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Preface 

In the past several decades, mobile phones have given humans the power to 

expand their social surroundings beyond those with whom they are physically present. 

Although these devices were initially designed to enhance relationships with others, they 

may also be simultaneously interfering with social capabilities and diluting the quality of 

interactions. This study investigated the nature of this transformation through an 

ethnography of cell phone use in social settings. Use of cell phones was recorded in 60 

groups of restaurant patrons, yielding both quantitative and qualitative data. A detailed 

comparison between data patterns and the social norms described by early sociologists 

reveals the manner in which these standards are failing to be met and offers evidence 

regarding why such a shift has occurred. 
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Can You Hear Me Now?  

The Impact of Cell Phones on Social Interaction 

One of the key characteristics that distinguish humans from other species is the 

use of tools. In fact, anthropologists believe that the development of tools was a crucial 

factor in the evolution of mankind (Lilley, 1966). Until recently, tools have been used 

primarily as physical extensions of the self to achieve goals that humans alone cannot. 

Within the last two centuries, however, the development of technology has allowed for 

tools to combine with another distinguishing feature of mankind: language. The merging 

of tools and communication in the forms of telegraphs, radios, and telephones gave 

humans the ability to expand their social surroundings beyond those who are physically 

present. The invention of the cell phone, moreover, provided a virtually limitless social 

sphere which can be accessed from almost anywhere at any time.  

The first handheld cell phone was created in 1973, weighing over two pounds and 

capable of only 30 minutes of talk time (Cooper, 1975). Over the course of the next 40 

years, the cell phone became smaller, more stylish in looks and more advanced and 

diverse in its functions. The capabilities of mobile phones grew to include the Short 

Messaging System (SMS, more commonly known as text messaging), music players, 

cameras, calendars, and games. With the growth of cell phone features came the 

expansion of the mobile market, and by the year 2003, there were more mobile phone 

subscriptions than there were landline subscriptions (Ling, 2004). Now two out of every 

five homes rely exclusively on cell phones (Blumberg & Luke, 2013). 
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 In the last decade, a distinction has been made between feature phones with 

“basic” features and “smartphones” equipped with high-resolution touch-screens, GPS 

navigation, downloadable applications, and mobile Internet functions (Zheng & Ni, 

2006). These phones are intuitively simple to use, aesthetically pleasing, and mobile, 

encouraging bonds between users and their phones. Furthermore, because smartphones 

are equipped with data plans that allow phones to connect to the Internet at any time and 

in any location, they not only extend the user’s social sphere, but also expand 

opportunities for entertainment, work, and information. By 2013, more smartphones were 

sold than their traditional predecessors  (IDC, 2013) and now over half of all American 

adults own a smartphone (Smith, 2013).  

Although phones were initially designed to enhance our relationships with others, 

the reality is that they may be simultaneously interfering with our social capabilities and 

diluting the quality of our interactions. With the popularity and mobility of the 

smartphone, an alternative virtual universe accompanies people in many of their real life 

social relations, tempting owners to use them even while talking to someone face-to-face. 

It was not always like this. Before the cell phone, people did not skim through work 

documents at the dinner table, entertain themselves with solitaire while snuggling in bed, 

or simultaneously converse with another person across the room of a restaurant. Yet with 

the smartphone, people can discretely engage in all of these activities through a single 

device, resulting in an apparent ambiguity regarding social norms and where these 

devices fit into them. In what ways have our social norms shifted to allow all of these 

behaviors to occur through our smartphones? What is the extent of this transformation 
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and how does it impact our interactions with those who are present in real life? It seems 

that just as tools once enhanced our physical evolution, electronically mediated 

communication is now triggering a transformation of our social spheres and a degradation 

of the interpersonal relationships within them.  

 In order to study the nature of this transformation, one must first consider the 

norms of social interaction, specifically, the rules of interaction rituals that govern how 

people engage socially with others, and how cell phones either enhance or inhibit their 

execution. Sociologist Randall Collins (2004) defines a ritual as a “mechanism of 

mutually focused emotion and attention producing a momentary shared reality which 

thereby generates solidarity and symbols of group membership” (p. 7). In other words, an 

interaction ritual requires two or more people to be convened in the same physical 

setting, with some sort of boundary (real or implied) that separates them from other 

groups, a mutual awareness, common mood, and a shared source of attention (Ling, 

2008). It is the mutual understanding of the other’s engagement that is key to 

engendering social cohesion. If one is attentive to the interaction but the other is not, then 

the participants cannot be truly interacting as their common locus of attention has 

temporarily dissolved. 

 In some situations, the phone can be a source of mutual engagement and 

contribute to social cohesion (Ling, 2008); for example, users can share content or take 

pictures, thereby directing the course of conversation and promoting social solidarity. 

This is no different from showing someone a picture of a pet or sharing a magazine 

article with a friend. But with the capabilities of a smartphone, one has an unlimited 
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source of information, allowing for a potentially continuous stream of material to 

discover and share. 

