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Effects of Mobile Communication Scott W. Campbell, University of Michigan Rich Ling, Telenor Research/University of Michigan



Before reviewing some of the key consequences of mobile communication technology, a brief discussion of how they fit within the media effects paradigm is in order. At the risk of oversimplification, we understand the media effects paradigm as a framework for understanding how mass media content influences attitudes and behavior of audience members. To be fair, it is important to acknowledge that the media effects tradition has grown substantially beyond its roots with a fundamental focus on exposure to media content. In fact, several chapters in this volume highlight how the media effects paradigm has broadened to account for characteristics of audience members, their use of the media, and processes of media production and consumption. For example, in their chapter on political communication, McLeod, Kosicki, and McLeod explain that “understanding political communication effects, because of their dependence on sociopolitical environments, requires examination in broader spatial and temporal contexts than that required by other types of media effects” (p. TBD). They argue for expanding the media effects tradition to include consideration of normative expectations, institutional performance, constraints and conventions of the media, and effects on key political actors as well as individual audience members. Like these authors, we also suggest adjustments to the media effects paradigm in order for it to serve as an effective lens for examining the implications of a particular media environment – mobile telephony.



2 Our argument for broadening the media effects paradigm is grounded in the core assumption that the relationship between communication technologies and their users has fundamentally changed in recent years, from receiving transmitted broadcast messages to interactive engagement in the distribution and production of content. Just as importantly, many of the effects of today’s “new media” are not tied to mass communication content, but rather to the processes associated with point-to-point networked interactions. Accordingly, we attempt here to stretch the media effects paradigm beyond the implications of mass communication channels and into the realm of person-to-person mediated interaction. Implied in this is the idea that we move from a situation wherein messages are intended for broadly conceived audiences (advertisements, programs, productions) to a situation where the messages are calibrated for the specific individual with whom we are interacting. With this the question of media effects also changes somewhat. The broadcast version of the question suggests that the collective impact of the message production system as well as the mediation system have some sort of impact on the attitudes and behavior of the individual who is more or less passively receiving the message. With a point-to-point form of mediation, the individual is not passive (e.g., we can shout or coo back at our interlocutor) and the question of “media effect” lies more directly in the effect of the mediation system. In most cases after all, the producer of the messages is only another person. Thus, the main difference between co-located and, for example, telephonic interaction is that there is a technical mediation system between the two individuals. In this type of interaction there is not an extensive content production process as with broadcast media. We can ask if the mediation system – be it a PC or a



3 mobile telephone – impacts on the way that the interlocutors interact and in some way reshapes their social contact. Like the television in the 1950s, wireless communication has emerged as one of the defining media of our time, evidenced by the fact that it has become the fastest growing communication technology ever (Castells, Fernandez-Ardevol, Qiu, & Sey, 2007). This explosive growth, coupled with publication lag, makes it practically futile for scholarly manuscripts to cite the number of mobile subscriptions worldwide. So we’ll simply point out that subscriptions are well into the billions and growing (ITU, 2007). Considering this diffusion rate and, more importantly, the social consequences associated with it, Campbell and Park (forthcoming) argue that we have exited the age of the mass media and entered a new age of personal communication technology. Marshall McLuhan (1964) is famous for declaring, “The medium is the message.” By this, he meant that characteristics of communication technologies shape social order. Following this line of thinking, print media brought about the visual age, while radio, television, and film ushered in the age of mass media. It is worth noting that McLuhan (1967, with Fiore) is also known for the phrase, “The medium is the massage,” which can serve as a double entendre: (1) that the medium massages the content of a given message, and (2) that the prevailing media of his time were characteristic of a “mass” age. We differ from McLuhan’s orientation that technologies determine society. However, we do see value in treating them as a lens for understanding how social order is produced and reproduced through systems of communication. In this sense, we agree that much of the



