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Generation is largely an artificial grouping (comprising several generations) intended to 

serve as a control group against which to examine the Net Generation. 

One might expect delayed gratification and self-control to be subject to a 

developmental effect, given neurological changes that contribute to an improved capacity 

for planning and reduced impulsivity in early adulthood. However, recent studies have 

demonstrated the relative stability of these constructs, believed to stem from cognitive 

control, throughout one's lifetime (Casey et aI., 2011; Mischel et ai., 2011). Indeed, 

Mischel and colleagues (2011) are conducting neuroimaging studies to identify the neural 

correlates involved in the delay of gratification cognitive process; these neurobiological 

mechanisms are believed to be in place at an early age, as demonstrated by the 

longitudinal project that began with the marshmallow tests 40 years ago and continues 

today. These studies offer evidence that the self-regulatory capacity involved in delaying 

gratification has predictive validity for cognitive, psychological, social, economic and 

behavioral outcomes later in life. Although the temptation of an immediate reward 

distinguishes the constructs delay of gratification and self-control, the involvement of 

cognitive control in both processes suggests self-control is also stable across the lifespan. 

Nevertheless, the potential impact of situational factors on responses to a self-report 

measure should not be discounted. 

Text Response, Text Checking, Delay of Gratification and Self Control 

Text response, or the likelihood one will respond to a text, does not appear to be a 

valid indicator of one's ability to delay gratification or exercise self-control. Whereas 

70% of the sample did not respond to the text message during test administration, only 
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24% fell in the "patient postponer" category, the highest of three groupings to reflect the 

degree to which one is able to delay gratification. There does not appear to be a 

relationship then between these variables. 

However, text-checking, the likelihood someone will look at their phone to read a 

received text message, may reflect diminished self-control. Several reasons exist for the 

generational difference between 'checked text message' but not 'responded to text 

message.' The feeling of urgency to check a text message may be a more accurate 

reflection of a need for immediate gratification related to technology and 

communications. This possibility is supported by the higher attachment anxiety 

evidenced in members of the Net Generation. Attachment anxiety likely increases in 

response to uncertainty (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008). Proximity seeking, which according 

to Bowlby (1969/1982) is the principal strategy of the attachment system, could entail a 

variety of behaviors, such as verbal and non-verbal communication (Schachner, Shaver, 

& Mikulincer, 2005); it seems reasonable that checking a text message would be a 

sufficient response to activation of the attachment system and could satisfy the objective 

of proximity seeking. Thus, the cognitive representation of an attachment figure could 

be produced merely by seeing a text message from the attachment figure; therefore, 

checking a text message would be sufficient to reduce that anxiety and responding to a 

text message would not be necessary. 

Once participants viewed the text message and saw that it was from an unknown 

sender, various explanations account for the failure by Net Generation members to 

respond, as hypothesized. A more savvy understanding of technology by members of the 

Net Generation may lead them to be more skeptical and less trusting of texts of unknown 
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origin. Moreover, once they have seen that the text is not important, they may be more 

motivated to complete the questionnaires than learn the source of the text. Also, they may 

be more likely to have all of their friends and relatives in their contacts whereas Non-Net 

Generation members may have a wider range of acquaintances, from simply more years 

of interacting with others, and may not feel confident that they have all of their contacts 

listed in their phone. 

The finding that Net Generation participants were more likely to check their texts 

and Non-Net Generation members were more likely to ignore their text message and 

complete the questionnaires may indicate a greater urgency for task completion among 

the latter. The text sent prior to the first mystery text was a message from this researcher 

that they would not have to change rooms and they would be met outside the room when 

they were finished with the questionnaires. It is possible that some participants wondered 

whether the projected room change, used by this researcher as a ruse to ensure cell 

phones were on and accessible, might be necessary after alL 

However, it seems likely that sufficient gratification is derived from simply 

checking the text message. Thus, this need for instant gratification is satisfied and Non­

Net Generation members may not have that same need to be gratified, perhaps because 

they have lower levels of attachment anxiety. Text checking, then, may be the behavior 

more likely to reflect difference in cognitive control necessary for delaying gratification. 

Nearly 68% ofthe Net Generation participants checked the mystery text message during 

the study, but only 27% responded to the text. Responding to a text while engaged in 

another activity does not necessarily reflect a reduced ability to delay gratification or 

exercise self-control. 
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Another explanation for the lack of a significant effect for text responding is the 

suspiciousness or expectation of spam. A Pew Research study in 2012 found that 69% 

oftexters report receiving unwanted spam or text messages. Moreover, a quarter of 

American texters say this problem with spam occurs at least weekly (Brenner, 2013). 