 When attention on the phone is not shared, however, it can lead to a breach in the 

interaction due to the fact that one’s focus cannot be evenly distributed between two 

sources. Rather focus is automatically and subconsciously divided into dominant and 

subordinate involvements (Goffman, 1963). In a social situation, a dominant involvement 

requires an individual to be fully engaged and prepared to interact. They can typically be 

sustained unthinkingly for long periods of time (Goffman, 1963). Because this does not 

require a large amount of cognitive effort, an individual is able to simultaneously engage 

in another activity, although less attentively. This is the subordinate involvement, one that 

the individual can only maintain to the degree that his attention is not absorbed by the 

dominant activity (Goffman, 1963). Such activities can be carried out without much 

commitment and may be used in a more discontinuous fashion, allowing them to be 

picked up and put aside while one attends the dominant involvement. The dialogue 

between dominant and subordinate activities is illustrated when one is tuned into a 

television program while knitting a scarf or when writing a paper while sipping coffee. 

Cell phones are an ideal subordinate activity that can slyly enter breaks of social 

inactivity (Ito, Okabe, & Matsuda, 2005). For example, asynchronous communication via 

text message can provide temporary engrossment during lulls in conversation.  

 Phones can also be deliberately interjected into social settings to draw attention 

away from a failed interaction (Taylor, 2005). Though it marks a breach in mutual 

engagement, glancing at one’s phone can provide a break from the joint attention, just as 
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taking a drink during a gap in conversation eases the tension of a pause in the interaction. 

The difference between these two diversions is that a phone requires a greater shift in 

attention that can be more prolonged than a few sips of a drink. After a person puts the 

drink down, he is once again faced with the task of engaging with the individual across 

from him. For a longer break one might physically pardon themselves from the social 

setting and escape to the bathroom. But because smartphones can provide unlimited 

streams of novel and entertaining material, someone can “escape” for minutes at a time 

and leave the co-present behind. 

 It is in moments like these when a cell phone threatens to become a barrier to 

interaction by becoming the dominant involvement and absorbing more of an individual’s 

attention than the co-present. The phone can impose itself at any moment during an 

interaction, causing the distribution of focus to quickly shift toward one’s device. If 

simultaneously engaging with the co-present and with a phone, which interaction is 

dominant? Do people sacrifice a conversation in the present for an electronic notification 

awaiting their response? When phones enter the social sphere, people’s engagements and 

moods may be shared more with their mobile devices than with the co-present.  

 How does this shift in dominance affect the present social scene when users are 

there physically but their attention is elsewhere? In The Presentation of Self in Everyday 

Life, author Erving Goffman describes the social individual as an actor performing on 

different stages. On the front stage, the actor performs for a specific audience, adhering to 

the standards of the social context (Goffman, 1959). In an interaction ritual, an individual 

“performs” for the co-present on the front stage. On Goffman’s back stage, the actor is 
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present but there is no audience. The actor can step out of character without disrupting 

the performance, allowing him to engage in any informal actions that may have been 

censored on the front stage (Goffman, 1959). Typically people attend to backstage 

activities when not acting in scenes on the main stage, out of consideration for their 

audiences. 

 When studying behavioral responses to public phone use, Goffman observed that 

when an individual made a phone call, the co-present took a stance of what Goffman 

labeled “civil inattention,” giving the user the courtesy to take care of this “backstage 

business” in his presence (Goffman, 1963). Taking the stance of being otherwise engaged 

allows social cohesion to be revived when the phone interaction has ended. 

The nature of civil inattention may have changed since Goffman’s time as cell 

phones have increased in popularity and in their functions. When using a mobile phone, it 

is difficult for the co-present to determine whether the user is texting, commenting on a 

photo, or browsing the Internet, and thus whether or not he requires privacy. Regardless 

of the activity, she should be able to understand that her partner’s attention is focused 

elsewhere and that she should either wait patiently until the user “returns” or find another 

way to occupy herself.  

Phone users may understand this as well, and can take advantage of this pattern to 

use the phone as a request for civil inattention, thereby allowing them to remove 

themselves from the demands of the interaction (Ling, 2008). Oftentimes, however, the 

user may not even be aware of this shift in attention. Because the majority of the user’s 

focus is on the cell phone, his concentration on the physical surroundings, and the people 
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around him, is reduced. In other words, the present is placed into the background and the 

absent into the foreground. 

 This inattentiveness can occur when users lack public self-awareness: the 

recognition of the aspects displayed to the public. When publicly self-aware, people 

usually present themselves ways that adhere to social expectations of behavior 

(Fenigstein, Scheier, & Buss, 1975). Thus, the answer to the breaking and bending of 

social norms lies in attention. As William James said, over 100 years ago, attention 

“implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others” (1890, p. 

403). 

 In the norms of social interaction, attention is signaled by one’s social presence, 

or one’s degree of salience of the co-present (Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976). Face-to-

face interaction allows for the most social presence, while written and text-based 

communications allow for the least amount of social presence, due in part to the lack of 

immediacy in the latter medium. Immediacy measures the psychological distance 

between two people (Gunawardena, 1995), indicated through behaviors such as nodding 

and smiling, turn-taking, and verbal expressions that acknowledge awareness of the 

social partner and enhance intimacy. Biocca and Harms (2002) specify three levels of 

social presence: (1) the perceptual level, consisting of a basic awareness of the other 

individual’s presence, is a necessary level, but not sufficient to achieve social presence. 

The subjective level (2) involves the individual’s understanding of the other’s behavioral 

intentions and psychological state. Lastly, the intersubjective level (3) is the individual’s 

awareness of his partner’s reciprocated social presence (Biocca & Harms, 2002). When a 
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cell phone is introduced to the scene, it may not be possible to advance to even the 

second level of social presence. If a phones are absorbing users’ attention, can they really 

be aware of the co-present’s current behavioral and psychological conditions? And can 

they really be aware of their partners’ social presence if they themselves are not socially 

present? 