4 20th Century can be characterized as a mass age. That is, up until the latter part of the 20th Century, mass communication channels were the predominant media of the time period 1 . In the 1980s and 1990s we see an important shift from the mass age to an age that Castells (2000) has characterized as “the network society.” Castells’ basic idea is that advancements in transportation as well as information and communication technologies (ICTs), such as personal computers and the Internet, nourished (but not caused) a fundamental shift in social order – at all levels, from micro to macro – characterized by flexible, decentralized network nodes based on shared interests rather than shared space. In other words, the relationship between communication technologies and their users changed from that of receiving broadcast messages to actively seeking, producing, and distributing content while using the same media for point-to-point networking. Not surprisingly, this change in the relationship between technology and society resulted in a host of new social consequences, including increased alienation and social isolation (see for example, Kraut et al., 1998; Nie & Erbring, 2000) to new forms to connecting with others and engaging in one’s community (see for example, Bimber, 1998; Katz & Aspen, 1997, Rheingold, 1993). Campbell and Park (forthcoming) argue that the widespread adoption and use of mobile communication technologies mark a new phase in the network society, chiefly characterized by heightened personalization in the relationship between technologies and their users. With these technologies we call to individuals and not to locations. This argument resonates with Castells et al.’s (2007) claim of a “mobile network society,” although there is a distinction in that the former emphasizes the centrality of increased 1



There have obviously been other forms of point-to-point communication during this period. The traditional landline telephone was actually on the scene before many forms of mass media such as the radio, TV and even film (Fischer, 1992).



5 personalization which can be seen in mobile as well as non-mobile media (e.g., TIVO), while the latter points to the mobility of wireless technology. Whether mobile communication marks the rise of a new personal communication society, mobile network society, or simply a new wave of communication technology, there are a number of social consequences associated with its explosive and widespread growth. Our aim in this chapter is to examine some key effects of mobile telephony by reviewing how use of the technology is changing the way people live their lives. In doing so, we step outside of the effects of mass media and into the realm of point-to-point networked interaction. New Forms of Coordination Mobile communication transforms how people orient to space and time (Ling & Campbell, forthcoming), which has had profound effects on the way individuals coordinate with one another. Use of the technology to coordinate with others can soften the schedule and afford a great deal of flexibility when making arrangements with others. Ling (2004) points out, “As the mobile telephone becomes ubiquitous, it competes with and supplements time-based social coordination … Instead of relying on [mechanical time keeping], mobile telephony allows for direct contact that is in many cases more interactive and more flexible than time-based coordination” (p. 59). Ling and Yttri (1999, 2002) characterize this form of mobile phone use as “micro-coordination,” and suggest that it entails multiple dimensions, including: basic logistics (e.g., redirecting trips that have already started), softening of schedules (e.g., calling someone to let him/her know you are running late), and progressive refinement of an activity, such as filling in details of open-ended plans. These instrumental uses of the mobile phone transform patterns of coordination in many areas of social life, including peer groups, families, and work.



6 While some may be concerned that mobile communication is supplanting face-toface communication among peers, evidence from the research suggests otherwise. That is, use of the technology is actually linked to increased face-to-face sociability (Hashimoto et al., 2000; Ishii, 2006). This outcome of mobile phone use can be, at least partially, attributed to the technology’s value as a resource for social coordination. To illustrate, a participant in Campbell and Russo’s (2003) study of social networks recounted a situation in which mobile communication replaced the traditional practice of holding up giant flagpoles for groups of friends to meet up at an annual jazz festival. The participant explained, “All you had to do was call your friends and say, ‘hey, where are you? Let’s meet at such-and-such location.’ One friend would call another until everyone would meet at some place” (p. 329). This shows how mobile-based point–to-point interaction – or perhaps person-to-person – interaction has real direct impact on our behavior. In short, the media effect of mobile communication is a refined form of social coordination. Mobile communication has altered coordination patterns among family members as well, especially in households with two-career and otherwise busy parents (Frissen, 2000). The mobile phone allows family members to identify, relay, and manage unscheduled household errands. In addition, parents are better able to keep tabs on and coordinate activities with their children through mobile communication. An interviewee in Ling’s (2004) research provided the following examples of messages exchanged with her husband: “Can you drive the youngest one to music lessons?” “Can you get him?” “Can you go to the store and buy milk?” Other parents in the study provided numerous examples along the same lines. Rakow and Navarro (1993) characterize this use of the



