed that girls tend to write
longer messages than males, often using up all the 160 characters of an
SMS, filled with references and social gossip, while boys often write mes-
sages of 40 to 50 characters with plain language. This finding was repor-
ted based on their study among young users in Finland. A similar finding
was reported by Preitz (2004) based on a study of young Norwegians’
gender performances in text messaging. Girls were found to write long,
detailed and emotional text messages whereas boys generally write short
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and straight messages. This is also in accordance with Ling (2005) who
reported that men generally are prone to using short one-word answers
in their SMS messages based on his linguistic analysis of SMSes among
2,003 Norwegians. In a similar study among 1,000 Norwegians between
13 and 35 years old, young females were found to write longer messages
than their male counterparts (Ling 2007).

In Asia, a survey among 455 college students in Hong Kong revealed
that 85.4% of females were frequent users of SMS compared to 62.9%
males. It was also found that more females (93.5%) than males (80.3%)
preserved their messages, especially for future pleasurable remembrance.
Females also offered and received significantly more SMS based emo-
tional support when they had problems than did the males (Lin 2005).

Similar to the above studies, the present study analyzes gender differ-
ences among Malaysian youths in terms of, for example, SMS adoption
and frequency of use.

Text Entry Methods

SMS messages are entered via the keys on the mobile phone keypad. The
most popular forms of text input on a standard 12—key mobile phone are
multitap and predictive text entry.

Multitap

Multitap is the most widely used text entry method on mobile phones
(Gong et al. 2005). Multitap works by cycling through letters on a key
with each successive press. For example, the first press on key-2 enters an
‘@’, a second press enters a ‘b’ and a third enters a ‘c’. Thus to enter
‘deaf’, users need to press 3-3-3-2-3-3-3, which is a total of seven key-
strokes. A problem arises when two consecutive letters residing on the
same key need to be entered. In the word ‘deaf’, the two consecutive let-
ters are ‘de’ which reside on the key-3. Most phones employ a built-in
time-out mechanism to solve this problem; typically requiring the users
to wait between 1-1.5 seconds before entering a new letter with the same
key. Thus, 3-332333 (- indicating a time-out) is entered for ‘deaf.
Some phones use a next key (# or *) instead of the time-out. In this case,
users need to type 3#332333 to enter ‘deaf’ (Starner 2004).
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Multitap is simple and unambiguous, but also inefficient due to mul-
tiple characters being represented on the same key and therefore often
criticized for being slow (MacKenzie 2002). Previous studies have found
multitap messaging rates of 15.5 words-per-minute (wpm) (MacKenzie

et al. 2001) and 5.3-10.5 wpm (James & Reischel 2001), which is far

below other text entry devices, such as the computer keyboard.

Predictive Text Entry

Several predictive methods have been introduced in recent years to allevi-
ate the shortcomings of multitap. These include T9® by Tegic Com-
munications (Grover e al. 1998) and eZiText” by Zi Corporation
(Ackermans 2000). Just like multitap, multiple keys correspond to the
same key; however, keys are pressed only once. The phone will predict
the word as it is being entered. A next key (e.g. ‘#’) can be used to cycle
through the potential words. The word ‘deaf is entered with 3-3-2-3,
requiring four key presses as comgared to seven in multitap. However,
the first word to be guessed by T9" is ‘dead’. Users need to press the next
key to make the intended selections. If the intended word is not in the
dictionary, then the user must delete the input and enter the word using
multitap (Starner 2004).

Although predictive text entry is faster than multitap (James &
Reischel 2001), it can be quite frustrating and slow when the phone does
not recognize the words that are being entered (Starner 2004). Moreover,
it is also impossible to enter numerals, acronyms or any combinations of
letters and numerals (e.g. ‘I8r” for later). Users also have to visually moni-
tor the display to resolve ambiguities, unlike multitap that can be opera-
ted “eyes free” by experts (Cox ez al. 2008).

Research Methodology

The results reported in this article are based on data gathered in another
study that investigated the factors affecting users’ SMS satisfaction in
Malaysia (Balakrishnan & Yeow 2007). This particular study focused on
the effects of the mobile phone design factors such as keypad and screen
design on users’ satisfaction in using the mobile phones to send and re-
ceive SMSes. Structured questionnaire interviews were administered to
gather the data. The interview questionnaire consisted of two major sec-
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tions. Section A was designed to gather the users’ background informa-
tion, including years of using SMS applications, frequency of messaging
etc. Section B required the users to assess their satisfaction/dissatisfaction
levels based on five-point Likert scales. The present article only discusses
data collected from Section A. The interview questions are presented in
Table 1 below (demographic questions related to gender, age etc. are

omitted in the table).

Table 1. List of questions related to this article.

