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Abstract 
 

In this study I have looked at social impacts of mobile telephone usage in Sweden in the Spring 

of 2001. Through observations and interviews have I tried to outline how social relations and 

concepts of time have changed and are still in a process of change alongside with the high 

percentage of mobile phone users today.  

 

The conclusions I have made from my research is that mobile phone usage affects society and 

how people interact and that people want to reach others, but want to control their own 

reachability. Communication via mobile phone differs from face-to-face communication and 

communication on stationary phones, but mobile phones seem to be used as means to facilitate 

face-to-face interaction. There seem to be some commonly shared notions among my informants 

of what appropriate mobile phone behavior is, but people seem to not always abide to this. 

People tend to create their own private zones in public places when using their mobile phones 

and through their usage send social messages to others. I have also found that the use of time is 

an important aspect connected to mobile phones. People seem not to make as many plans ahead 

any longer, but instead make up plans as they go. Many seem to have forgotten how life was 

before there where mobile phones!  
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reachability 
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1. Introduction and Objective of Study    
        Mobile1 telephony is now a part of everyday life in the West, privately as well as 

professionally. One can distinguish four main areas of mobile phone usage: first and foremost it 

facilitates communication almost independent of geographical location; secondly it can be used 

to give or receive information; thirdly it can be used for entertainment; and last it is used to form 

or maintain social relationships with others. Many people claim that the mobile phone gives 

them more freedom of movement since they are not tied to one specific place as they would be 

with a regular stationary phone, and they can be reached at almost all times. Although this 

reachability is usually seen as a positive aspect of mobile phones, it can also create more stress 

for the users as there are few places and situations where one not can be reached nowadays.  

        The focus of this essay is the social effects of mobile phones and mobile phone 

communication. I have looked at aspects of how social relationships have changed with mobile 

phone usage and I have examined specific traits of mobile phone communication in public 

places. What role does the object play in the communication between people? How does mobile 

phone communication differ from face-to-face human communication or indeed from 

conversations on stationary phones? Is the line between work and leisure time more vague now 

when many people can be reached at all times on their mobile phones?  

        The mobile phone seems to have created new types of social interaction. Mobile phones 

make it possible for people to keep in touch with their social networks of friends and family in 

new ways, with a new intensity. I argue that mobile phones, both as objects and as devices for 

facilitating communication not limited by geographical location, have changed- and are in the 

process of changing- the way people interact with each other in the social arena. At a time when 

people seem to be “on the go” more, people do not have to make up the plans for the day ahead, 

but can make plans as they go. For example, my research suggests that people seem less and less 

inclined to make specific plans when they decide to get together with one another. Through 

observations and through what my informants have said I have distinguished a pattern where 

people tend to first make one call to decide, for example, to meet at about a certain time. Then, 

they make another call close to that time to confirm that they are going to meet and to decide 

more specifically where and when. Sometimes one can hear people talking on the phone until 

they meet in person “I am walking around the corner of Ågatan now, where are you?” “Oh, now 

I should soon be able to see you… yes there you are... see you in a sec”.  

                                                 
1 I have chosen to use the word mobile phone and not cellular phone in this study  
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I also argue that mobile phones can be seen as signs of increasing individualization. It seems 

as if people are striving to maintain their originality when one can notice a trend where people in 

the industrialized world, generally speaking, are becoming more and more alike. The way I see 

it, when mobile phones started to become common and it was not unusual for people to own a 

mobile phone, one could make the phone more personal to be different from the rest. People can 

also more freely choose when and where they want to be available for others to reach them. But 

this seems to be an ideal which is not commonly practice; people tend to have certain ideas on 

“ideal” mobile phone usage but seldom follow those in practice. Perhaps this is a reaction to 

these changing social codes of conduct. People may realize there is a change in “ideal” behavior 

and want to be a part of shaping the new rules as they sense a new set of emerging commonly 

shared roles and rules are underway.  

 

2. Method 
         The methods I have used are fieldwork at a car rental company and at different public 

places in Linköping, predominantly cafés but also buses to and from other cities. I have observed 

how people use mobile phones at work and in their leisure time and then interviewed 12 persons 

about their relationship to the mobile phone, both in and outside of work, and about the value 

they attach to being “mobile”. I have combined observations with interviews and literature 

studies to get both an overall picture of mobile phone usage and a more in-depth understanding 

of how a number of Swedes in this mid-sized city view their relation to mobile telephony. All my 

empirical data is from the first six months of 2001. 

