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Ephemerality, or the quality of transience or disappearance, has recently been integrated into a variety of social media apps in what is

collectively known as ephemeral messaging.  Contrary to the conventional belief that consumers value ephemeral messaging for its

enhanced privacy, we propose that ephemeral messaging increases consumers’ ability to be in the moment (i.e., be “present”).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Media scholars and web commentators call it the internet para-

dox (Kraut et al. 1998; Marche 2012; Weinberg 2014): while social 
media has expanded the size of consumers’ social network, consum-
ers feel less intimately connected with the friends they communicate 
with online.  Despite gaining more access into the lives of others, 
people feel less interpersonal closeness -- often failing to find the lev-
el of intimacy, presence, and immersion experienced in face-to-face 
interactions (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Brashears 2006; Turckle 
2011).  The internet paradox is one reason why both social media 
platforms (e.g., Facebook; Zuckerberg 2014) and communications 
researchers (Baym 2010; McKenna and Bargh 1998; O’Sullivan, 
Hunt, and Lipper 2004) have pursued methods for creating more im-
mersive virtual settings, with the goal of reproducing the richness of 
face-to-face interactions felt in the real world.  

Typically, social media firms have attempted to make the vir-
tual more real by employing technological innovations that enable 
transmitting more and richer content (Baym 2010; Daft and Lengel 
1984; Short, Williams, and Christie 1976).  For example, in the case 
of Facebook, the relatively impoverished means of sharing personal 
content through status updates has been and continues to be aug-
mented over time.  The process started with the addition of photo 
sharing capabilities, and then with video sharing capabilities, and in 
the near future with virtual reality capabilities (Rubin 2014).  By 
implementing the ability to transmit visual and auditory information, 
Facebook has created a user experience that is more immersive than 
its original solely text-based interface. 

Beyond these technological improvements, we propose that im-
mersion and realism in a virtual setting can also be experienced by 
incorporating ephemerality, which is the quality of transience and 
disappearance, into the exchange of digital content.  The extant lit-
erature suggests that ephemerality may create a more immersive ex-
perience, in which consumers are more in the (“present) moment.  
First, research on memory and photo taking indicates that an ephem-
eral experience, such as viewing artworks in a museum through one’s 
own eyes, results in better memory of the artworks than taking pho-
tographs of the art (Henkel 2013).  This research suggests that en-
gaging with reality ephemerally rather than through a camera’s lens 
enables individuals to be more immersed in the experience.  

Second, unlike permanent messages, which can be saved and 
read at another time, ephemeral messages vanish after they are 
viewed, which grounds the interaction to the present.  Focusing on 
a target that is in the present can create an immersive experience, as 
evidenced by the literature on mindfulness (Brown and Ryan 2003; 
Hanh 1976; Kabat-Zinn 1990).  For example, mindfulness research 
shows that focusing on breathing -- which is an action that occurs 
from moment to moment -- anchors attention in the present and cre-
ates an immersive experience in which thoughts, feelings, and sen-
sations pass from one second to the next (Bishop et al. 2004).  By 
making digital content fleeting, ephemeral messaging anchors inter-
actions in the present, which creates a more immersive experience 
when communicating on social media.  

Third, the literature on flow demonstrates that when attention 
is directed towards an activity in the present that is reasonably chal-
lenging, people enter a state of flow, which entails an immersive ex-
perience of flowing from one moment to the next (Csikszentmihalyi 
1977; Fortin and Dholakia 2005; Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi 

2014).  In this state, consumers are completely absorbed in the task 
at hand, and their attention must be sustained on the activity occur-
ring in the moment in order to stay in flow.  By drawing attention to 
messages that are transitory, ephemeral messaging encourages con-
sumers to attend to the correspondence and become immersed in the 
interaction. 

Together, the aforementioned research suggests that communi-
cating ephemerally increases immersion, which produces four inter-
related consequences of being (“present”) in the moment.  In Study 
1, we demonstrate the basic phenomenon by showing that when the 
same photo messages are transmitted ephemerally rather than perma-
nently, receivers of the message are more immersed in the experience 
and develop more interest in joining the activity portrayed by the 
message.  Study 2 shows that when messages convey a mix of both 
positive experiences (e.g., images from the Super Bowl) and nega-
tive information (e.g., reminder that the consumer’s favorite team 
lost), ephemeral, as opposed to permanent messaging, increases con-
sumers’ preference to participate in the event; this result supports our 
conceptualization that ephemerality allows consumers to be more 
immersed in an experience.  Study 3 manipulates the level of immer-
sion and indicates that when immersion in a unifying, coherent ex-
perience is made more difficult by transmitting photo messages from 
multiple, distinct locations (as opposed to from a single location), 
ephemeral messaging can more effectively restore the level of im-
mersion compared to permanent messaging.  Study 4 investigates in-
teractions between pairs of participants who communicated through 
a chatting app with either ephemeral or permanent messaging; the 
results indicate that ephemeral messaging led to more interpersonal 
closeness and immersion than permanent messaging in interactions 
that would lead to anxiety arising from rumination.  In a social inter-
action that induced less anxiety, ephemeral messaging did not result 
in more interpersonal closeness than permanent messaging.  Study 5 
shows that when presented with a sunk cost dilemma for a plan that 
consumers had just arranged, those who made their plans using an 
ephemeral messenger rather than a permanent messenger were more 
resistant to the sunk cost bias.  Finally, Study 6 demonstrates that by 
being in the moment, consumers become more creative when they 
solve anagram puzzles ephemerally than permanently.  
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