No. Questions
1 How long have you been using a mobile phone to send SMSes?

a) <lyear  b)1-2years  c)2-3 years d) 3—4 years  ¢) > 4 years
2 What is the average time (in minutes) you spend on SMS in a day?

a) <1 min. b)1-3 mins. ¢) 35 mins. d) 5-7 mins.  ¢) > 7 mins.
3 What is the average number of SMSes you send in a day?

a) 1-3 b) 3-5 c) 5-7 d)>7
4 What is the average number of SMSes you receive in a day?

a) 1-3 b) 3-5 c) 5-7 d)>7
5 What is the average length (number of characters) of your SMSes?

a) < 25 b) 25-75 ) 75-160 d) > 160
6 Which text entry method do you use to SMS?

a) Muldtap b) Predictive ¢) Both  d) Others (please specify):

text entry

7 How often do you use abbreviations? (e.g. “hru?” instead of “how are you?”)

a) Always b) Sometimes c) Never
8 How often do you use slang? (e.g. “lar”, “ler”, “hor’)

a) Always b) Sometimes c) Never
9 How often do you use emoticons? (e.g. a smiley “:-)” to indicate happiness)

a) Always b) Sometimes c) Never
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From Table 1 above, it can be noted that options for having sent or re-
ceived zero messages were not included. This is because the initial study
aimed at assessing users’ satisfaction in using the mobile phone to SMS.
Hence, the target respondents were those currently using an SMS appli-
cation. It was believed that those who are using SMS would have some
experience in using the mobile phones to message, and thus would be
better suited to participate in the study.

All the interviews were conducted face-to-face on a one-to-one basis.
The questions were read out to the respondents by the interviewers, and
they were encouraged to give comments, opinions and suggestions. For
example, when a respondent mentions that he/she never uses abbrevi-
ations, then the interviewer will encourage the respondent to provide rea-
sons. All verbal comments were noted by the interviewer. Each interview
session lasted for about 30 minutes. About eight weeks were consumed
to complete all 110 interviews. Two interviewers participated in the in-
terview activities.

Respondents

A total of 110 youths were recruited using convenience and proportional
quota sampling by sending out flyers, by bulletin board announcements
(at public libraries and a university), and also by personally approaching
potential respondents at shopping malls and colleges. Though the re-
spondents were recruited from various geographically distributed places,
the majority (64.5%, 71/110) of the interviews were conducted in an of-
fice environment in Melaka. The rest (35.5%, 39/110) were conducted
in a public library in Perak. All the respondents were Malaysians, com-
prising the three major ethnicities of the country (Malays, Chinese and
Indians). Proportional quota sampling was used based on the respond-
ents’ gender, resulting in an equal number of males and females (55
cach). The respondents were between 17 and 25 years of age with mean
= 21.5 years. The majority (80.9%, 89/110) of the respondents used
multitap and only 11.8% (13/110) used predictive text entry. The rest of
them (7.3%, 8/110) used both these methods interchangeably. All the
respondents had prior experience in using SMS, with mean = 3.8 years.
Only six respondents had less than one year of experience in using SMS.
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Results and Discussion

All the findings provided next are based on descriptive statistics such as
frequency and percentile. The analyses were performed using Statistical
Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 13.0.

Text Entry Method Adoption

As stated above, the majority of the respondents in this study used multi-
tap compared to predictive text entry (80.9% vs. 7.3% respectively). This
is in line with data from Norway that showed about half of the mobile
phone users in the country using the multitap system (Ling 2007). How-
ever, most of the respondents in the present study (61.8%, 68/110)
stated during the interviews that multitap technique is time consuming
as every character needs to be entered compared to predictive text entry
where the words are guessed by the software as the characters are entered.
This finding concurs with other studies that have reported multitap as
being slow and inefficient (Balakrishnan & Yeow 2007; MacKenzie
2002). Previous research has predicted maximum expert typing rates of
20-27 wpm (Silfverberg ez al. 2000) and 5.3-10.5 wpm (James &
Reischel 2001).

When prodded further, 27 out of the 68 respondents above who used
multitap stated that they do not use predictive as it seems quite compli-
cated, and thus they are not interested in learning the mechanism. It was
mentioned that using predictive requires some learning, and they are
either too “lazy” or simply not bothered to waste their time in learning
the method. The respondents have also grown accustomed to multitap,
therefore, they are not that willing to switch to another technique that
requires time to master. This finding accords with Weiss (2002) who
reported that users find the predictive method confusing or too difficult
and subsequently resort to the familiar multitap. It has been claimed that
more than half of all users who have predictive software supported in
their mobile phones do not use it (Eatoni Ergonomics 2006). This pro-
bably explains the high number of respondents who are multitap users in
the present study (89/110).

Six respondents who used predictive text entry reported that this
method can be fast if one has learned the art of using it. This statement
was agreed upon by five respondents who used both multitap and predic-
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tive interchangeably. This statement concurs with findings that experts
using predictive text entry can achieve a rate of 26 wpm as opposed to 11
wpm for multitap, while novice participants achieved 11 wpm for predic-
tive text entry and 10 wpm for multitap (James & Reischel 2001). How-
ever, the respondents also stated that texting activity becomes tedious
when the words entered are not recognized by the predictive text entry
software. This especially happens when they attempt to message using
abbreviations (e.g. “2day” for today) and emoticons (“:)” for happy).
Moreover, the predictive software also fails when Manglish is used. Some
popular examples include the use of “lah” (normally used to affirm a
statement), “lor” (used when explaining something), and many others.
This practice has also been observed in other countries. For example,
mobile phone users in Hong Kong were found to include both English
and Cantonese words in their SMSes (Lin 2005) while in the Philip-
pines, texters were found to heavily use Taglish, which involves the com-
bination of English, Tagalog and Spanish (Rafael 2003).