        The twelve persons I have talked with are between 23 and 58 years old2. Ten have mobile 

phones and two do not. Three of them are students, seven of them work, one is currently 

unemployed and one is retired. I have deliberately not interviewed younger persons mainly 

because there have already been some studies involving these so called early adopters of 

technological objects (Cf. Kajsa Ritzén and Eva Svensson: 2001, Rich Ling and Birgitte Yttri: 

1999). Some of the informants I know fairly well and one advantage with this is that I have even 

before the study seen how some of them use their mobile phone. Some of the interviews were, in 

fact, planned using mobile phones, enabling me to compare how my informants actually use their 

mobile phone as compared to how they say they use it. I chose my informants for their diversity - 

they are people of different ages and professions and they use the mobile phone in quite different 

ways. 

                                                 
2 All further references in the present tense are to be read as present tense equaling 2001. 
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        The interviews have all been one-on-one, carried out in public as well as private places. The 

interviewee decided where he or she wanted the interview to take place, for example over a cup 

of coffee to make the environment less formal and to make the informant feel at ease. All 

interviews were taped and later transcribed and the interviewees have been given assumed names 

to avoid identification. Since they were conducted in Swedish the quotes have been translated 

into English. The lengths of the interviews have been from 10 to 70 minutes, the shortest with 

the people who did not have a mobile phone. I tried to make the interviews as informal as 

possible, but asked specific questions as well. I asked, for example, why they had a mobile phone 

and why they had chosen the model they had; if appearance or ringing tone mattered; what 

functions they used; and how and how much they used their mobile phone. Furthermore, I 

wanted to know how important they thought the mobile phone is to them and if they find that 

they live differently compared to before they had it. Generally I tried to ask as open questions as 

possible about mobile phone usage to make the person make his or her own associations to what 

the question is about.  

        Literature on communication, material culture and consumption will form the basis for the 

theoretical argument and from there will I draw conclusions about how, as I see it, mobile 

phones have affected, and are in the process of changing, human everyday communication and 

social and cultural life. The mobile phone itself becomes part of one’s identity, and it also 

enables us to reach people at almost all times; so literature that looks at both these aspects of the 

new technology—as thing and as conduit for communication is relevant to my interpretations of 

how mobile phones affect social life.  

At the car rental company where I did fieldwork Thomas, the owner, and Peter, the only 

employee, are highly dependent on mobile phones in their daily work and use them extensively. 

Mobile phones give them high flexibility since they can always change their plans with very 

short notice because they can reach each other immediately. Since the company needs to be able 

to compete on the market with larger car rental businesses, good service is necessary. This 

company’s special service includes driving the car to the customer instead of the customer 

picking up the car. With the mobile phones they can arrange to be picked up by the co-worker 

after delivering a car. I knew Peter from earlier and had met Thomas several times and the two of 

them allowed me to follow them for a few days, doing everything they do in their work. I was 

glad that I had observed them in their work before, because when I was there they did not have to 

make so many arrangements and plans on the mobile phone since I was there not only observing, 

but also participating by helping them in their work. Thomas and Peter answered most interview 

questions during the fieldwork when I asked them how they feel about mobile phones; how they 
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look at the situation now as compared to before when the use of mobile phones was not that 

usual. I also made a follow up interview with Peter which was recorded, thus the dominance of 

quotes by him.   

In the public places such as cafés and buses where I also did fieldwork I observed how 

people use their mobile phones in very different ways. People between the approximate ages 18 

and 40 have been in majority in the public places I have focused on, but people of all ages have 

been observed in the process of the study. I have chosen different times of the day and different 

places to make the study as wide as possible. 

In chapter 3, I give an overview of theories, statistics, and research on communication in 

general linked to mobile communication in particular. I argue that mobile telephony changes 

social interaction. The first part of chapter 4 – Reachability and the Freedom of Movement - is 

about how mobile phones have changed the way people seem to feel the need to be available or 

accessible and aspects of the freedom of movement mobile phones can give. The matter of 

mobile phone reception is thus a natural part of the chapter. In the next part of chapter 4- Further 

Aspects of Mobile Phone Usage- my informants’ views of use of mobile phones and the different 

services mobile phone companies provide is presented. I also discuss the shift in the way and 

intensity of communication that come with mobile phones. I also examine consequences of 

taking the private out in public and how people seem to be negotiating what “proper 

communication” is. The Phone as an Object vs. the Phone as a Means for Communication deals 

with how it seems equally important what the phone as an object communicates as well as the 

communication it facilitates. Cultural and material commodities are discussed in this section. 