7 technology as “remote mothering,” and explain that while it offers the benefit of flexibly managing domestic responsibilities, it can also have the negative consequence of reinforcing gender inequities by further tethering women to their domestic roles. Another area where instrumental use of the mobile phone presents new benefits as well as challenges is in the workplace (Andriessen & Vartiainen, 2006; Julsrud, 2005; Julsrud & Bakke, forthcoming). Actually, for many individuals the term “workplace” is becoming outdated thanks to the use of computing and telephonic media. For decades, scholars have been studying the practice and effects of telework, which traditionally refers to working from home (Vartianen, 2006). The use of mobile devices has led to the related, but distinct, form of employment known as mobile work. Like teleworkers, mobile workers spend much of their time away from a fixed location in an office. However, mobile workers are distinct in that they tend to be physically mobile. In fact, there are various types of mobile workers, ranging from on-site workers who move around within a given location to perform their jobs, to nomads who are constantly on the move from one location to another (Lilischkis, 2003). There are numerous benefits of mobile work, including increased flexibility, adaptability, and access to resources. Vartianen (2006) explains that mobile communication redefines standard work processes, which increases the ability to “transfer information quickly to employees, wherever and whenever. In principle, physical and virtual mobility provide employees with the possibility of being near customers and, at the same time, accessing joint enterprise resources … from afar and while moving” (p. 19). However, the effects of mobile work also have a dark side. Without doubt, it lowers the threshold for communication, thereby making it easier to access resources and



8 fellow workers. However, sometimes that threshold serves a valuable purpose by separating different arenas of social life that are perhaps better off left distinct from one another. Evidence suggests this can be the case when it comes to the boundaries separating work and personal life. In a two-year study of working family members, Chesley (2005) found that mobile communication can cause one’s work life to spill over into the home, creating greater stress for both women and men. These effects were more profound for women in the study because for them the spillover was bi-directional. That is, not only were working mothers experiencing work worries at home, but use of the technology also caused issues of home life to bleed into their work environment. So, the effects of mobile-mediated coordination offer both dividends and costs. One the one hand, individuals have greater flexibility and freedom from the confines of a schedule when making arrangements with others. Paradoxically, this new freedom can lead to feelings of loss of control and psychological distress as individuals struggle to maintain boundaries that have been compromised by mobile communication. Again, here are behavioral and attitudinal impacts that arise in the context of mobile communication technology. New Forms of Relational Communication In addition to coordination, mobile communication has had profound effects on the ways individuals develop and maintain their personal relationships. The mobile phone is a characteristically personal technology. It is carried, even worn, on the body so it travels with the user and can be utilized virtually anytime, anywhere. In addition, subscribers tend to have their own personal account and phone number, which can afford a certain degree of privacy in their use. Text messaging allows for an added layer of



9 privacy because messages can be exchanged “under the radar” of co-present others. Collectively, these affordances of the technology make it highly personal in nature, which helps explain why it has had such a profound effect on patterns of communication in personal community networks. In this section, we will discuss some of the major changes in how users of the technology demonstrate and reinforce social network ties and some of the effects these changes can have on individuals and peer groups. One of the most obvious effects of mobile communication on sociability is that network ties are able to achieve a state of “perpetual contact” (Katz & Aakhus, 2002). Even when the communication channel is not actively in use, there is the psychological reassurance that communication with a peer is at least possible, and this sense of possible communication shapes how people orient to the technology and each other (Campbell, forthcoming). Ling and Yttri (1999, 2002) have dubbed relational uses of the mobile phone “hyper-coordination.” Not surprisingly, hyper-coordination and the heightened sense of connection that comes out of it have led to the strengthening of social network ties. Beyond strengthening these ties, use of the technology has also led to new forms of sociability among close friends and family members. Of course, use of telephony for relational communication is nothing new. One of the primary functions of the traditional landline telephone is for keeping in touch with friends and family members. This use of the telephone commonly leads to sustained conversations “that are generally spread out in time, long, and sometimes even ritualized, in which taking one’s time to converse is a sign of the strength of each person’s commitment to the relationship” (Licoppe, 2003, p. 181). Licoppe contrasts this “conversational mode” of landline telephone use with the shorter and more frequent