It is through the diminishing of capacity for social presence, and therefore social 

presence and interaction, that cell phones challenge and transform the social norms 

described by the early sociologists. However, this presumption is thus far formed on a 

theoretical foundation. To support this conclusion, it must be supplemented with data 

from observations of real interactions of people with cell phones in social settings. I 

gathered such data by acting as an anthropologist would in studying man and his tools. 

For two weeks, I conducted an ethnography of how people interact with their phones in 

social settings. I then compared the findings of my observations to social theories that 

were established before the emergence of mobile phones. Gaining an understanding of 

how the mobile phone has altered social norms may provide insight into why humans are 

so tempted by the virtual and how they can return to reality. 

In assessing how cell phone use might impact the previously discussed social 

theories, I evaluated the following hypotheses: 

1) Decreased social solidarity. When at least one person is using a cell phone, 

the group will not be able to sustain mutual engrossment, causing a breach in 

the interaction ritual. Such a breach might be evidenced by open phone use in 

which the user is unable to share attention, mood, or engrossment with the co-
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present. One exception to this may be seen when content on the phone is 

shared, providing a source of joint attention, although this implies that a 

person has been using the phone on his own some time before sharing. 

2) Shifts in dominant and subordinate involvements. Because the cell phone 

can absorb the user’s attention for prolonged periods of time, it may become 

the dominant interaction and leave only enough attention to interact with the 

co-present on a subordinate level. As a result, users may exhibit 

inattentiveness to the co-present as they give the larger portion of their focus 

to their devices. As phone use becomes more frequent, the co-present may 

have to display more civil inattention or find other ways to occupy himself 

while the phone user is withdrawn from the interaction. 

3) Decreased ability to reach levels of social presence.  Most cell phone users 

should be able to attain the first perceptual level by simply being aware of 

others’ presence, as evidenced by gestures of immediacy such as eye contact 

or verbal exchange. However there may be variability in the number of people 

who are able to understand the co-present’s behavioral and psychological 

intentions in the subjective level, perhaps depending on how much of their 

focus is on their phones. This would be indicated by the degree to which users 

actually interact with the co-present. If the majority of their interactions are 

with their phones, then they will be less likely to detect psychological or 

behavioral intentions. Fewer people will be able to reach the intersubjective 
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level due to the fact that while using their phones, they themselves cannot be 

fully socially present. 

Method 

Participants 

 Data were gathered from a convenience sample of customers at two restaurants 

and a food court in Southwest Florida. To be included in the observations, the participants 

had to be in a group of at least two people and had to have at least one cell phone visible. 

A total of 60 groups were observed: 36 groups of 2 people, 13 groups of 3, 8 groups of 4, 

and 3 groups of 5, yielding a total of 158 participants. There were 53 males in the sample, 

101 females, and 4 whose gender could not be discerned. The precise ages of the 

participants could not be recorded; rather, participants were categorized into four age 

groups: preadolescent children (n=27), younger adults (n=69), older adults (n=60), and 

elderly (n=2). No other demographic information was documented in this study. 

Materials  

 A coding sheet was devised to record observational data. Interval recording was 

used, during which behaviors were noted as present or not present in one-minute intervals 

for 20 minutes. Behaviors recorded on a minute-by-minute basis included different types 

of interactions with and positions of cell phones: (1) the phone was out of sight 

(“hidden”), implying that person had no phone with her or that she had put the phone 

away into a pocket or purse; (2) the phone was visible but not in use, (“idle”)—either on 

the table, in the user’s hand, or in the user’s lap;  (3) any behavior suggesting “checking” 

the phone such as briefly looking at the phone, quickly picking up, looking at, and putting 
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down the phone, pressing a button before quickly glancing at and looking away from the 

phone, or pulling the phone out, glancing at it, and putting it away again; (4) actively 

engaging with the phone either openly or discretely (“using”). Open use occurred when 

an individual was typing on the keypad, tapping on the screen, swiping or scrolling on the 

screen, or taking pictures in full view of the other people present. Discrete use occurred 

when an individual engaged with the phone in her lap, behind an object, or under the 

table, hidden from those present. Finally, (5) “calling” specified that the user had her 

phone held to her ear and (6) “sharing” was defined by an individual showing at least one 

other person something on her phone. 

 Other data included the size of the group, participants’ genders, ages, and the 

types of phones that they used. Smartphones were phones with a full touch-screen and 

feature phones included flip-phones, phones with a sliding keyboard, and “candy bar” 

style phones. Occasionally tablets were recorded when people were seen interacting with 

a large touch-screen device. 

Procedure  

 The first eight groups were recorded at two different casual dining locations. The 

managers granted me permission to remain at their establishments for a prolonged period 

of time to conduct an observational study. I sat at a table with the best visibility of other 

groups at the restaurant. I first recorded the demographic variables and then began a timer 

to mark each minute that passed. Every minute, I documented the behaviors that each 

group member exhibited within the next sixty seconds. If a person engaged in more than 



CELL PHONES AND SOCIAL INTERACTION  
!   13

one type of behavior within the same minute, both behaviors were recorded. Data were 

recorded either until the group left its table or until twenty minutes had passed. 