How personal characteristics can be portrayed or conveyed with the mobile phone is discussed in 

the part called The Mobile Phone as an Extension of Self. I also bring up the issue of how a 

mobile phone can become a part of the user. In the last part of Chapter 4 – The Division Between 

Work and Leisure or the Uses of Time - I return to the discussion of using the freedom the 

mobile phone can bring in whichever way one chooses. Chapter 5 is a 2001 view into the future 

whereas chapter 6 is a rearview mirror look at my thesis and commentary on works published 

before the finishing of this thesis. In Chapter 7 I have drawn conclusions from my observations 

and interviews regarding mobile phone communications and social interaction between people 

using mobile communications.  
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3. A Historical Perspective  
        The telephone was invented in 1876 by Alexander Graham Bell. Even though the inventor 

himself did not think that the telephone would be to compete with the telegraph, it drastically 

changed human communication by allowing people to carry out orally communicated messages 

across long distances (Sidney H. Aronsson 1981:15). In early 1882 the first telephone network 

was established in Linköping (Peter Andersson 1987:58). By the end of the 1880s, Sweden had 

the highest number of telephones per capita in the world and was called “the telephone country 

Sweden” (Andersson 1987:104). However, it was not until late 1960s that the majority of people 

from all social classes in Sweden had a telephone connection in their homes and by then the 

telephone had a major social function (Andersson 1987:99). In Sweden and the USA the 

telephone came into the hands of the public fairly fast compared to other countries. In other 

countries, the telephone was at first merely a tool for business men, whereas a large number of 

calls in Sweden and the USA were of personal character (Andersson 1987:104). 

        In 2001, the mobile telephone celebrated its 50th birthday. The first system for mobile 

communication was tested in Stockholm during the last months of 1950, but even before that 

prototypes for mobile communication had been used (John Meuerling and Richard Jeans 

1994:42).  Sweden and Scandinavia have been ahead the rest of the world in telephony, and 

particularly mobile telephony, partly because the try-out systems were such a great success 

(Meuerling and Jeans 1994:41). Andersson also points to the high standards of living, the level 

of urbanization, and the large number of one-person households as causes for the rapid spread of 

telephone usage in this part of the world (1987:93, 99, 104)3. Meuerling and Jeans claim that the 

factors that drive the development of the mobile phones are the weight, the time one is able to 

talk without recharging the phone and the price of the phone (1994:19). The Swedish Agency for 

Administrative Development states that it is the supply of cheap mobile phones and the value of 

being reachable no matter where one is, that has been the reason mobile phone usage has 

increased so much during the past few years (Statskontoret 1999:47, p.5). By the end of the year 

2000 there were 6,338,000 mobile subscriptions and pre-paid phone cards4 in Sweden (Post & 

Telestyrelsen, 2001). In a population of 8,882,792 people (December 31, 20005) this means that 

                                                 
3In 2001 there were three systems for mobile telephony in Sweden, NMT450 (Nordic Mobile Telephone), NMT900 
and GSM  (Global System for Mobile Communications) (Ritzén and Svensson 2001:26, p.1, Meuerling and Jeans 
1994:227). In 2008 NMT450 has been replaced by CDMA2000 (Code Division Multiple Access) in the 450 MHz 
band and there is also UMTS (Universal Mobile Telecommunications System) apart from GSM. There are currently 
20 mobile networks operators in Sweden (URL 3). 
4 A card with a code that one can charge, and recharge, the phone service instead of making a subscription. 
   
5 The population in Sweden was 9 174 464 November 1, 2007 (URL 2) 
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71% of the total population has a mobile phone; this would in turn mean even higher percentage 

subtracting the youngest and oldest of the population (URL 2)6. If we compare these high 

numbers to 1996, we see that there were only 2,492,000 subscriptions and pre-paid phone cards 

and in 1991 only 1,381,000 (Post & Telestyrelsen, 2001). With this rapid increase it has to affect 

social relations in many ways, I intend to try to outline some of them.  

