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Mediated Communication
Mobile Phone Users: A Small-Scale Observational Study
Introduction

In the book Wireless World, the authors outline the key features of mobile phone technology stating: ‘mobile phones, unlike personal computers, are small, mobile, constantly on, and potentially constantly connected’ (Brown, 2002: 5).  The very fact that people are now potentially always contactable marks an important turning point in the development of electronic communication and thus creates a new area for ongoing academic research.
This study focuses upon observations of mobile phone use and the ways in which users employ their mobile phones whilst socially involved in a group or pair.  The controversial technological determinist Marshall McLuhan claimed that ‘all media work us over completely’ (McLuhan, 2001:26).  The aim of this paper is to investigate to what extent this is true with regards to the mobile phone, and to look at how users select calls when in the presence of others using the affordances and constraints of the technology.  The degree to which the mobile phone became a part of the social context and in particular the way in which participants in a group or pair responded to the interruption of a mobile phone conversation was the central focus of the study.  Puro states that ‘one of the most distinctive characteristics of a mobile phone is that it privatises public places’ (Katz, 2002: 23).  I wanted to see to what extent the participants became involved with the mobile phone call and the way in which they limited privatisation of the public sphere.  I investigated this area by looking at the role of the ‘spectator’ in addition to the mobile phone user.
Methodology
The research was conducted in two stages; the observational study (which is the focus of this paper) and a survey of mobile phone users.  The survey consisted of a questionnaire focused to encourage ‘easy to analyse’ quantitative results and dialogue with individuals to provide further in-depth qualitative responses capable of justifying the numerical data.  Existing research of academics in the field was also consulted allowing me to draw on existing studies and develop a framework for analysis of observations.
Three observation sessions were performed to ensure a range of situations were covered.  One was at Center Parcs Sherwood Forest Holiday Village on New Year’s Eve both in the staff room and village square area, one was at Birmingham International airport and one was on holiday in the Canary Islands.  During the observations I took into account the personal demographics of each user to allow me a platform on which to analyse the data and make links between personal circumstance and usage.
The questionnaire was conducted online where fifty participants from a range of different demographic backgrounds were invited to take part via a web link sent by e-mail.  It is important to note however, that such a survey will only take into account the person’s own perception of their usage habits.  Therefore, I have used the information for the sole purpose of supporting my observations (and eradicating any possible anomalies) as well as highlighting possible areas for further academic research.  The online nature of the questionnaire allowed me to collect an adequate amount of data quickly and target specific questions at participants depending on the demographic information they submitted.
Observations & Survey Results
I observed twenty-eight situations throughout the course of the study and noted fifteen situations in which a mobile phone actively interrupted dialogue between people because of a participant receiving a voice call or text message during the conversation.  Of these fifteen situations, eight instances were witnessed within groups of between three and eight people, and seven instances were witnessed between pairs.
To help analyse the observations it is important that we have an understanding of the different identities involved in a telephone conversation and their role in progression.  The terms used by most academics when analysing data are that of the ‘caller’, ‘answerer’ and ‘called’.  Hutchby considers the answerer of the telephone call at a disadvantage.  In Conversation and Technology he notes ‘the caller knows who they are trying to call, and why they are doing so… the answerer knows nothing on either count’ (Hutchby, 2001: 111).  Whilst I support this model, I would like to propose that the extent to which this concept is true has changed with the invention of the mobile phone.  The possibility to monitor then selectively answer or reject incoming calls by using the caller identification function featured on most mobile phones has changed the traditional role of answerer.  Furthermore, the extent to which mobile phones are individual to the user, unlike the shared domestic phone, suggests a decrease in situations where the ‘answerer’ is not the ‘called’.  These key differences between the domestic phone and mobile phone can help us to identify a merging of the role of ‘answerer’ and ‘called’.  I also propose for the purpose of through analysis in this paper, a secondary identity in mobile phone conversations; that of the ‘spectator’.
It was immediately obvious that the mobile phone became more of an interruption when a conversation only involved two people.  With both participants relying on the other to sustain dialogue, as soon as one participant was withdrawn, the conversation ceased temporarily.  Interestingly, in five of the situations the spectator resorted to using their mobile phone to send text messages, play games or start voice calls of their own.  We could propose two reasons behind this.  Firstly, the spectator may be trying to find a diversion or distraction to keep them entertained for the duration of the interruption.  Secondly, the spectator may be trying to confirm to the mobile phone user that they are aware of the need to distance themselves socially from the user to respect their privacy.  Privacy is a concept which many people hold in high regard and as such the spectator in the conversations which I observed would often try to find distractions.  There were two situations, however, where the spectator was invited to join in the mobile phone conversation.  In one instance, the mobile phone user selected the speakerphone function so that the spectator could be involved.  Interestingly, in both instances the mobile phone users and spectators were female.  This would support the idea that female users are more aware of the need to involve the spectator to prevent feelings of seclusion.  As Plant acknowledges, ‘a ringing phone demands a response… and provokes a sense of expectation’ (Plant, 2000: 30) that many mobile phone users admitted to finding hard to resist and ignore even if socially involved in another activity.
For analysing the response of the call recipient in the situations mentioned above I used the framework put forward in a report for Motorola by Dr Sadie Plant.  Plant suggests that a phone call is usually met with one of three responses.  ‘Flight’, where users immediately find their own private space and cease other social activity; ‘suspension’, in which users stay put but cut themselves off from their environment; and ‘persistence’, in which users stay put and engaged with any other activity they were carrying out prior to the call.
Table 1: The following chart was constructed using results from the question ‘Do you ever feel embarrassed to use your mobile phone in public?’  The graph was calculated with ‘no’ votes counting as +1 and ‘yes’ votes counting as -1
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I noted that of the seven instances involving couples, male voice call recipients were far more likely to take ‘flight’ when faced with the prospect of a voice call than women who usually appeared comfortable to suspend conversation temporarily to deal with a voice call.  This is also true of when we look at the results from the survey (see Table 1).  It is important to note however, that in a majority of the cases observed, women did appear more concerned about alienating the spectator than their male counterparts.  By attempting to involve them in some way either through direct vocal input or visual hand gestures, women seemed more aware of the need for the spectator to be reassured.  Paralinguistic body language such as a shrugging of the shoulders and frequent eye contact with the spectator, allowed the female recipient to show that the call length was being kept to a minimum without disrupting the voice call.  Though, as Ling notes ‘the potential for non-verbal communication is limited when interacting telephonically’ (Ling, 2002) due to the concentration that sustaining a conversation over the phone demands.
Plant describes how some mobile phone users exploit voice calls for the purpose of self display.  She explains how some mobile phone users ‘make a virtue of the lack of privacy, enjoying and exploiting the presence of third parties’ on which they are provided with an excuse to broadcast information to a ‘captive audience’ (Plant, 2000: 49).  Despite not seeing any obvious signs of this behaviour in any of the cases I observed, it is an interesting and important point to consider when analysing cases where users stay put.