Therefore, when the entered words are not recognized, users are re-
quired to switch to multitap to enter abbreviations, emoticons and slang.
Predictive users in the current study stated that they did not mind
switching between the methods as they have grown accustomed to the
predictive method. However, all thirteen respondents who used both
methods interchangeably preferred to use predictive only when the need
to compose quick and short messages arises. They agreed that an inclu-
sion of a unique Malaysian dictionary may improve their satisfaction
towards predictive method. Some predictive software, such as iTap® in
Motorola, has a “self-learning” capability (new words are automatically
entered into the dictionary). However, not all mobile phones employ this
software.

In addition, the thirteen respondents who used both techniques inter-
changeably also highlighted that it is impossible to enter text without
looking at the screen when predictive method is used. Predictive users
have to visually monitor the display to resolve ambiguities, unlike multi-
tap that can be operated “eyes free” by experts (cf. MacKenzie &
Soukoreff 2002).
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Overall SMS Usage Pattern

Table 2 shows the overall SMS pattern reflected by all the respondents in
the study. All the figures depicted are in accordance with other studies
that have reported SMS to be hugely popular among youths, despite the
drawbacks of the mobile phone design and SMS application (e.g. poor
keypad design and small screen size) (Balakrishnan & Yeow 2007).

Table 2. Overall Profiles of Respondents’ SMS Usage Pattern

Profile Categories # % Profile Categories # %
Average <25 14 12.7 Average 1-3 22 20.0
length of SMSes

SMS 25-75 42 38.2 sent daily 3-5 38 34.5
(characters) 75-160 54 49.1 5-7 48 43.6
>7 2 1.9

Average 1-3 13 11.8 Average 1-3 28 25.5

time spent SMSes

on SMS 35 30 27.3 received 35 50 45.5

daily 5-7 66 60.0 daily 5-7 30 273

(mins.)

>7 1 0.90 >7 2 1.9

# — Frequency, % — Percentage

It can be noted that the majority of the respondents (60.0%) spent
more than five minutes messaging daily as opposed to only 11.8% who
spent less than 3 minutes on SMS daily. The rest of the respondents
(27.3%) spent between three to five minutes on SMS daily and only one
of them spent more than 7 minutes daily messaging.

In addition, 43.6% (48) of the respondents sent five to seven mes-
sages on a daily basis, followed by 34.5% between three to five messages
and 20.0% between one to three messages. Only two users sent more
than seven messages daily (maximum 11). On the other hand, the majo-
rity of the respondents (45.5%) received between three to five messages
daily. About 26% of the respondents received between one to three
SMSes daily whereas 27.3% of them received five to seven messages.
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Similarly, the same two users received more than seven messages daily
(maximum 10).

These statistics of high SMS usage among the youths (as shown in
Table 2) is in line with many other studies that have been conducted
worldwide. For example, in England, a study conducted among 1,058
young users aged between 11 and 21 found that nine out of ten users
sent SMSes at least daily, and 54% more than five times per day (Haste
2005).

Studies have also shown that the high popularity of SMS use among
the younger users is due to some of the attractive characteristics of SMS
that are appealing and suitable to youngsters’ lifestyles. Use of SMS cre-
ates communities and is favoured by price-sensitive youngsters for keep-
ing in contact and developing networks. It is also fast and convenient. It
offers privacy as users can send and read their messages discreetly. More-
over, SMS is less direct and more informal. In addition, SMS also gives
young people a freedom of communication. It is also personal and yet
able to be shared. Special text messages are saved for later review or to be
shown to others so that a private text message can be used as a “gift” dis-
played to or shared with others (Eldridge & Grinter 2001; Fortunati &
Magnaneli 2002; Hoflich & Réssler 2002; Kasesniemi & Rautiainen
2002; Ling 2000; Mante & Piris 2002; Taylor & Harper 2002).

The SMS is limited to 160 characters; therefore, the writing space is
limited as well. Table 2 shows that only 12.7% composed messages using
less than 25 characters. Half of the respondents (49.1%) seem to stretch
the messages to the maximum number of characters (75-160). This is
mainly because messages that consist of more than 160 characters will be
automatically sent as two messages instead of one, hence the users will be
charged twice instead of once. Due to this, the youths have become very
ingenious in attempting to circumvent the low number of characters per-
missible by inventing and adopting a large set of abbreviations, as shown

in Table 3 below.
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Table 3. The Overall Frequency of Using Abbreviations, Dialects and Emo-

ticons

Profile Categories Frequency  Percentage
Frequency of using Always 70 63.6
abbreviations/acronyms (e.g. .
“Gu2e”, b4, “hru?”) Sometimes 32 29.1
Never 8 7.3
Frequency of using slang Always 82 74.5
(e.g. “lah”— a popular local Sometimes 25 22.7
slang)
Never 3 2.7
Frequency of using Always 55 50.0
emoticons (e.g. )" for .
happiness) Sometimes 47 42.7
Never 8 7.3