10 “connected mode” more characteristic of mobile communication. On the surface, these types of mobile messages may appear entirely meaningless, but in actuality they are symbolic gestures of companionship, even intimacy. Johnsen (2003) explained, “The communication has ... a very important function apart from the instrumental exchange of information. It becomes an information carrier-without having content or function except to sustain the idea of a social fellowship” (p. 163). In essence, these types of messages can be regarded as digital gifts (Johnsen, 2003), much like the traditional adolescent practice of passing notes (Ling, 2004). Beyond the symbolic value of these exchanges, they also play a functional role in being connected. Ling and Yttri (2002) explain, The receiver is in the thoughts of the sender and when they next meet they will be able to base a certain portion of their further interaction on the exchange of messages. The messages serve to tie the group together through the development of a common history or narrative. (pp. 158-159) It is clear that network ties are using mobile phones not only to make and maintain connections, but to demarcate peer group boundaries as well. Beyond the use of voice calling and text messaging, relational boundaries are managed through the contact information stored in one’s handset. According to Green (2003), having the “right” names in the device helps “to demonstrate one’s participation in a peer community” (p. 207). In-group/out-group distinctions can also be reinforced through distinctive uses of voice calling and text messaging. For instance, some teens choose to text message with peers and use the voice calling feature with their parents. This affords the ability to avoid contact with their parents by screening those calls and sending them straight to voicemail. Furthermore, use of text messaging exclusively with peers allows teens to utilize various



11 types of slang and argot unique to their social networks. This practice helps them to demonstrate membership and sharpens the boundaries that distinguish insiders from outsiders (Ling, forthcoming; 2004; Ling & Yttri, 2002; Taylor & Harper, 2001). As noted, expressive use of the mobile phone has the effect of strengthening social network ties. In terms of social cohesion, this is both a benefit and a concern. On the one hand, expressive uses of the mobile phone offer a heightened sense connection, belonging, and identity with one’s peer group. Family members also benefit by staying in touch with one another while physically separated or living apart, as in the case of migrant workers (Paragas, forthcoming). On the other hand, there is the concern that social networks can become overly configured through mobile communication. That is, heavy use of the technology may cause one to become “tele-cocooned” in small, insular social groups (Habuchi, 2005; Ito, Okabe, & Anderson, forthcoming). One possible outcome of this cocooning effect could be that these individuals are connected to their close network of personal ties at the expense of horizontal or weak ties, which might lead to less connection to the “outside” world and limited exposure to alternative voices and perspectives (Campbell & Ling, forthcoming; Ling, forthcoming). Research from around the world has shown that mobile communication indeed strengthens the ties among small groups – families and peer groups. The ability to quickly reach one another – either by texting or calling – and to maintain a type of connected presence while physically apart is a hallmark of mobile communication. This means that members are able to develop forms of tacit knowledge with regard to one another’s activities and state of mind that were not possible with the landline. Thus, an effect of the media is that it tightens the bonds between individuals within these intimate and friendship groups.