The remaining 52 groups were observed at the food court at a local mall where 

groups frequently came and went and where it was acceptable for me to move around to 

different tables. At the food court, I sought groups of two people or more in which at least 

one cell phone was visible. I sat at a table close enough to view each member of the 

group and recorded their activity until the group left or until twenty minutes had passed. 

When I completed observations for one group, I moved to a new location where the next 

qualified group was seated and commenced a new set of observations. Data were 

gathered at this food court for seven days in three-hour sessions. 

 Once the observations were completed, the data from each participant were 

converted into percentages of the total time of the observation and then analyzed using 

IBM SPSS Statistics ®.   

Results and Discussion 

 The descriptive statistics alone revealed a significant shift in social norms and the 

acceptance of phones amidst social interaction. On average, open phone use (including 

phone calls) occurred about 36% of the time (M = .36, SD = .36). Even when people were 

not actively engaging in activities on their phones, the devices were still visible in an idle 

position (in one’s hand, lap, or on the table) for an average of 45% of the time (M = .45, 

SD = .38). Rarely did people use their phones discretely, 0.06% of the time on average (M 

= .006, SD = .06).  Excluding other forms of phone use, such as sharing and checking, 
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phones were absent from social interactions for an average of only 10% of the time (M = .

10, SD = .23). See Tables 1 and 2 for a complete list of descriptive statistics and 

correlations of cell phone positions and behaviors. 

Variation in Phone Use 

There were several factors that influenced how people used their phones, 

including group size, gender, age, dining setting, and phone type.  

Group size. The size of the group was negatively correlated with both open use, 

r(156) = -.21, p = .008 and idle positioning of the phone, r(156) = -.20, p = .013. In other 

words, as the group size increased, the percentages of open use and idle positioning 

decreased. Independent samples t-tests comparing dyads with groups of three and larger 

were used to investigate this relationship. On average, dyads showed a significantly 

higher percentage of open phone use than did groups of three or more, t(156) = 2.72, p = .

007. They also had their phones in an idle position significantly more than did groups of 

three or greater, t(156) = 2.51, p = .013. See Figure 3 for means and standard deviations.  

These results are the opposite of what I would have expected. As the size of a 

group increases, deindividuation can occur, causing a decreased concern for values and 

social evaluation due to reduced self-focused attention (Diener & Wallbom, 1976). I 

suspected that in larger groups, more people would sneak their phones into the interaction 

because fewer people would be paying attention to them. In a dyad, by comparison, all 

attention would be focused on the other person.  

However, if social norms have been altered to accept open cell phone use, 

people’s usage of their devices may be dictated more by internal desires than by external 
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approval. As such, one could explain these differences in behavior as being a 

consequence of the distribution of attention that occurs as the number of people in a 

group increases. In a larger group, there are multiple sources of attention, and interaction 

is less likely to fail due to the greater number of opportunities for conversation. Should an 

interaction fail, another may commence or resume with one or more other persons. In a 

dyad, however, there is only one person with whom to interact. If a lull in interaction 

occurs, the next alternative for stimulation is the device resting in one’s lap, hands, or on 

the table.  

Gender. An independent samples t-test revealed gender differences in the use of 

cell phones, with women generally interacting with their phones more than men. 

Specifically, on average women openly used phones more often than men, t(152) = -2.06, 

p = .041. They also had their phones out on the table significantly more than men did, 

t(152), -2.09, p = .038. See Figure 1 for means and standard deviations.  

Age. Excluding the data on the elderly participants (n = 2), a one-way ANOVA 

indicated that children generally engaged with phones significantly less than younger 

adults and older adults, F(2, 153) = 11.2, p < .001 (η2 = .13). Children typically did not 

have their own phones, but their behavior toward parents’ and siblings’ phones suggest a 

curiosity toward the entertaining devices, often looking on at the other group members’ 

phones. In one group, a father gave his son his phone so that he may occupy himself. The 

boy was then on the phone for the remaining 10 minutes of the observation. In most 

groups with children, however, the phone proved to be more of a barrier between children 

and older members who were engaged with their phones. At one restaurant, a mother had 
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her ear buds in for 35% of the time while interacting with her phone for 45% of the time. 

The woman’s husband was similarly engaged, openly using his phone for 55% of the 

time. Their daughter sat across from them, fidgeting and talking to parents who did not 

respond. In another group, a pair at the food court was barely talking. Person A was 

immersed in her tablet, looking up from it infrequently and briefly, sometimes 

participating in conversation while still looking at her screen. Person B was disengaged, 

staring off or occasionally looking on at Person A’s tablet. Person A was a mother, Person 

B her child. One father even swiped through his smartphone while bottle-feeding his 

baby.  

To observe this level of engrossment in older adults illustrates the rapid 

acceptance and adoption of cell phone use in social settings, even among those who did 

not “grow up” with them. An ANOVA did reveal a significant difference in open use, F(2, 

153) = 11.12, p < .001 (η2 = .12), with Tukey’s HSD indicating that on average, younger 

adults openly used their phones (M = .47, SD = .29) significantly more than older adults 

(M = .32, SD = .33). While older adults openly used their phones less than younger 

adults, they still used them for about 32% of the time on average. Furthermore, there was 

no significant difference between the average time older adults’ and younger adults’ 

phones were in an idle position. These results indicate that in this sample, older adults 

may still have acknowledged the social norms they conformed to before the emergence of 

cell phones, but many had assimilated the cell phone into their social interactions almost 

as much as the young adults who grew up alongside mobile technology.  
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Setting. An independent samples t-test indicated that in the present sample people 

generally adhered more closely to classic social norms in a formal dining setting than in 

the food court, t(29.4) = -3.01, p = .006. Although equal variances were not assumed due 

to the difference in sample sizes, people still made calls, checked their phones, held 

phones in their hands, and openly used their phones on average more often in the food 

court than in the restaurants. See Table 3 for means and standard deviations.  