Table 3 shows that the majority of the respondents always used abbre-
viations, slang and emoticons, with 63.6%, 74.5% and 50.0% respect-
tively. 32 respondents used abbreviations sometimes and only eight did
not use it at all. As for the slang, 25 respondents used it sometimes and
only three did not. Finally, 47 respondents used emoticons sometimes
and eight did not. Overall, Table 3 shows that the number of respond-
ents who never used abbreviations, emoticons and slang are very small
compared to the respondents who used them.

These findings indicate that Malaysian youths are not different from
youths around the world in extensively using abbreviations, emoticons
and local slang (Hoflich & Réssler 2002; Fortunati & Magnaneli 2002;
Ling 2005; Mante & Piris 2002). Some common examples used by the
respondents in the study include “hru?” (how are you), “2day” (today),
“D” (grin), “)” (happy), “lah” and “ler” (popular local slang). Messages
written by the youths are very informal and are normally exchanged
among friends as a form of keeping in touch. The use of the local slang is
mainly attributed to the Malaysian culture. On the other hand, the use
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of abbreviations and emoticons also helps to expedite the messaging pro-
cess. Moreover, the youngsters are also able to condense their messages so
that lengthier messages can be exchanged within a single SMS. An analy-
sis of SMS abbreviations from five Internet text messaging websites re-
vealed that SMS users abbreviate messages in order to be able to write
more in a condensed space (Bush 2005). These abbreviations are virtu-
ally universal such as “U” for “you”, “2” for “t0”, “4” for “for”, “GR8”
for “great”, “PLS” for “please”, and “GTG” for “got to go”.

Abbreviations and emoticons also help the younger users to express
themselves in a way that is different from the older users, thus creating a
language that is cryptic and unique for themselves. As a matter of fact,
the use of abbreviations and emoticons are so intense that it has resulted
in the birth of SMS dictionaries, in English as well as other native langu-
ages. For example, the Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary (Kaur 2005)
was created to help texters stay on top of the latest abbreviations in Eng-
lish. Another similar dictionary is The ABC of SMS which was created for
Spanish users (Lorente 2002). Perhaps a similar dictionary can be created
for Malaysian users in the native language as well, such as the Malay
(national) language.

Table 3 also shows that only eight respondents never used abbrevia-
tions and emoticons, and three never used slang. It is interesting to note
that the majority of the respondents who never used abbreviations and
emoticons (5/8 and 6/8, respectively) are working professionals, who
normally sent messages to confirm meeting adjustments with clients or
colleagues. Therefore, their messages tended to be formal and short with-
out any abbreviations and emoticons as it would be inappropriate to send
such messages to other working professionals.

Gender Analysis
Table 4 shows the majority of the males (52.7%) and females (67.3%)

were found to spend five to seven minutes daily on SMS. The overall sta-
tistics show that females spent more time messaging than the males.
Table 4 also shows that 25 (45.5%) of the males sent between three to
five messages daily compared to 36 (65.5%) of the females who sent five
to seven messages daily. The majority of the respondents received three
to five messages daily, regardless of their gender (males=47.3% and fe-
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males=43.6%). However, the overall results show that females received
more SMSes daily than males.

Table 4. Profile Summary of SMS Patterns Based on Gender

Profile Categories Male (N = 55) Female (N = 55)
Frequency = Percentage Frequency Percentage
Average time 1-3 7 12.7 6 10.9
SMS daily 3-5 19 34.6 11 20.0
(mins.)
5-7 29* 52.7* 37* 67.3*
>7 0 0.0 1 1.8
Average 1-3 18 32.7 4 7.3
SMSes sent 3-5 25 45.5% 13 23.6
daily
5-7 12 21.8 36* 65.5*
>7 0 0.0 2 3.6
Average 1-3 15 27.3 13 23.6
SMSes 3-5 26* 47.3* 24+ 43.6*
received daily
5-7 14 25.5 16 29.2
>7 0 0.0 2 3.6
Average length <25 10 18.2 4 7.3
of SMSessent 55 /5 33* 60.0* 19 345
75-160 12 21.8 32* 58.2*
Frequency of Always 32%* 58.2* 38* 69.1*
using. Sometimes 17 30.9 15 27.3
abbreviations
Never 6 10.9 2 3.6
Contd.
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Cont d.
Frequency of Always 40%* 72.7* 42* 76.4*
using dialects g imes 13 23.6 12 21.8
Never 2 3.6 1 1.8
Frequency of Always 21 38.2 34%* 61.8*
using . N
emoticons Sometimes 30* 54.5 17 30.9
Never 4 7.3 4 7.3

* — Highest frequency in each category

That females spend more time messaging, sending, and receiving mes-
sages daily than males accords with findings reported in other studies. In
Norway, Ling (2005) reported that women are more enthusiastic in
using SMS than males, based on an analysis of an SMS corpus. Their
data showed that only 36% of males reported messaging daily compared
to more than 40% of females. Women were also found to be receiving
more SMS messages than their male counterparts. According to a survey
conducted among 455 university students in Hong Kong by Lin (2005),
females were found to send and receive significantly more SMS messages
than males (85.4% versus 62.9%). And Geser (2006), who studied the
gender patterns of mobile phone usage in Switzerland among users be-
tween the ages of 17 and 21, also found that girls are significantly more
prone to send messages than boys who prefer to make audio calls.