12 The Social Emancipation of Youth Another area where mobile communication has had an effect on society is in the way that it plays into the emancipation of teens. As noted above, mobile telephony has been widely adopted by young people, indeed teens have been integral in the development of texting as a form of interaction. They have also helped to develop mobile telephone terminals as a type of fashion accessory (Fortunati 2005a; Ling, 2004). The adoption and use of the mobile telephone has reshaped some of the issues associated with adolescents’ transition from their families of orientation. It has changed the ways in which teens interact with peers and thus it has changed the way in which the process of emancipation takes place. The process of adolescent emancipation is an artifact of modern society. In traditional society there was intergenerational stability. The teen might have learned his/her adult role at the hand of a parent or of another related adult in a master/apprentice relationship. With modern industrial society the dynamics of change are so rapid that the life experience of the child is necessarily different from that of the parent. There are constantly new techniques and new technologies. The social as well as the employment situation of the child is different from that of the parent. The child cannot expect that the knowledge and skills of the parent will be serviceable during their careers. This is not to say that the skills and experience of the parent are without value, only that they need to be modified and adjusted to emergent situations. This means that the transition from youth to adulthood is a period of separation and preparation. It is a period in which the individual must distance him/herself from parents. In addition he/she must acquire skills and knowledge that was not a part of the



13 previous generation’s repertoire. The skills and techniques are often acquired in formal schooling. At the same time there is a large area of social competence that the child needs to develop as they seek out an adult role. There is the mastery of their personal economy, the form of interaction with institutions (educational system, religion, hobbies, etc.). There are the dynamics of dealings with friends, the role of sex and sexuality, their relationship to alcohol, drugs, etc. There is their relationship to work and the expectations within the working world and their need to develop a sense of personal style, identity and integrity. In short, the experience of adolescence is, in many ways shaped by the teen and his/her interaction with peers. These areas of competence are worked out in the interaction with social network ties. It is in this interaction that the mobile telephone has had its impact. The age grading of schools has facilitated the development of peer culture. It is in the peer culture that the individual can develop a sense of the ebb and flow of social interaction. It is there that the adolescent can, for example, establish a sense of identity, be vulnerable among equals, understand social interaction outside the family, and engage in a rich social life with inside humor, nicknames, etc. The mobile telephone provides a perfect instrument for the cultivation of peer culture, and thus it is a device that affects the emancipation process. As noted in the previous section, the mobile telephone provides the teen with continual access to peers and therefore strengthens the bonds within that group. In addition, the caller ID, voicemail and texting functions can provide a type of buffering system between the teen and the parent so as to allow the management of that relationship. Thus, in very real and



14 concrete ways, the media of mobile communication affects the way that adolescence is played out. It is important to note that not all the effects have necessarily been positive. Research shows, for example, covariance between teen criminality and mobile telephone use. Heavy users of mobile telephony are overrepresented among those who are involved in various forms of deviance (fighting, alcohol and narcotics use, various forms of theft, etc.) (Ling 2005b; Pedersen & Samuelsen, 2003). In these cases, there is not necessarily a linear relationship between deviant activity and mobile phone use. Rather, it is those persons who are extremely heavy users of mobile communication – and in particular voice communication, not text – who are the most likely to also engage in these forms of deviance. In addition, the material shows a broader correlation between sexuality and mobile phone use. In this case the relationship is rather more linear. That is, as the use of mobile communication increases, there is a broadly similar rise in the proclivity to have engaged in sexual activity. The exact mechanism which encourages this correlation is not necessarily well understood. It is likely that the enhanced ability to coordinate trysts facilitates the ability to engage in sexual behavior. Putting this into the broader issue of media effects, it is easy to see that heavy use of this particular medium, i.e., the mobile telephone, seems to have had the effect of facilitating sexuality among all too willing teens. Texting and Social Interaction When thinking of text messages, we can also see the influence of the medium on our use of written language. Text mediation via mobile phones has arisen as an important