Why is it that people used their phones less frequently in restaurants than in an 

informal food court? One reason is that people may have actually felt the need to behave 

according to more standard social norms. Because people intentionally go to a restaurant 

to be in a social environment with close others, they may therefore feel inclined to give 

more attention to the people with whom they made plans. At a mall food court, however, 

grabbing a bite to eat is often just a side activity to shopping. Yet a closer look at my 

observations reveals that the presence of phones in restaurants still had a way of 

regulating the pattern of social interactions. In the more formal dining settings, people 

used their phones while they waited for their food to arrive, placed them on the table 

while they ate, and then resumed activities on their phones when they finished eating. It 

is likely that attention is moderating this pattern. When patrons received the food that 

they came to the restaurant to eat, their attention shifted toward the meal they ordered. 

But while waiting for and after finishing their meals, the food was no longer there to 

serve as a distraction from a lull in interaction, especially while others were still eating. 

Phone type. Out of all the groups observed, 118 people used smart phones in 

comparison to the 5 feature phone users; 35 people were observed without the presence 
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of any cell phone. An independent samples t-test indicated that the average percentage of 

time feature phone users spent openly using their devices (M = .06, SD = .07) was 

significantly lower than smartphone users (M = .46, SD = .33), t(14.36) = 9.03, p < .01. 

Not only did feature phone users spend less time using their phones in front of the co-

present, but they also had their phones hidden from view (M = .39, SD = .39) 

significantly more than people using smartphones (M = .12, SD = .25), t(121) = -2.22, p = 

.028.   

Although equal variances were not assumed in this analysis, the results are still 

significant and demonstrate a difference in usage patterns between the two phones. The 

wide gap of capabilities between smartphones and feature phones may explain why 

feature phone users choose to use their phones less, if at all. With data plans becoming 

more affordable, people have potentially unlimited access to content through applications 

and the Internet, in addition to basic features. They may start using the phone by checking 

the time or a text message, but could also effortlessly check their social media 

applications, like Facebook® or Twitter™ during the same session of use. Likewise, they 

may use the Internet to look up any number of topics and easily get sidetracked by 

YouTube™ videos and news outlets. The primary characteristic that distinguishes 

smartphones from feature phones is their ability to provide an endless stream of novelty. 

This makes it easier for users to become absorbed in the simple gestures of swiping and 

scrolling through pages of infinite content.  

Qualitative observations imply that feature phone users might also adhere more 

closely to social norms by using their phones more discretely. In one group, for example, 
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a preteen with a feature phone used it discretely in all instances of use, looking down at 

his lap as he typed. But is this any better than holding his phone out in front of him? 

While the less captivating feature phones may deter users from interacting with them as 

often or openly in social situations, they still caused a breach in the interaction ritual. 

Cell Phones and Social Solidarity 

Although patrons interacted with their phones for an average of 36% of the time, 

for 64% of the time they were not fully engrossed in their phones, allowing for ample 

opportunities to engage in interaction rituals. However, the mere presence of the phone 

both altered and impeded the achievement of social interaction. Groups may have been in 

the same physical setting, but as predicted in the first hypothesis, Collin’s (2004) other 

specifications of mutual attention, mood, and engagement were not necessarily executed 

as he once described them to be. 

As expected, the phone was sometimes used as a source of mutual attention as 

group members spent an average of 5% of the time sharing material on their devices (M = 

.05, SD = .14). In these cases, the phone engendered interaction as people looked at and 

discussed content on others’ devices. However, the percentage of time spent sharing was 

also correlated with the percent of open use, r(156) = .27, p = .001, indicating that when 

people shared content on their phones, they were also likely to spend time openly using 

them on their own. In one observation, a young couple sat together while they ate their 

food. When the man finished eating, he picked up his phone and proceeded to use it for 

the rest of the period. He shared something with the woman sitting with him at least once 

each minute, and then immediately went back to his own world of scrolling through 
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content. This demonstrates the prediction that because of the unlimited content available 

on smartphones, a person can continue searching through an infinite flow of information 

and become more absorbed in the novelties of the phone than in conversation with those 

present. It is possible that people shared what was on their screen in an attempt to include 

the person with whom they were dining. In some instances of open use, however, briefly 

sharing content on the phone was the only time that individuals connected with one 

another. At one table, two people appeared to be playing games on their phones the entire 

time, pausing infrequently to compare their screens. Only in these moments did they look 

up from their phones and make eye contact.  

Without a well-established source of mutual attention, it was difficult for groups 

of people to engender a shared mood. This was made even more difficult when people 

could not even achieve mutual engrossment. If people were using phones for over a third 

of the time on average, it is clear that their attention could not have been fully focused on 

one another for very long, if at all. This evidence supports the first hypothesis, that cell 

phone use would diminish users’ capacity to achieve interaction rituals. In one dyad, for 

example, two women were both using devices, one a smartphone and the other a tablet. 

