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Ecosystems  
of Messaging Apps
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Communication place 

A user’s personal construct about an app which determines:

•  what that app should be used for (perceived purpose) 
•  how that app feels like (emotional connotations) 
•  and who should be allowed to be a contact on that app 
and who should stay outside of it (membership rules)

What motivates people to use multiple messaging apps?

App

Interview study

Midas Nouwens, Carla F. Griggio, and Wendy E. Mackay.  
"WhatsApp is for family; Messenger is for friends": Communication Places in App Ecosystems 

Published at ACM CHI '17

https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3025453.3025484?cid=81500663869


In my head, WhatsApp is slow and old. I only use it 
for groups, like the family WhatsApp group. So to talk 
to my friend there is weird.  

Whereas Messenger is white and happy and empty. It 
feels way more airy and I use it for all my friends. 
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Participants sometimes broke the rules of their communication places 

when the functionality they needed was somewhere else.




Messenger

WhatsAppTelegram

Walled Gardens: Users can 
only message other users of 
the same network

Users take advantage of walled 
gardens to build their own 
“communication places”


What motivates people to use multiple messaging apps?



What kind of breakdowns occur when using multiple messaging apps?
Interview study

Pa

Carla F. Griggio, Joanna McGrenere, and Wendy E. Mackay 

Customizations and Expression Breakdowns in Ecosystems of Communication Apps  

Published at ACM CSCW '19

Interruptions to the conversation flow 

due to the user needing functionality from another 
app to express their message as they want to

Expression Breakdowns 

https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3359128?cid=81500663869
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Paul

Generating media outside of the current app
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Download file

P12

Note: screenshot doesn’t belong to P12



Contacts

Functionality

Contacts

Functionality

Messenger

WhatsAppTelegram

Walled gardens

Contacts

Functionality

x

x

App

The walls between contacts 
of different apps


enable the creation of 
communication places

P

Expression Breakdowns

The walls between functionality 
 of different apps


cause expression breakdowns
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The walls between apps serve as a privacy-preserving tool 
for drawing social boundaries between contacts 

but also restrict how we can communicate with whom
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How can we design new communication tools that let users  
preserve their communication places while preventing 

expression breakdowns?
x

x
Communication places

P

Expression Breakdowns
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How can we design new communication tools that let users  
preserve their communication places while preventing 

expression breakdowns?

Functionality

Functionality Contacts
Contacts Contacts

Functionality
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Dearboard

Carla F. Griggio, Arissa Sato, Wendy Mackay, and Koji Yatani 

Mediating Intimacy with  DearBoard: a Co-Customizable Keyboard  for Everyday Messaging 


Published at ACM CHI '21

https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3411764.3445757?cid=81500663869
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color theme 
(background + keys)

shortcuts to  
emojis and GIFs
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Alice and Bob see  
the same color theme  

and shortcuts
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Bob Bob

Bob on WhatsApp Bob on LINE Bob on Snapchat
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Sure, walled gardens enable communication places, but also create huge 
network effects that lead to tech monopolies and less freedom of choice. 

How are the concepts of communication places and expression breakdowns 
relevant to breaking network effects?

Back to Walled Gardens



Remember when WhatsApp 
updated their privacy policy 

back in 2021?
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• WhatsApp’s service and how we process  
your data

• How businesses can use Facebook  
hosted services to store and manage their 
WhatsApp chats

• How we partner with Facebook to offer 
integrations across the Facebook Company 
Products.

By tapping AGREE, you accept the new terms and privacy 
policy, which take effect on February 8, 2021. After this 
date, you’ll need to accept these updates to continue 
using WhatsApp. You can also visit the Help Center if you 
would prefer to delete your account and would like more 
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26% wanted to switch at 
least partially to other apps

24% of those (6% overall) 
managed to switch as much 

as they wantedother 
apps

We ran a survey with 
1525 WhatsApp users  

from UK, Spain, 
Mexico and South 

Africa
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0,5%  
(8 participants) 