15 form of interaction. Both the imode based “mobile email” and the GSM-based Short Message System (SMS) allow users to send and receive text messages. These forms of communication have seen the development of a style of interaction that perhaps encourages the development of an internal slang or argot within the group. The somewhat awkward form of text production (Ling, 2006) and the limited length of messages mean that text messages are often rather limited in scope. This is not to say that the themes touched on in the messages are limited however. Content analysis shows that many messages are (Ling, 2005a) concerned with instrumental coordination (a Norwegian database from 2004 – in translation – includes messages such as “What are you doing now?” “Are you at home?” and “It will be a little stressful. I have to be home so early. How early will you be in town??”). There are, however, other more expressive themes to be found in the messages (“Happy Birthday” “Enjoy yourselves.” Have a nice vacation.” and “It took a second to meet you, it took a minute to like you, it took an hour to love you and it will be an eternity to forget you.”) Thus, while the majority of the messages are instrumental and “to the point,” they can also be used for more emotional ends. Another dimension of text messages is their role within the peer group. They can easily develop into an internal sociolect. While not as common as often presented in the press, there are different fanciful forms of spelling and creative usage that is developed within teen groups and which becomes a type of badge of membership. In one example from Norway, teens substituted a final “s” in various words with “z”. Thus, for example, the word for hug (kos) became “koz” or even “kozzz.” This deliberate form of spelling came to be a more generalized marker of teens and in particular teen girls. It was used as



16 a sort of gushing cuddly form of internal interaction. Interestingly, a rap band lampooned this form of orthography in a song, and consequently it was dropped by the teens. However, within a short time the Norwegian teens had adopted a new form of interaction, namely the integration of various Swedish phrases into their text messages (Ling, forthcoming). Thus, the rise of mobile-based texting has had the consequences of enhancing our ability to coordinate interaction and, more interestingly, it has provided us with a new context in which peers can develop common forms of argot. The Transformation of Social Space: From Public to Private The effects of mobile communication addressed so far primarily lie in the private sphere of social life. To be sure, the use of mobile media has important implications to the public sphere as well. It is worth pointing out that the phrase “public sphere” can take on two meanings, one being Habermas’ (1989) civic engagement in a civil society, and the other being normative behavior in public settings. Indeed, mobile communication can have effects on social life in both of these areas. First, we address the implications for normative behavior in public locations. The rapid diffusion of mobile media has transformed the social landscape as individuals make private use of shared space. While mobile phone use in public lowers the threshold of communication for users of the technology, it often does so at the expense of co-present others who are burdened with the unsolicited sounds of rings, chirps, songs, and half-conversations. Because norms for behavior in public settings often conflict with norms for phone conversations (Love & Kewley, 2005; Palen, Salzman, & Youngs, 2001), the boundaries delineating public and private space are increasingly



17 blurred. Although numerous researchers have investigated normative mobile phone use in public (e.g., Campbell, 2004; Campbell & Russo, 2003; Höflich, 2005; Katz, 2006; Ling, 1996, 2002; Murtagh, 2001; Wei & Leung, 1999), we have yet to arrive at a clear “public consensus as to what should be appropriate boundaries or acceptable etiquette for these private behaviors in public space” (Wei & Leung, 1999, p. 13). The primary effect of mobile phone use in public settings is that co-present others are unwittingly cast into the role of audience member. Believe it or not, some individuals actually enjoy listening to others’ mobile conversations because they find it a source of entertainment and curiosity (Fortunati, 2005b; Paragras, 2003). But for the most part, talking on a mobile phone in public settings is an irritation for co-present others (Monk, Carroll, Parker, & Blythe, 2004) The extent to which it is irritating can depend on the behavior of the mobile phone user, characteristics of the setting, and disposition of the bystander. Users of the technology can mitigate social intrusion during their conversation through behaviors such as turning away from others, diverting their eyes, speaking quietly, and keeping their conversations brief (Campbell, 2004; Ling, 2004; Murtagh, 2001; Paragas, 2003). By taking these measures, mobile phone users effectively carve out “symbolic fences” in an attempt to keep their conversation private from co-present others (Gullestad, 1994; Ling, 1996). However, there are certain places where talking on a mobile phone is socially unacceptable regardless of user behavior. Theaters and classrooms stand out as particularly inappropriate places for talking on a mobile, but some consider restaurants, stores, churches, meetings, trains, public toilets, and buses to be problematic as well (Campbell & Russo, 2003; Campbell, 2006; Caporael & Xie, 2003; Monk, et al., 2004;