They were equally absorbed in their devices, openly using them simultaneously for 92% 

of the time—every minute but one in the 14 minutes they spent together.  

Cell Phones and Division of Involvement 

This skew in attention is better described in terms of dominant and subordinate 

involvement (Goffman, 1963). As previously mentioned, a social dominant involvement 

calls for individuals to not only be fully engaged, but prepared to interact. When people 
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were not sharing attention, like in the previous example and in other observations of cell 

phone use, one or more people were only partially engaged because their dominant 

involvements were with their phones. Their eyes were making nearly unbroken contact 

with the screen, and they were more than just prepared to interact with their phones 

because they were controlling the interaction. The reason that the phone frequently 

became the object of dominant interactions may lie in the nature of the phones 

themselves. Because they are captivating, ever-present, and obedient to their owners’ 

commands, sustaining interaction with a phone may be preferable to expending the effort 

of establishing shared attention, mood, and engrossment with the co-present.  

When an individual is this engrossed in his phone, the interaction with the co-

present becomes subordinate and is sustained only to the degree that the person’s 

attention is not occupied by his phone. In a dyad of teenage girls, Person A had her phone 

in front of her face even as she ate her food. Person B said something to her. After a few 

seconds delay, Person A said, “What?” but was still gazing at her phone. She had enough 

awareness of the interlocutor to hear she had said something and to ask her to repeat it, 

but did not have enough attention devoted to her to notice the content of what she said or 

even enough social awareness to look up from her phone. 

 Following this logic, in all cases of open phone use, the device becomes the 

dominant interaction and the co-present the subordinate, thus supporting the second 

hypothesis that the majority of a user’s attention may be given to the phone. “Backstage 

business” has been brought to the front stage (Goffman, 1959), and the audience has two 

choices of how to behave, as described in a group consisting of a mother and her two 
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sons. The mother was on her smartphone for 89% of the time, rarely looking up when her 

boys tried to talk to her. The younger son sat in his chair completely disengaged, gazing 

around the food court, while the older brother eventually began to fidget with his non-

smartphone, switching between idle positions in his lap, on the table, and in his hand, 

openly using it during one minute.  

 The younger boy was exhibiting Goffman’s stance of civil inattention (1963), 

albeit in a different context. When Goffman first introduced the term, he described how 

people making telephone calls would typically request civil inattention, pardoning 

themselves from the co-present either verbally or by displaying body language such as 

turning themselves away or displaying a distant gaze (Goffman, 1963). However, because 

phones now permeate social interaction so frequently and often unannounced, civil 

inattention is no longer a courtesy dispensed until the user “returns.” Rather, it is a state 

that is forced upon the co-present. After trying but failing to establish an interaction 

ritual, the co-present may have no other choice but to sit idly and wait. Yet people can 

only stand by unoccupied for so long before they seek some kind of stimulation for 

themselves, and one does not have to look far if there is a cell phone available. The older 

son chose this option as he fidgeted with his phone. His activities were limited on his 

feature phone, but when people can resort to a smartphone, it is easy for them to occupy 

themselves to the point where it also becomes their dominant involvement, consequently 

perpetuating the adoption of open phone use in a social setting. 

 But what if the co-present does not even acknowledge that someone is using a 

phone? For example, in one group, Person B continually tried to make conversation with 
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Person A, even though the latter rarely even looked up from the phone that he was using 

for 95% of the time. Groups such as these demonstrate that because smartphones so 

frequently permeate social interactions, the back stage has begun to recede, merging with 

the front stage. As a result, the audience may no longer feel it necessary to display civil 

inattention and may very well attempt to interact with an individual as if he were fully 

attentive of the present. This pattern also reveals that the social expectations on the front 

stage have altered to allow this type of behavior to be performed before its audience. 

 In the two-thirds of the time that people were not openly using their phones, 

however, they had the potential to make those sitting with them their dominant 

involvement and the cell phone the subordinate. Although they may have been fully 

engaged and prepared to interact with the co-present, they could still focus a small part of 

their available attention on their phones in a subordinate involvement. This suggestion is 

supported by the observation that people had their phones in their hands, laps or on the 

table for an average of 45% of the time. The participants who had their phones in idle 

positions (n=110) used them openly for 45% of the time on average. In particular, the 

amount of time the phone was in a person’s hand was positively correlated with open use 

r(156) = .26, p = .001. The percentage of time phones were in an idle position was also 

positively correlated with the percentage of time spent checking the phone, r(156) = .38, 

p < .001, especially when on the table (35%) and in the hand (8%). A regression analysis 

of idle positions and open use strengthened this argument, indicating that approximately 

54% of open use was predicted by the phone being in a person’s hand. 
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 A higher percentage of phone use occurred when the phone was on the table or in 

the hand because when in these positions, the phone becomes more perceptually salient. 

When phones are out on the table, they are visual cues, inviting owners to check them 

using their spare attention. This behavior was a common occurrence in groups with 

people who kept their phones in their pockets. Having a bulky smartphone sitting in a 

pocket can be uncomfortable when sitting, so individuals frequently took their phones out 

of their pockets, set them on the table beside them, and into their awareness. Place the 

phone in the hand, and it is not only within one’s sight, but also within his or her grasp. 