Uninstalled WhatsApp



app app appapp app

Median of 5 apps in total

Participants’ Ecosystems of Messaging Apps 

Median of 4 apps used regularly

Median of 1 “primary” app used very frequently

78% of participants used 
WhatsApp very frequently
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Did users install new apps as an alternative to WhatsApp?
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The participants that managed to switch 
switched to a median of 3 alternative apps 

by installing new ones or using existing ones more often




Barriers to moving to other apps

Network effects (75%) 
"Having friends and family still stuck with WhatsApp is a challenge because I need to convince them to 
change"
"Some people don’t want to move because "Nobody else uses it””

"My job requires me to use WhatsApp as part of work groups"
"Having to leave groups (neighborhood watch, etc) that only exist on WhatsApp"

Difference in functionality between apps (42%) 
"There are no other apps that do the same thing”
“Lack of app customisation"
“No stories in apps like telegram”
 "I’ve used WhatsApp for years and it hasn’t been easy to try and learn something new.”

Switching apps can cause new 
expression breakdowns

Social pressure to preserve 
communication places



Barriers to moving to other apps

Privacy concerns (5%) 
"The way that the app forces you to give permissions to grant read/write access to your phone’s memory 
and personal files”
“Reading through the terms and conditions of the new apps”

Feeling a loss of control over where to communicate with whom (47%) 
“Trying to move all you contacts to find out that most of ur contacts are not moving to the same app u 
using”
"Difficult to know that other contacts were using the new app"
"Trying to maintain conversations in different Apps can be confusing"
"Messaging a friend using sms and they respond via whatsapp"

Switching apps can disrupt existing  
communication places
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Apps tried as alternatives to WhatsApp
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Carla F. Griggio, Midas Nouwens, Clemens Klokmose 
Caught in the Network: The Impact of WhatsApp’s 2021 Privacy Policy Update on Users’ Messaging App Ecosystems 

Published at ACM CHI ’22 

Dataset available!

https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3491102.3502032cid=81500663869
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How can we design new communication tools that let users  
preserve their communication places while preventing 

expression breakdowns?
x

x
Communication places

P

Expression Breakdowns
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How should we design for messaging interoperability  
so that users keep control over their social boundaries 

and avoid expression breakdowns?
x

x
Communication places

P

Expression Breakdowns



1) In an interoperable world, users should still 
have control over their social boundaries
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Interoperability could let users chat where they want with whom they want, 
i.e., have ideal communication places

… but, it could also take away their control over who’s allowed in or kept out 
of a particular platform
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WhatsApp’s design for third party chats.

Should third-party chats be enabled by default?

Having third-party chats ON by default could raise 
awareness of the availability of interoperable chats 

and increase adoption

… but it could also disrupt users’ communication 
place, causing a negative association between 

interoperability and a sense of lack of control over 
where to communicate with whom 
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WhatsApp’s design for third party chats.

Should third-party chats be enabled by default?

Even if users first receive a “message request”, this 
puts them in the position of having to be rude and 

say no!
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WhatsApp’s design for third party chats.

Should third-party chats and local chats be 
combined or separated?

Depends!  
Who are the people in the third party apps? 

Can some be combined, and some separate? 
Will status indicators apply the same to local 
chats and third party chats, or will they have 

different settings?



2) Interoperability protocol specs should 
minimize expression breakdowns
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Interoperability requirements for messaging apps: 
text messaging, sharing of images, voice messages, videos and 

other attached files
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Is this functionality enough to break network effects?



3) Users want privacy and security—yes. But not at 
the cost of their established communication habits.
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New (interoperable) apps should of course be user friendly, 
fast and secure

… but, the main purpose of a communication app is to 
communicate, so lack of support of existing communication 

habits may pose great barriers to adoption



Will the Digital Markets Act effectively  
counter network effects?



Will the Digital Markets Act effectively  
counter network effects?

Hopefully. But if users lose control over where to 
communicate with whom, and if the interoperability protocols 

are too restrictive in terms of expression,  
we risk seeing little change.
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Thanks for listening :D 
Questions? Ideas? :)


cfg@cs.aau.dk 
@lalider:matrix.org


Find all publications for free at carlagriggio.com 