18 Ling, 1996; Wei & Leung, 1999). Complicating matters, perceptions of mobile phone use in public can vary across cultural contexts (Campbell, 2007). For example, talking on a mobile while riding on a bus is forbidden – or at least heavily frowned upon – in Japan, while it is common practice in many other societies (Okabe & Ito, 2005). Even within cultures assessments can vary according to individual personality traits, such as extroversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism (Love & Kewely, 2005). Indeed, the transformation of the public sphere into private space is one of the most prominent effects of mobile media. However, the extent to which and how this effect is experienced is deeply situated in social context. Mobile Communication and Social Capital The cultivation of social capital has been attracting increased attention from social science researchers in recent years. Much of this attention stems from stark warnings about its deterioration in American society in the last few decades, evidenced by declining levels of trust in American government as well as formal and informal social engagement (Putnam, 1995; 2000). In his definition of social capital, Putnam (1995) explains, “By analogy with notions of physical capital and human capital – tools and training that enhance individual productivity – ‘social capital’ refers to features of social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (p. 67). In other words, social capital is the relational matter that constitutes the social fabric of society, and includes both formal involvement in politics, groups, and clubs, as well as informal socializing with friends and family members.



19 In addition to empirical evidence of its decline (at least in the US), scholarly interest in social capital has also been fueled by the widespread adoption and use of new ICTs, which offer both promise and peril for social capital. Much of the research in this area so far has focused on the links between Internet use and social capital. As noted above, the findings range from increased feelings of alienation (see for example, Kraut et al., 1998; Nie & Erbring, 2000) to increased social connection, community involvement, and civic engagement (see for example, Bimber, 1998; Katz & Aspen, 1997, Rheingold, 1993). Although most investigations on the effects of ICT have targeted the Internet, the links between mobile communication and social capital is now emerging as a budding area of interest. Findings in the research show that mobile phone use can be linked to both formal and, especially, informal dimensions of social capital. To point out a few examples: a representative survey of the US indicates that 90% of mobile phone users feel the technology helps foster face-to-face social encounters (University of Michigan, 2006); a pan-European study shows that a vast majority of mobile phone users regard the technology as helpful in coordinating social activities (69%) and for staying in contact with peers and family (70%) (Ling, 2004); and a study of Japanese youth indicates that peers who live in close proximity use the technology to supplement rather than supplant face-to-face interaction (Ishii, 2006). There is also evidence that mobile phone use is positively related to formal dimensions of social capital, although these links are not as prevalent as those to informal socializing. In a study of several European countries and Israel, Ling, Yttri, Andersen, and Diduca (2003) found that text messaging is significantly related to membership in



20 formal organizations, such as social clubs, community groups, and political organizations. Similarly, Campbell and Kwak (2007) found that for some users, voice calling is positively related to community engagement and participation in civic affairs, although this relationship depends on the nature of one’s social network. This area of research is still in the nascent stage, therefore conclusions about how mobile communication contributes to or detracts from involvement in formal community groups and civic activities must be tentative. However, it is clear that the technology can play a powerful role in political change in other ways. In conjunction with other ICTs, mobile phones are increasingly used to form “smart mobs,” or “sudden epidemics of cooperation,” that can lead to rapid social and political change (Rheingold, 2002, p. 175). One notable example is the overthrow of Filipino president Joseph Estrada in January 2001. Enraged over the government’s refusal to pursue charges of corruption, Filipino citizens used their mobile phones to help organize a massive demonstration that lasted four days and culminated in the ousting of Estrada by military officials who sided with the protesters (Rheingold, 2002). Other examples of mobile phone use for rapid and large-scale political change have been reported in South Korea, Spain, (Castells et al., 2007), and elsewhere (Rheingold, 2002). Put into the context of media effects, we see here the use of a medium to directly motivate fellow protesters to participate in a mass action. There is no vague link between the broadcast message and the attitudes of the public. Rather, there is a real link between the viral spread of the message from person to person via their mobile phones. The result, in the case of these social protests, was that the recipient of the message both sent the message further and also he/she participated in protest.