When the phone was in this position, I observed that users did not always just hold or 

fidget with the phone, but actually had their hands already in position to use the phone 

either with one thumb hovering above the screen for swiping or two thumbs ready for 

typing.  

 Here, the transformation of social interactions diverges from Goffman’s (1963) 

clear-cut dominant and subordinate involvement. With phones on the table in front of 

them, or in their hands directly beneath their thumbs, people may not yet be engaging 

with the phone, but they are prepared to interact. As a result, their outward behavior may 

indicate that their attention is focused on the co-present, but their subconscious 

anticipation to use their phones indicates that their awareness is already waning in favor 

of their electronic companions. Consequently, a large portion of social interactions (90% 

in my particular sample) have been reduced to a state of limbo, caught between dominant 

and subordinate involvement where people are there, but not really there. This could not 

be demonstrated more clearly than by a group of two teenage girls who spent the entire 
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15 minutes of observation engaging in a cycle of placing their phones in an idle position, 

using them, sharing them, pausing for a brief moment, and then diving back into the 

infinite universe on their phones.  

Cell Phones and Social Presence 

 With incomplete attention on all sides of the social interaction, can social 

presence be preserved? A comparison between the present data and Biocca and 

Harms’ (2002) three levels of social presence illustrates that it is impeded by the cellular 

presence. The perceptual level, indicating basic awareness of the co-present, is generally 

met. In most cases there is at least some baseline of awareness ranging from occasional 

eye contact to full interaction rituals in which both present are mutually engaged. 

Contrary to my hypothesis, however, not all groups even reached the first level. In one 

group, for example, the two members were both engaged in their phones for the five 

minutes that I was watching them. They did not look up from their phones to 

acknowledge each other or even the untouched food in front of them. There was a 

complete lack of immediacy; nods, eye contact, occasional “yeah’s” or “mhmm’s” that 

engender intimacy, were absent. In this group and several others, it was as if the 

individuals at the table were completely alone.  

 The subjective level of social presence (Biocca & Harms, 2002), or the 

understanding of the co-present’s behavioral intentions and psychological state, is 

difficult to meet when one’s dominant involvement is with a cell phone. In a group of two 

men, Person B was trying repeatedly to engage in conversation with Person A. But his 

attempts were in vain as Person A did not even pause to look up from his phone. Instead 
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he managed to give occasional nods or a curt response. Person A’s simple nod or 

utterance implies that he had some awareness of Person B’s presence, satisfying the 

perceptual level. However he did not understand that the man sitting across from him was 

trying to socialize to satisfy a desire to connect, nor did the mother paying more attention 

to her phone than to her children understand that they were fidgeting and gazing around 

aimlessly because they were bored.  

 Can anyone reach the intersubjective level (Biocca & Harms, 2002), the 

awareness of reciprocated social presence, when they are using their phones? Put simply, 

no. To have social presence reciprocated implies that they themselves are socially 

present. Even if a user is fundamentally aware of another’s presence, being on a phone 

interferes with the co-present’s perceptions of the user’s engagement. If a person has a 

phone in front of his face, social presence cannot be reciprocated. 

It appears that it is not social presence, but withdrawal that is reciprocated. When 

one person disengages from the interaction, the co-present will also disengage. This 

observation can be better explained through the concept of public self-awareness 

(Fenigstein, Scheier, & Buss, 1975). As defined earlier, public self-awareness guides 

behavior to comply with social expectations. If social expectations have been modeled by 

friends and family who are interacting more with their phones than with those around 

them, and the co-present sees others in a setting behaving similarly, then they will feel 

more inclined to present themselves in a similar manner, thus modifying the social norm. 

In my observations, I found that in all the groups where two or more people used their 

phones  (n=38), people were on their phones simultaneously for nearly half the time 
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(44.65%) on average. In one group of five people, in particular, at least two people used 

their phones simultaneously every minute of the observation. For two out of the nine 

minutes, all five members of the group were on their phones at once. 

The data suggest that the most reliable method of preserving social norms and 

engendering social presence is to have the phone hidden from view. The percentage of 

time that a phone was hidden was negatively correlated with both idle positioning, r(156) 

= -.27, p = .001 and with open usage r(156) = -.17, p < .04. These results indicate that 

when the phone is out of sight, it is also, perhaps, out of mind. Without the presence of 

phone to tempt their owners, people might become more devoted to engendering mutual 

engrossment, mood, and attention with the people in the present. 
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Conclusion 

 This ethnography of human behavior indicates that the fusion of tools and 

communication is threatening something else that makes us human: social interaction. 

What will it mean for human relationships when more and more of our attention is given 

to the virtual world in phones and tablets than to the world around us? And if we cease to 

exercise the skills and courtesies we once developed in order to thrive in social 

environments, will they begin to atrophy?  

  Studies have already suggested several social changes occurring in America. For 

example, Mcpherson, Smith-Lovin, and Brashears (2006) discovered that the majority of 

respondents to the General Social Survey in 2004 reported having no confidant, 

compared to the mode of three confidants in 1985. Coinciding with this increase in social 

isolation is a decrease in empathic concern and perspective taking (Konrath, O’Brien, & 

Hsing, 2011). If cell phones are detracting from user’s abilities to be socially present with 

one another, how can people confide in each other or take another’s perspective? Future 

research can investigate how personal electronics may be facilitating these changes. 