When asked how they would respond to a mobile phone call if they were involved in a conversation with one other person, 60% of the thirty-eight questionnaire respondents chose options which involved dealing with the phone call in a private place or at a later time.  When we divide these results into gender groups, the questionnaire results appeared to support the notion that women on the whole, were more concerned about alienating the spectator because only 25% of female respondents opted to answer the call immediately as opposed to 43% of male respondents.  This question does not take into account whether participants then move to their own private space or shorten their calls but does support the idea that in general female mobile phone users are more considerate and aware of the spectator.
Table 2
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As part of a group, mobile phone users were more likely to answer a mobile phone call.  With 51% opting to answer the call and a further 23% opting to respond either by rejecting the call then finding a private place and calling back immediately or sending a text message, mobile phone users appear more comfortable answering in the presence of others when more than one person is present.  This was not only true of the questionnaire statistics but also of the observational study.
Of the eight instances observed with groups of between three and eight people, spectators only resorted to using their own mobiles in two of the groups (incidentally the smaller ones).  In the other six groups, spectators continued the conversation for the duration of the mobile phone call.

As mentioned previously, when a mobile phone user receives a text a message or voice call, they are able to respond in one of two ways: to answer and respond immediately or to reject.  This is an important factor in determining when a mobile phone is allowed to intrude and in effect, replace a conversation.  The following paragraphs demonstrate the affordances and constraints of the technology and look at the issues surrounding prioritising disruptions and selecting responses.
On 5th January 2005, the Daily Mail reported an article about a student who had vanished on New Year’s Eve and the role her mobile phone had played in piecing together the missing bits of information surrounding her disappearance.  Several comments are made by her friends about the text messages they had received from her pleading for help.  One friend notes ‘I thought Sally was a bit drunk and had got a bit lost, because as there was an “x” on the message it didn’t seem that urgent.’  This statement suggests that without the paralinguistic features found in face-to-face conversation the message is in some ways unclear in its meaning or tone.  It appears that the constraints of the mobile phone can in some cases make utterances much harder to interpret than if they had been communicated via traditional face-to-face discussion.  The reason for this increased ambiguity could be due to the fact that we ‘lack the rich range of cues [found] in face-to-face conversation’ (Chandler, 1994) and the ability to use context in our judgment.  This is all too apparent in voice messages but even more so in text messages where recipients rely on variation in pitch and tone to be made visual (in the form of texts, pictures and emoticons) which can lead to misinterpretation, particularly as this is a new technology which is still to fully develop a set of recognised generic codes and conventions.  As Peter Trudgill comments in his book Sociolinguistics, ‘all societies, everywhere in the world, have rules about the way in which language should be used in social interaction’ (Trudgill, 2000: 113).  I believe that this is certainly true of new technologies, and in particular text based media, where language is being used as a replacement for vocal cues to anchor the meaning of communication.  For instance, the term ‘LOL’ meaning ‘laugh out loud’ and emoticons to ensure the recipient is ‘clear’ on the way in which a statement is expressed.  A mobile phone user may use this information to prioritise a call and decide whether to respond immediately or reject and deal with later. 
Conclusion
The main objectives of the study were to investigate the ways in which the mobile phone had gained a central part into our everyday social routine.  This was achieved by looking at two main areas.   Firstly, the ways in which mobile phone users employ the technology around other people and a brief look at the affordances and constraints that allow users to select calls to answer.  And secondly, the ways in which people dealt with the concept of privacy.
Mobile phone technology allows users to monitor and select calls.  Katz comments ‘in the presence of others [mobile phone use] lends itself to a certain social absence where there is little room for other social contacts… the speaker may be physically present, but his or her mental orientation is towards some who is unseen’ (Katz, 2002: 23).  When a mobile phone user decides to accept a call they are temporarily cutting themselves off from their physical social world.
In closing, I have highlighted a number of areas where men and women communicate in different ways as part of a pair or group.  Male users seemed more concerned over privacy when answering in the company of others, often opting to take calls in a private space.  Female users appeared more concerned about alienating the spectator, often maintaining eye contact to ensure the spectator was not feeling isolated.
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