         Mobile phones today have an array of functions. Aside from the base service, that is to 

establish telephone conversations to and from an arbitrary destination, the suppliers of mobile 

phone services provide many other services such as voicemail, conference functions, caller 

identification, SMS7 et cetera (Statskontoret 2000:12, p.11 and Statskontoret 1999:47, p.7). 

Some8 brands and models have a calendar/directory function where one can enter a time or date 

as a reminder of something important. Most mobile phones are now so sophisticated that they 

have gone far beyond merely facilitating verbal communication between people. 

Theoretical Approaches to Communication 
        “All material objects help you in making inferences about the person who displays them. 

You cannot ignore these objects and decide they do not count, just as you cannot decide that a 

person’s words do not count “(Gail Myers and Michele Tolela Myers 1985:229). As I see it, 

mobile phones are involved with communication on two levels; first, communication is enabled 

through the technology they provide and secondly, we express ourselves through the phone as 

object in itself. For a study about the social effects of mobile telephony one need therefore to 

look at two sets of theoretical approaches. I have used sociological, anthropological and 

linguistic models of communication and I have also looked at theories of material culture and 

consumption.  

        Humans establish and sustain relationships with others through communication, either face-

to-face or through a medium such as a mobile phone. In the words of Sarah Sanderson King 

communication is “at the center of personal, social, and natural harmony. Understanding one’s 

self, one’s family and friends, and one’s natural environment requires communication” (1989:1). 

Karen Zimsen summarizes the importance of communication by stating that communication with 

or without words is the gateway to understanding between people and that misunderstanding and 

conflicts occur even if we listen well and want to understand (1994:7). It is important to have this 

in mind when making assumptions about what people intend and do not intend with their use of 

                                                 
6 In 2003 the number of mobile phones users were 70% and in 2007 the number of users between 16 and 75 years 
were 94% (URL 2)  
7 Short Message System (Statskontoret 1999:47, p.7), the English term most commonly used is text message 
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mobile phones. One can easily jump to conclusions and misinterpret people based on either kind 

of communication, but one has to be aware of the fact that people do make interpretations and 

draw conclusions based on this. Anthony Wilden claims that “every act, every pause, every 

moment in living and social systems is […] a message; silence is communication; short of death 

it is impossible for an organism or a person not to communicate” (1987:124, emphasis in the 

original). Per Linell views linguistic utterances as social acts that change the way people 

interpret a situation and the way they view the surrounding world (Forstorp and Linell 1998:9). 

He writes that a leading theme in the theory of communication is that no text, no conversation 

and no debate can be understood if taken out of its context and that the context cannot be defined 

independent of the processes of communication (Forstorp and Linell 1998:21). Linell identifies 

the different sectors of society as communities of communication that, according to him, are 

characterized by special rules and “contracts” (1998:25). These rules, usually not explicitly 

stated, decide what is appropriate to say and when (Linell 1998:25f). These rules and contracts 

seem to be undergoing change following the rapid increase of mobile phone users during the past 

few years and notions of where one can talk about what seem to gradually be changing in the 

social arena in which I have made my observations. Therefore have I used general theories of 

communication as an attempt to understand actors in mobile phone conversations from the point 

of their socio-cultural environment. 

The culture of everyday life is a process of creating and communicating meaning and 

information between the members of a society. Johan Fornäs, professor of cultural studies, 

discusses this way that communication and culture are closely inter-linked. Cultural phenomena, 

he claims, have several dimensions that extend towards a objective and material outer world of 

things and institutions; into a subjective, psychological inner world of notions and needs, as well 

as to a intersubjectively divided world of social norms and relationships as something both 

simultaneously inner and outer (Fornäs 1994:49). The linguistic, the communicative, symbolic 

and cultural, is right between the individual and society, between the inner and outer, and is 

therefore very interesting in studies concerning processes of change in human interaction (Fornäs 

1994:63). Structuralistic theories, according to Fornäs, consider everything human to a certain 

degree to be language and the single elements and acts attain their meaning only through their 

reciprocal relations within an all-embracing, arranged structure (1994:55). A mobile phone, a 

thing used in interactions between people, can thus be seen as a part of the creation of new 

meanings and contexts. If the roles, norms and relationships between people change partly 

                                                                                                                                                             
8 In 2008 it is hard to find a phone only to call and send SMS with. Most phones have calendar, camera, internet et 
cetera 
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through use of mobile phones for communication, then the social identities that are created in the 

interactions built upon these roles, norms and relationships ought to be changing as well (Cf. 