 Studying children who are raised alongside electronics may also shed light on 

how the recurrent presence of technology can have social consequences. I observed 

numerous families in which parents paid more attention to their personal devices than to 

their children. When children tried to communicate, their parents were often too absorbed 

in their phones to respond. Occasionally they gave children phones or tablets for 
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entertainment. If these moments of disconnection among family members were observed 

in a public setting, then how much time do they spend disconnected at home? If parents 

are frequently occupied with their devices and are occupying their kids with electronics, 

then children may learn to rely less on people and more on technology. They may also be 

denying their children the bonding time and eye contact that is essential for establishing 

attachment (Robson, 1967). Furthermore, parents are modeling behavior for their 

children to follow, sending the message that it is okay to interact with a phone instead of 

those present. Longitudinal studies could reveal more about the nature and the outcome 

of this shift in family dynamics, attachment, and future generations’ relationships with 

technology.  

  Researching the motives behind cell phone use may also reveal why they have 

such a strong influence on social interaction. But before contemplating why people use 

their phones, one must consider how they use their phones and when. Investigating 

mobile phone use in different settings, as well as general situational factors, may provide 

valuable information regarding when and perhaps why people interact with phones in 

particular moments. Although several studies have addressed relationships between 

personality traits and usage patterns (e.g., Butt & Phillips, 2008; Chittaranjan, Blom, & 

Gatica-Perez, 2013; Leung, 2008; Lou, 2010; Nassiri, Hashembeik, & Siadat, 2012), 

fewer researchers have looked into the influence of situational variables. Understanding 

how factors such as mood, activity, and social surroundings impact cell phone use may 

explain more variation in usage patterns across different settings.  
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One particular situation that could be examined would be settings in which there 

are no cell phones. Observing social interactions in which cell phones are absent may 

demonstrate how people carry out interactions in the absence of cell phones as well as 

provide a comparison to the groups in which they are present.  

The current study was not without its limitations. Although it was fairly easy to 

gather data regarding behavior of individuals and the positions of their phones, data 

collection at the restaurants had its drawbacks. In the more formal setting with designated 

tables for all customers, I could remain at only one table for the majority of my 

observations, consequently allowing me to view only a few groups at a time. Moreover, 

my view of each group member was somewhat limited depending on the arrangement of 

the seating. Also, because customers typically spend a longer time in restaurants than in a 

more informal setting, I could not gather new data until one group left and another was 

seated. After three sessions at restaurants, I decided that these locations did not allow for 

efficient data collection and concluded that I should resume my observations at a less 

formal establishment (the food court).  

Although making observations at the food court was easier, having at least one 

additional observer would have been beneficial for establishing inter-rater reliability. 

Nonetheless, the methods used to collect data were relatively uncomplicated, and 

replicating them in other settings or with different demographics could expand our 

understanding of the different ways in which phones influence various social interactions.  

 With mobile devices advancing at a rapid pace, it is difficult to predict how much 

longer people will be using cell phones and even tablets. With “smartwatches” strapped 
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to people’s wrists, the virtual universe will constantly be within their awareness. And if 

someone is wearing a Google Glass™ device, a pair of glasses that displays virtual media 

right before the user’s eyes, how will those present know if he is looking at them or at a 

webpage?  

As technology continues to evolve, it seems that the virtual will remain in the 

present. In a world where attention is slipping and interaction deteriorating, the best 

chance of preserving the present may simply be to become aware. Raising awareness of 

people’s surroundings, of their relationships, and of themselves may help retain the value 

of living with the present. Attempts to “unplug” from devices, whether for an hour or for 

one day, can make people realize how much they rely on their phones and remind them of 

how it is possible to function without them. Even without completely unplugging, 

deliberately putting phones away can minimize distraction and allow people to give more 

of their attention to those around them, to their surrounding environment, and to the value 

of living in the present. 
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Tables 

Table 1 

Time Percentages of Cell Phone Positions and Behaviors

N M             SD

%Hidden 158 .102 .233

%Table 158 .353 .361

%Hand 158 .082 .145

%Lap 158 .014 .079

%Idle 158 .449 .382

%Checking 158 .028 .072

%Open 158 .347 .348

%Discrete 158 .006 .057

%Calling 158 .019 .086

%Sharing 158 .054 .141
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Table 3 

Means and standard deviations of phone use in casual and formal dining settings 

**Means significantly different at the .01 level. 

*Means significantly different at the .05 level. 

Percentage of time in 

Casual Dining

Percentage of time in 

Formal Dining

Phone position M SD M SD

Hidden 

Table 

Hand** 

Lap

.10 

.36 

.09 

.01

.23 

.36 

.15 

.05

.10 

.31 

.01 

.05

.22 

.39 

.06 

.17

Checking** 

Idle

.03 

.46

.08 

.38

.01 

.37

.02 

.41

Open use** 

Discrete use

.37 

.01

.35 

.06

.21 

.01

.27 

.03

Calling* 

Sharing

.02 

.05

.09 

.14

.00 

.05

.00 

.17
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Figures 

!  

Figure 1. Differences in cell phone use as a function of gender. This figure illustrates that 

on average, women have their phones on the table and openly use them more than men. 
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Figure 2. Differences in cell phone use as a function of group size. This figure illustrates 

that on average, dyads display more phones being used openly and in the idle position 

than groups of three people or more. 