The fact that females seem to be more frequent users of SMS than
males can perhaps be attributed to psychological reasons. Lohan (1997)
stated that males are more “task-oriented” in the use of telephones
whereas females are more “person-oriented”. This conforms with the re-
sults of Potts’ (2004) study which demonstrated that males make more
use of the expanded Internet functions of the mobile, while women
restrict their usage to communicative functions. In general, it can be con-
cluded that males are more inclined to explore the technical opportuni-
ties provided by the mobile phone while females are more socio-emo-
tionally oriented. Females use the SMS application as a way to keep in
touch with friends and families and to maintain their social networks.
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They typically build up high maintenance networks of predominantly
one-to-one attachments, each of which needs to be separately cultivated
through regular contacts (Benenson & Christakos 2003; Héflich and
Réssler 2002; Kasesniemi & Rautiainen 2002; Ling 2005; Potts 2004;
Skog 2002). In addition, females may feel awkward speaking aloud in
public, and prefer to communicate via the less obtrusive SMS (Geser
2000).

Table 4 also shows that the females composed longer messages than
the males did. 32 females (58.2%) composed messages that were 75 to
160 characters in length whereas the majority of males (60.0%) com-
posed messages that were 25 to 75 characters in length. A similar finding
was reported by Kasesniemi and Rautiainen (2002) who observed that
Finnish young females tend to write longer messages than males, often
using up all the 160 characters of an SMS, filled with references and
social gossip, while the males often wrote messages of 40 to 50 characters
with plain language. In another cross-gender study conducted among
young Norwegians, females were found to write long, detailed and emo-
tional text messages whereas boys generally wrote short and straight mes-
sages (Proitz 2004).

Females being more verbose in their SMS usage than males are more-
over consonant with conclusions other researchers have reached about
gender differences in face-to-face spoken language (Clark & Schaeffer
1981; Treichler & Kramarae 1983) as well as in other forms of written
communication (Cheshire 2002). Women were, e.g., found to often talk
on landline telephones longer than men (Moyal 1989) and to get invol-
ved in gossip more than men (Fox 2004; Potts 2004). Moreover, in both
spoken and written language, women are more likely than men to be sup-
portive (Ellwood-Clayton 2006) and use more forms of courtesy, saluta-
tions and closings (Ling 2005). In addition, their messages tend to retain
more of the traditional conventions associated with other written forms
than men (Fishman 1978; Treichler & Kramarae 1983). These findings
probably explain why females tend to write longer messages than males.

Finally, Table 4 shows that the majority of males (58.2%) and females
(69.1%) always used abbreviations in their messages, with the females
using abbreviations more frequently than males. 42 (76.4%) females al-
ways used slang and 40 (72.7%) males always used slang as well. Overall,
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females used slang more frequently. A similar pattern was observed for
frequency of using emoticons with the majority of females (61.8%)
always using emoticons and the majority of males (54.5%) only using
emoticons sometimes. Another study among 1,000 young Norwegians
aged 13 years and above also found young women to use more emoticons
and abbreviations than males (Ling 2005).

Judging from these results, SMS seems to be a gendered practice
among Malaysian youths as well, with more females using the applica-
tion. Analyses of the use of SMS also reveal that the females wrote leng-
thier messages and more frequently used abbreviations, emoticons and
slang than males. This indicates that females are more comfortable using
mobile phones to SMS. Perhaps this is due to the design of mobile pho-
nes and keypads as being awkward for larger hands and fingers, thus
making messaging more difficult for males, as suggested by Balakrishnan
and Yeow (2007).

Recommendations

Based on the results of the analysis of this study, some of the respond-
ents’ comments and suggestions are used to formulate recommendations
for more user centred and context-aware design of SMS applications,
especially for the Malaysian market. The respondents in the present
study have particularly commented on the inability of the software to
recognize abbreviations and emoticons, especially when messaging is
done in Manglish. This reduces the speed of messaging when using the
predictive method. Mobile phone manufacturers should look into the
possibility of including an SMS dictionary, specifically aimed at Malay-
sian users, similar to the ones available in other native languages. Mobile
phone manufacturers should also employ “self-learning” predictive soft-
ware so that unrecognized words (especially the likes of Manglish) can be
added to, and accumulated in, individual mobiles’ dictionaries. This
would expedite the SMS process, and thus increase Malaysian youths’
messaging satisfaction as well.