Indeed, conversations with participants after test administration revealed that several 

attributed their decision not to respond to suspicion that the text was spam. 

Relationship status may have more influence on whether someone checks or 

responds to a text message. Specifically, the degree to which the relationships feels 

stable and committed likely influences the level of security in a relationship and whether 

one feels the need to respond immediately to one's partner. As Eastwick and Finkel 

(2008) found, attachment anxiety specific to a partner tends to be high in the initial stages 

of developing romantic relationships. This study did not attempt to gauge the security of 

one's specific relationship and nearly one-third of participants were not in a relationship. 

Future studies should evaluate the impact of relationship status and partner-specific 

security on text checking and text response. 

Texting in general may not be an accurate measure of the ability to delay 

gratification or exercise self-control because values have changed and it may no longer 

reflect those constructs. While the percentage of cell phone owners who use their cell 

phone to text was reported as 72% when this study was first undertaken, a more recent 

study conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2012 indicated that 80% of cell phone 

owners use their phones to text, an increase from 58% in 2007 (Chen, 2012). This 

substantial and continuous increase in cell phone use and the finding in this study that 

nearly two-thirds of all participants and 84% ofNet Generation participants selected 
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texting as the preferred means ofcommunicating with a partner suggest that texting is 

becoming normative. 

Normative expectations in interpersonal communication have clearly changed (for 

example, the sense of immediacy has been heightened). Sociologists have observed that 

when cell phones were new, there was an expectation that a clerk in a store, for example, 

would not offer service to someone until he/she finished a call; now, however, the norms 

are that the user of a cell phone can do whatever he/she wishes, and the other person in 

the interaction must simply accept it (Lippman, Bulanda, & Wagenaar, 2009). As 

normative orientations toward higher education have changed and it is now viewed as a 

required step rather than a privilege, a more casual, and perhaps less respectful, attitude 

toward professors and academic institutions as well as a sense of entitlement among 

students have been fostered (Lippman, Bulanda, & Wagenaar). Texting during class and 

virtually all environments is now widely practiced and accepted, ifnot embraced, as 

normative. Perhaps checking/responding to a text would not reflect an inability to delay 

gratification, but rather a normal and acceptable effort to connect with a loved one. 

Generation, Attachment Style, and Delay of Gratification 

Finally, generational grouping and attachment style do not predict one's ability to 

delay gratification. Thus, one is no more likely to seek instant gratification simply 

because they grew up with technology that allows instant communication and endorse an 

anxious attachment style. One reason generation and attachment style may not predict 

whether someone will delay gratification is likely the dispositional nature ofthe delay of 



50 

numerous factors contribute to behavior in relationships and it is crucial for therapists to 

help clients identify the salient factors and how they contribute to both positive and 

maladaptive behaviors. Finally, it is essential that counseling psychologists working with 

the college age population recognize that attachment anxiety may be elevated during 

these years. This anxiety could make experiences in new relationships particularly 

stressful. The college counseling center therapist can provide valuable support and a 

secure base from which the student can strive for the developmental task of becoming 

autonomous (Chickering, 1969). 

Limitations 

In this study, the presence ofa video camera may have affected whether the 

participants responded to a text. Some participants were noted looking up at the video 

camera after checking their phone and at least two participants stated after test 

administration that they planned to respond to the text later because the video camera 

inhibited them during the experiment. Video-taping in this study was deemed necessary 

at least in part because adequate cell reception cannot be assumed and it was necessary to 

be certain each participant received the text. It was also important to observe the 

participants' behavior to see whether they noticed the text coming in and whether they 

checked their phone to view the message. It was also considered critical, in part, because 

the initial intention was to time how long it took participants to respond; this measure 

was not meaningful because participants either responded right away or not until the end 

of administration. As more cell towers are erected and cell phone signals become 

stronger, texting becomes increasingly reliable, and it may be possible in future studies to 
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rely on the receipt ofa response as the sole indicator of whether someone responded. 

Still, text checking cannot be monitored without some sort of observation. 

Another limitation was the contrived context or setting of the experiment, which 

is an inherent limitation of any experiment that is not in vivo, but attempts to replicate 

naturally occurring or real-life behavior. While only two participants said they suspected 

the text carne from this writer, it is possible that others harbored similar suspicions and 

chose not to respond for that reason. Thus, ifone failed to check or respond to a text 

message during this experiment, it cannot be assumed that they would exhibit the same 

behavior in a natural setting, such as a classroom, if they were to receive a text from their 

romantic partner or a potential employer. 