Fornäs 1994:55). My argument is thus that new ways of communication changes the way we 

interact socially with each other. 

Richard Dimbleby and Graeme Burton go so far as to say that communication is culture 

because “[h]ow we communicate and what is being said through our communication contribute 

to define what it is that is our culture” (1999:16, my translation). They outline different 

categories, as well as the needs and purposes, of communication (Dimbleby and Burton 1999:14-

28). They claim that communication is vital in staking out the physical world, our social world 

and our inner world (1999:22). Another aspect is that our perception of others is closely linked 

with how we interpret their non-verbal communicated attributes, such as in this study for 

example how I as a researcher, as well as the people I observe, make assumptions about others 

based on how they use a mobile phone, attribute, in the social/public sphere (Dimbleby and 

Burton 1999:82ff). This is a reoccurring theme in both interviews and observations which is 

visible through comments about others which are based on how they come across through their 

use of their mobile phone. 

Things and possessions are a part of non-verbal communication which in turn is part of the 

interpersonal communication (Dimbleby and Burton 1999:54). Christopher Tilley writes that 

“speech, phonetic writing and material culture all involve a similar materialist practice: they are 

all transformations of a primordial human practice, variations of the same theme, sharing 

common qualities. All are fundamentally to do with communication between persons and the 

creation of meaning (1991:16). The mobile phone can thus be seen as part of creating a social 

identity and recognition. The recognition of one’s identity and membership of a social group can 

for example be through receiving calls and SMS which, according to Ritzén and Svensson, 

especially younger informants emphasize (2001:26, p. 40).  

        Furthermore, owning a mobile phone can signal an acceptance of, and active part-taking in, 

a materialistic society with everything that comes with it. One can also, however, make a 

“statement” by not abiding to implicit “rules” of having to be reachable at all times. Some of my 

informants refer to the “intended way” of using a mobile phone as compared to how “people” 

use their mobile phones as saying that there is an explicit rule on how to use it, but that few 

follow that rule. It seems to be important to most of my informants to emphasize that they use 

their mobile phone differently as compared to others. Arjun Appadurai claims that consumption 

is “eminently social, relational and active rather than private, atomic, or passive” and that it is 

about sending and receiving social messages (1986:31). The mobile phone itself is distinctively 
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an object central in this matter to the social and cultural context of social interaction between 

people. The Swedish ethnologist Jan Garnert states that it is not so much the phone in itself that 

is important ethnologically/anthropologically, but the meaning that telecommunications has had 

and still has for conversations and dialogues in society (1995:37). I do not entirely agree with 

him, because I think that the object and its attributes also is a part of communication and I will 

show why by leaning on theories of material culture. Appadurai even takes the argument a step 

further stating that “commodities, like persons, have social lives” (1986:3). He also claims that 

“things have no meanings apart from those that human transactions, attributions, and motivations 

endow them with” (1986:5).  Mobile phones and our use of mobile phone communications must 

be analyzed from different angles to see the magnitude of their impact of us and our social lives.  

 

Previous Research on the Social Impact of Telephony 
Researchers of the social and cultural meanings of the telephone generally depart from 

the assumption that technology in general and the telephone in particular, has a profound impact 

on the nature of social life. Ithiel de Sola Pool, editor of the book The Social Impact of the 

Telephone, cites Marx’s thesis that “productive technology shapes social relations and men’s 

ideas” (1981:3) and notes of the telephone in particular that its “social impact is liberating” 

(1981:9), and that it “adds to human freedom, but those who gain freedom can use it however 

they choose” (1981:4). I will later discuss how people choose to use the freedom mobile phones 

can bring. Pool notes that “the impacts are puzzling, evasive, and hard to pin down” especially 

since the phone directly or indirectly has had such a huge impact on human life (1981:4f). Ling 

& Yttri also notes the way mobile phones are part of “the social presentation of self” and the 

establishments of friendships and “social interaction with others outside one’s immediate 

geographical peer group” (URL 1). According to Pool the phone can generally be seen as a 

“facilitating rather than a constraining device” (1981:3). Henry Boettinger writes that the 

telephone is now “so much a part of our lives that the use of it is habitual rather than conscious” 

(1981:200), this is perhaps not the case yet with the mobile phone, but perhaps it may be even 

more interesting to see the effects it has on everyday life now before it gets to be too habitual.  