The above assumed benefits notwithstanding, some of the respond-
ents also mentioned that they preferred multitap, which is generally
deemed to be slower than predictive text entry. This is because they do
not have the time or the motivation to learn the predictive method
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which seems to be complicated and confusing. One possible approach
that can be taken to help or encourage users to learn and use the pre-
dictive method might therefore be to include an interactive training ses-
sion in the mobile phone itself. An analogy of this would be the com-
monly featured Help menu or help assistants included in many computer
programs that interactively explains and teaches how to perform parti-
cular functions. Such an interactive training session can help the mobile
phone users to familiarize themselves with the predictive text entry
mechanism at their own pace. This might also reduce users’ frustration as
they need not employ the trial-and-error method.

Summary

Structured questionnaire interviews were conducted among 110 Malay-
sian youths in order to analyze their messaging patterns. In addition,
gender analyses were also performed to determine if there were any dif-
ferences between males and females with regards to their patterns of SMS
usage. The results show that SMS messaging seems to be more popular
with females, perhaps because they feel less comfortable speaking aloud
in public, or due to the designs of the phones themselves which are awk-
ward for larger thumbs or fingers and therefore more difficult for males
to use (Balakrishnan & Yeow 2007). It was also revealed that Malaysian
youths are not very different from youths around the world when it
comes to adopting SMS. SMS seems to be a medium favoured by the
young as it is cheap, convenient and suit their lifestyles (Eldridge &
Grinter 2001; Ling 2005).

Some recommendations were provided based on the respondents’
comments during the interviews. It is believed that these recommenda-
tions to improve the existing predictive methods may enhance users’
satisfaction, and also help to encourage more users to use it. The findings
presented in this paper generally give a picture of how active Malaysian
youths are in messaging activities, but also highlight the differences be-
tween males and females in adopting the SMS application. These findings
may serve as a knowledge base for other researchers who wish to examine
the use of SMS among Malaysians, especially the younger generations.



VIMALA BALAKRISHNAN

Vimala Balakrishnan has a PhD in the field of human-machine interaction/
ergonomics. Her research is particularly focused on mobile devices, especially
mobile phones. She is currently affiliated with the Multimedia University,
Malaysia.

E-mail: vimala.balakrishnan@mmu.edu.my



HUMAN IT OPEN SECTION

References

ACKERMANS, PHILLIP (2000). “Using Predictive Text Input in MML.” ECN: Elec-
tronic Component News (October 1, 2000). <http://www.ecnmag.com/> [2003-05-03]

BALAKRISHNAN, VIMALA & PAUL H. P. YEOW (2007). “SMS Usage Satisfaction:
Influences of Hand Anthropometry and Gender.” Human 1T 9.2: 52-75.

BENENSON, JOYCE F. & ATHENA CHRISTAKOS (2003). “The Greater Fragility of
Females’ Versus Males’ Closest Same-Sex Friendships.” Child Development 74.4: 1123~
1129.

BUSH, CORISSA (2005). “Language Beyond The Text: txt msgs 4 a new gnr8n.”
NMEDIAC: The Journal of New Media and Culture 3.2.
<http://www.ibiblio.org/nmediac/summer2005/text.html> [2009-03-09]

CHESHIRE, JENNY (2002). “Sex and Gender in Variationist Research.” The
Handbook of Language Variation and Change. (Blackwell Handbooks in Linguistics).
Eds. J. K. Chambers, Peter Trudgill & Natalie Schilling-Estes. Malden, MA.: Black-
well. 423443,

CLARK, HERBERT H. & EDWARD W. SCHAEFFER (1981). “Contributing to Dis-
course.” Cognitive Science 13: 259-295.

COX, ANNA L. er al. (2008). “Tlk or txt? Using Voice Input for SMS Composi-
tion.” Personal and Ubiquitous Computing 12.8: 567-588.

DIGI (2009). DiGi — Always the Smarter Choice. <http:www.digi.com.my/> [2009-02-
13]

EATONI ERGONOMICS (2006). Eatoni’s LetterWise Predictive Text System.
<http://www.eatoni.com/wiki/index.php/LetterWise> [2009-03-09]



VIMALA BALAKRISHNAN

ELDRIDGE, MARGERY A. & REBECCA E. GRINTER (2001). “Studying Text Mes-
saging in Teenagers.” Paper presented at Mobile Communications: Understanding Users,
Adoption and Design, 1-2 April, 2001. Workshop in Proceedings of the ACM Conference
on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI 2001). Seattle, WA, USA.
<http://www.mobilesociety.net/uploadi/editor/sms.pdf> [2009-03-09]

ELLWOOD-CLAYTON, BELLA (2006). “All We Need is Love — and a Mobile Phone:
Texting in the Philippines.” Cultural Space and Public Sphere — An International Confer-
ence, March 15—16, 2006. Seoul, Korea. 357-369.
<http://www.asiafuture.org/csps2006/50pdf/csps2006_6¢c.pdf> [2009-03-09]

FAULKNER, XRISTINE & FINTAN CULWIN (2005). “When Fingers Do the Talking:
A Study of Text Messaging.” Interacting with Computers 17: 167-185.