Along these lines, an inherent limitation in this study is the fluid and rapidly 

changing nature of language in advanced communications technology. Of the participants 

who said they were suspicious of the source of the text, one noted that only young 

teenagers and middle aged women still abbreviate the wording the way this researcher 

did while the other thought the wording used was too provocative to be credible. This 

limitation also relates to cultural differences in communication. 

The number ofvariables accounted for by this research is limited by necessity and 

those thought to have the most significant impact on the outcome variables were used; 

however, it appears likely that numerous variables, both situational and dispositional, 

affect whether one chooses to respond to or check a text message. In addition, the wider 

age range of the Non-Net Generation may have dlluted the effects of their grouping when 

measured against the narrower age range of the Net Generation. Another limitation is the 

quantitative imbalance in generational grouping; there were fewer participants in the 
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Non-Net generational category. Finally, the generalizability of these findings is limited 

because this sample does not include an adequate representation of cultural groups found 

in the general population. The sample was predominantly white, heterosexual, and able­

bodied. 

Finally, self-report measures are inherently less reliable than more objective 

measures. Although self-report measures are the most widely used tests in psychological 

research, their validity and reliability have been the subject of extensive debate 

(Constantine & Ponterotto, 2006; Johnson & Richter, 2004). This method assumes the 

participants' attention, effort, and Willingness to approach the instrument seriously and 

truthfully (Evans & Rooney, 2008). Truthfulness notwithstanding, a distorted view of 

oneself or limited insight, would further compromise the accuracy of self-report data, 

regardless of the instrument. The distraction of texting may reduce the reliability of the 

self-report measures further because our capacity for attention is limited (Ninio, & 

Kahneman, 1974). The accuracy and efficiency of task completion is necessarily 

compromised by interruptions such as texting. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Future studies should account for cultural influences. Texting behavior and other 

key constructs considered in this study are likely influenced by the values and norms of 

distinct cultural identities. Researchers in this area may want to separate and compare 

specific cultural groups to gauge these differences. 

It would also be valuable to identify the many variables that contribute to 

generational differences in attachment anxiety and continue to attempt to prioritize these 
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factors and measure their impact, accounting for mediating variables. For example, 

perhaps relationship anxiety is heightened not only by the failure of a romantic partner to 

respond immediately to a text, but the failure to respond compounded by the newness of 

the relationship and recent incriminating photographs posted by one's partner on 

Facebook or Instagram. Future research should also attempt to evaluate the relationship 

between social networking and situational attachment anxiety. In addition, given the 

inevitable difficulty ofestablishing the credibility of a text message from an unknown 

source in a research setting, it might be more useful for a future study to look at the 

relationship between texting behavior among couples and their attachment style. In such 

a scenario, the texts would be coming from the participant's partner and the suspicion 

that influences their decision to respond would be eliminated. Such research would be 

particularly valuable for couples' therapists in identifying specific behaviors in 

communications that might engender discord or uncertainty in the relationships. 

Finally, a research effort to uncover the underlying neural correlates and 

neurological processes responsible for communications behavior in relationships would 

increase our understanding of the rigidity of this behavior. In other words, this 

infonnation might reveal the extent to which this behavior is biologically detennined and 

whether continued technological advances in communication could eventually influence 

our behavior and anxiety in attachment relationships. 
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Attachment and Delayed Gratification in the Technological Age 

Demographic Questionnaire 

Name: 

Date of Birth: 

Current Relationship Status (circle one): Single In a relationship, not married 
Married Separated Divorced Widowed 

Sexual Orientation (circle one): Straight Gay/Lesbian Bisexual Transgender 
Unsure 

RacelEthnicity (circle one): White African American Caribbean American 
Latino/a American East Asian American Southwest Asian American 
Native American Pacific Islander Mixed Race Other (Please 
specify):._________ 

Which method of communication do you use most frequently to communicate with a 
partner when you are not together (circle one)? Texts Email Instant Messages 
Video Chat (e.g. Skype) Voice Calls Postal Mail 

Estimated Text Message Frequency (sent and received combined): Less than 1 text a 
day 1 -5 texts a day 6-10 texts a day 11-25 texts a day More than 25 
texts a day 

Does your cell phone data plan include unlimited text messaging? 
Yes No Unsure 

Estimated Emailing Frequency (sent and received, not including 
junklspamladvertising emails): Less than 1 email a day 1 -5 emails a day 6-10 
emails a day 11-25 emails a day More than 25 emails a day 

Estimated instant message frequency, on average: No chats Chats lasting less than 
10 minutes a day Chats lasting 10-30 minutes a day Chats lasting 30-60 
minutes a day Chats lasting more than one hour a day 

I 