21 To be sure, the emergence of mobile media is having a profound effect on the extent to which and how members of certain societies cooperate to bring about political change. However, it is important to point out that such use of mobile telephony is not happening in a vacuum, but rather as part of a much larger media landscape in which the lines separating interpersonal from mass communication are increasingly blurred. While this blurring effect challenges some of the traditional classification systems of media scholars, it affords users of the technology new opportunities to initiate and shape social change. As Castells (2007) argues, “the rise of insurgent politics cannot be separated from the emergence of a new kind of media space … Appropriating the new forms of communication, people have built their own system of mass communication, via SMS, blogs, vlogs, podcasts, wikis, and the like” (pp. 246-247). Concluding Remarks: Users as Co-creators of Mobile Media In this chapter we have highlighted some of the most salient effects of mobile telephony on individuals and society at-large. By framing the discussion from the perspective of the technology’s “effects,” we have emphasized a directional flow of influence from the technology to society. Indeed, there are important areas of social change that come out of the diffusion and use of mobile telephony, including changes in how people coordinate their daily lives, carry out social relations, make private use of public space, etc. However, we feel it is important to acknowledge that the direction of influence also flows the other way. Just as the technology has “effects” on its users (as well as non-users), so too do these individuals have important effects on the technology. There is a robust body of literature in the field of science and technology studies that establishes how technologies are socially constructed by those who develop, use, and



22 even reject them (see for example, Bjiker, Hughes, & Pinch, 1987). This is especially true with innovations in communication, since a fundamental outcome of communication itself is that people rub off on one another. Human beings are socially contagious in how they think and how they act. As a result, how people think about and use technologies, such as the mobile phone, is a product of social context and social contact. Mobile media are constructed at all levels of social order, from the individual to the collective. At the individual level, users create symbolic meanings for the technology by customizing the way it looks and operates to suit their personal preferences. Katz and Sugiyama (2005) explain that individual users of the technology achieve the status of cocreators “by manipulating these devices to reflect personal tastes and to represent themselves to the outside world” (p. 79). This type of manipulation is accomplished with stickers, jewelry, ring tones, screen images, and endless other customizations. Mobile telephony is also shaped at the social network level. Attitudes about which phones are “cool,” as well as where and how the technology should be used are influenced by the attitudes of our close personal ties (Campbell & Russo, 2003). Adoption itself is frequently a matter of social influence when parents or friends pass their handsets on after getting a new one. Furthermore, cultural differences and regional trends in mobile communication practices show how the technology is socially constructed at macro as well as micro levels of social order (Campbell, 2007; Castells et al., 2007). As noted above, the Japanese have developed their own distinctive norms for mobile phone use, especially on public transportation vehicles (Okabe & Ito, 2005). Without doubt, studying the effects of mobile communication is an important endeavor as it focuses our attention on the impact of a medium (the mobile



23 communication system) on what might otherwise be direct interpersonal interaction. Adoption and use of the technology brings about important changes in how people relate to each other and go about their daily lives. However, it is important for researchers to be mindful that these effects are not solely attributable to the technology or exposure to it. The effects and uses of mobile media are situated in social context and shaped by social forces. Text messaging is a fantastic example of this. With such limited keypads, character length, and screen sizes, text messaging was never intended to become the phenomenon that it has today. Yet users of the technology, especially younger users, have developed innovative appropriations and language patterns to support the emergent “thumb culture” (Glotz, Bertschi, & Locke, 2005). While the effects of mobile media are clearly profound, so too are the effects of those who shape how the technology is perceived and used.
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