FORTUNATI, LEOPOLDINA & ANNA MARIA MAGNANELI (2002). “Young People

and the Mobile Telephone.” Journal of Studies on Yourh 57: 59-78.

FOX, KATE (2004). Evolution, Alienation and Gossip: The Role of Mobile Telecom-
munications in the 21st Century. Oxford: Social Issues Research Centre.
<http://www.sirc.org/publik/gossip.shtml> [2009-03-09]

GESER, HANS (2006). “Are Girls (Even) More Addicted? Some Gender Patterns of
Cell Phone Usage.” Sociology in Switzerland: Sociology of the Mobile Phone. Zirich: On-
line Publications. <http://socio.ch/mobile/t_geser3.pdf> [2009-03-09]

GONG, JUN, BRYAN HAGGERTY & PETER TARASEWICH (2005). “An Enhanced
Multitap Text Entry Method with Predictive Next-Letter Highlighting.” Computer Hu-
man Interaction 2005, April 2—7, 2005. Portland, OR.: ACM Press. Also available as:
<http://www.ccs.neu.edu/home/tarase/lbr278-gong.pdf> [2009-03-09]

GROVER, DALE L., MARTIN T. KING & CLIFFORD A. KUSCHLER (1998). Reduced
Keyboard Disambiguating Computer. Seattle, WA.: Tegic Communications. US Patent
No. US5818437. <http://www.patentstorm.us/patents/5818437/fulltext.html> [2009-
03-09]

HASTE, HELEN (2005). Joined-Up Texting: The Role of Mobile Phones in Young
People’s Lives. (Nestlé Social Research Programme, Report no. 3, February 2005).
<http://www.ipsos-mori.com/_assets/polls/2004/pdf/nestlesrp3.pdf> [2009-02-17]

HEDBRING, SUSANNA (2002). Mobile Messaging Usability — Social and Pragmatic
Aspects. Master’s Thesis. NADA (Department of Numerical Analysis and Computer
Science), KTH (Royal Institute of Technology), Stockholm University.
<http://cid.nada.kth.se/pdf/CID-192.pdf> [2009-03-09]

(o



HUMAN IT OPEN SECTION

HOFLICH, JOACHIM R. & PATRICK ROSSLER (2002). “More than Just a Tele-
phone. The Mobile Phone and Use of Short Message Service (SMS) by German Adole-
scents: Results of a Pilot Study.” Revista de Estudios de Juventud 57: 79-99.

HUNT, ANDREW (2005). The Social Impact of Mobile Phone Use in Australia: A Re-
view of Data Sources. Communications Research Unit, Department of Communica-
tions, Information Technology and the Arts, Australia. <http://www.dbcde.gov.au/com
munications_and_technology/publications_and_reports/2005/april/the_social_impact_
of_mobile_phone_use_in_australia_a_review_of_data_sources> [2009-03-09]

INTERNATIONAL TELECOMMUNICATIONS UNION [1TU] (2006). Mobile Phone
Usage. <http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/icteye/Indicators/Indicators.aspx#> [2008-01-03]

ITO, MIZUKO & OKABE DAISUKE (2003). Mobile Phones, Japanese Youth, and the
Replacement of Social Contact.
<http://www.itofisher.com/PEOPLE/mito/mobileyouth.pdf> [2009-03-09]

JAMES, CHRISTINA L. & KELLY M. REISCHEL (2001). “Text Input for Mobile De-
vices: Comparing Model Prediction to Actual Performance.” Proceedings of Computer
Human Interaction (CHI2001). New York: ACM. 365-371.

KASESNIEMI, EIJA-LIISA & PIRJO RAUTIAINEN (2002). “Mobile Culture of Chil-
dren in Finland.” Perpetual Contact: Mobile Communication, Private Talk, Public Perfor-
mance. Eds. J. E. Katz & M. Aakhus. Cambridge: Cambridge UP. 170-190.

KAUR, ARVINDER (2005). “Oxford Dictionary Goes SMS Savvy.” Rediff’ News
(February 21). <http://in.rediff.com/money/2005/feb/21oxford.htm> [2008-01-10]

LIN, ANGEL (2005). “Gendered, Bilingual Communication Practices: Mobile Text-
Messaging Among Hong Kong College Students.” Fiberculture Journal 6.
<http://journal.fibreculture.org/issue6/issue6_lin.html> [2009-03-09]

LING, RICHARD (2000). Norwegian Teens, Mobile Telephony and Text Messages.
Kjeller, Norway: Telenor Research and Development.

LING, RICHARD (2001). ““We Release Them Little by Little’: Maturation and Gen-
der Identity as Seen in the Use of Mobile Telephony.” Personal and Ubiquitous Comput-
ing 5: 123-136.

LING, RICHARD (2005). “The Socio-Linguistics of SMS: An Analysis of SMS Use by

a Random Sample of Norwegians.” Mobile Communications: Renegotiation of the Social

Sphere. Eds. R. Ling & P. Pedersen. London: Springer. 335-349.



VIMALA BALAKRISHNAN

LING, RICHARD (2007). “The Length of Text Messages and Use of Predictive Text-
ing: Who Uses It and How Much Do They Have To Say?” Computer-Mediated Com-
munication 4 (Special Issue). Washington, DC.

LING, RICHARD & BRIGITTE YTTRI (2002). “Hyper-Coordination via Mobile
Phones in Norway.” Perpetual Contact: Mobile Communications, Private Talk, Public
Performance. Eds. J. E. Katz & M. Aakhus. Cambridge: Cambridge UP. 136-169.

LOHAN, MARIA (1997). “Men, Masculinity and the Domestic Telephone: A Theore-
tical Framework for Studying Gender and Technology.” Paper presented at the [reland
in the European and Global Information Society Conference, Dublin 24-25th April
1997. <http://www.dcu.ie/communications/iegis/Marial2.htm> [2009-03-09]

LORENTE, SANTIAGO (2002). “Youth and Mobile Telephones: More Than a Fash-
ion.” Journal of Studies on Youth 57: 9-24.

MACKENZIE, SCOTT (2002). “Mobile Text Entry Using Three Keys.” Proceedings of
the Second Nordic Conference on Human-Computer Interaction — NordiCHI 2002. New
York: ACM. 27-34. Also available as: <http://www.yorku.ca/mack/nordichi2002.html>
[2009-03-09]

MACKENZIE, SCOTT & WILLIAM SOUKOREFF (2002). “Text Entry for Mobile
Computing: Models and Methods, Theory and Practice.” Human-Computer Interaction
17: 147-198.

MACKENZIE, SCOTT et al. (2001). “LetterWise: Prefix-Based Disambiguation for
Mobile Text Input. Proceedings of the ACM Symposium on User Interface Software and
Technology — UIST 2001. New York: ACM. <http://www.yorku.ca/mack/uist01.pdf>
[2009-03-09]

MALAYSIAN COMMUNICATIONS AND MULTIMEDIA COMMISSION [McCMC]
(2006). Featuring the Hand Phone Users Survey. <http://www.mcme.gov.my> [2007-
08-20]

MANTE, ENID & DORIS PIRIS (2002). “SMS Use by Young People in the Nether-
lands.” Journal of Studies on Youth 57: 47-58.

MOYAL, ANN (1989). “The Feminine Culture of the Telephone: People Patterns and
Policy.” Prometheus 7: 5-31.

PEW INTERNET AND AMERICAN LIFE PROJECT (2005). 34 Million American Ad-

ults Send Text Messages On Their Cell Phones. (Press release March 14, 2005).
<http://www.pewinternet.org/press_release.asp?r=99> [2009-03-09]



HUMAN IT OPEN SECTION

POTTS, GEOFF (2004). College Students and Cell Phone Use: Gender Variation.
<htep://personalwebs.oakland.edu/$gapotts/rht160.pdf> [2007-04-14]

PROITZ, LIN (2004). “The Mobile Gender: A Study of Young Norwegian Peoples
Gender Performances in Text Messages.” Paper presented at Mobile Communication
and Social Change, International Conference, Seoul, Korea.

RAFAEL, VICENTE (2003). “The Cell Phone and the Crowd: Messianic Politics in
the Contemporary Philippines.” Popular Culture 15.3: 399-425.

SILEVERBERG, MIIKA, SCOTT MACKENZIE & PANU KORHONEN (2000). “Pre-
dicting Text Entry Speed on Mobile Phones.” Proceedings of the CHI 2000 Conference
on Human Factors in Computing Systems. ACM Press. 9—16.

SKOG, BERIT (2002). “Mobiles and the Norwegian Teen: Identity, Gender and
Class.” Perpetual Contact: Mobile Communications, Private Talk, Public Performance.
Eds. J. E. Katz & M. Aakhus. Cambridge: Cambridge UP. 255-273.

STARNER, THAD E. (2004). “Keyboards Redux: Fast Mobile Text Entry.” IEEE Per-
vasive Computing 3.3: 97-101.

TAYLOR, ALEX S. & RICHARD HARPER (2002). “Age-Old Practices in the New

World’: A Study of Gift-Giving between Teenage Mobile Phone Users.” Proceedings of
the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems: Changing Our World,

Changing Ourselves. New York: ACM. 439-446.

THURLOW, CRISPIN (2003). “Generation Txt? Exposing the Sociolinguistics of
Young People’s Text-Messaging.” Discourse Analysis Online 1.1.
<http://extra.shu.ac.uk/daol/articles/v1/n1/a3/thurlow2002003-paper.html> [2009-02-
20]

TREICHLER, PAULA A. & CHERIS KRAMARAE (1983). “Women’s Talk in the Ivory
Tower.” Communication Quarterly 3: 118-132.

WEISS, SCOTT (2002). Handheld Usability. Chichester: John Wiley.
WONG, CHIN CHIN & LIANG HIEW PANG (2005). “Correlations between Factors

Affecting the Diffusion of Mobile Entertainment in Malaysia.” Proceedings of the 7th
International Conference on Electronic Commerce 2005, Xi'an, China. 615-621.