The research on the social impact of telephones has been divided into several sub-fields. 

One of the areas important for my research is what effects the telephone has had on business and 

pleasure. Colin Cherry notes that “[i]t was the introduction of the telephone exchange principle 

and the growth of the network that finally converted Graham Bell’s invention from a toy into a 

social instrument of immense organizational and economic power” (1981:116) in both economic 
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and domestic spheres of usage. Maybe one of the biggest advantages of the telephone, which has 

made it so popular, is that it “provides quick and private access to others at a time of one’s 

choice” (John R. Pierce 1983:173). The difference with the mobile phone compared to the 

stationary phone is that the access is not always “private”. This will be discussed later.      

        The mobile telephone, as I have already noted, has many functions for the user. The two 

that seem to be most important are the two-way conversational function and the way it is used as 

an organizing instrument. Jan Garnert, who is in charge of a project called “Calling for a 

Meaning” at Telemuseum9 in Stockholm, is among other areas of telecommunications 

researching the social and cultural meanings of the mobile phone. He noted that in the 1980s the 

mobile phone was a luxury used by few, almost exclusively men (2001:49). Now, however, men, 

women, adolescents and children are using mobile phones to a great extent and in different ways 

than the first business men did (Garnert 2001:49). The view of the phone as a luxury item, an 

object to show off in front of others, is in the process of changing. I will argue that the mobile 

phone generally has gone from being a status symbol to being an everyday object.  

        The phone’s effect on our conception of space and time is another area of study. Meuerling 

and Jeans claim that the goal for telecommunications has always been the freedom of talking to 

someone else, independent of the place, time or possible obstacles of technical kind (1994:161). 

The authors view mobile communication not only as a way of moving around phones, but as the 

second step in a fundamental change in the way people communicate (1994:7). I take this to 

mean that mobile communication has been taken one step further because if it would about only 

to move around phones then communication would be the same as on stationary phones. My 

research, however, shows that people use the mobile phone differently depending on where they 

are. People’s perceptions and uses of time and space has changed now that telephones are 

connected more to individuals than to places and Garnert explores what this means “for networks 

among friends, family relations, and business connections” (2001:51). He introduces a notion of 

the telephone as a technological device for social relations and not a technological device for 

conversation (Garnert 2001:47). He also mentions what I looked at in my fieldwork “in public”, 

that is what people think about private conversations in public places and how people actually 

use the phone when they are out in public. Boettinger notes that “[m]ost persons will answer the 

phone’s ring, almost compulsively” (1981:202). This can be noted with mobile telephones also 

and it is probably not much different from the behavior on stationary phones. As Wurtzel and 

                                                 
9 Telemuseum was a telephone and telephone communication museum in Stockholm, Sweden that was in 2001 but 
is no longer. Information can instead be found at the National Museum of Science and Technology (URL 5) 
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Turner wittingly notes, “the telephone is still a medium which is answered more often than it is 

questioned” (1981:258f). 

         Society has shrunk with the improved techniques of communication; we can reach people 

in other places faster than ever before and distances, both literal and factual, have been abridged 

(Andersson 1987:86). Colin Cherry considers the mechanisms of new social behavior patterns 

and social change with focus on the telephone, or the telephone system or network which, to be 

“a contribution to the organized bureaucracy that is the hallmark of modern industrial society” 

(1981:113).  

        Martin Mayer discusses the telephone as an “extension of self” and investigates how people 

use the phone (that is how many times per day people use the phone, how long phone calls 

people make et cetera) and how they feel about using the phone (1981:226). Alan H. Wurtzel and 

Colin Turner have written about what happens when the so “natural” habitual use of the phone is 

impossible, in their case because of blackout of the telephone system affecting about 90 000 

customers for a period of 23 days (1981:246). I intend to use some of their thoughts and 

conclusions to discuss how a person who is used to having the mobile phone in his/her daily life 

reacts if he/she does not have it (for example it is broken or not charged). I know this has 

resulted in some stress and feelings of loss of control to people I know. By comparing these 

authors’ findings to my observations and interviews I will try to find out if the way people use 

the mobile phone differs from the way the use a regular phone or from the way they interact 

through face-to-face communication.  

          

4. Mobile Phones in Social Relations 
        Even if mobile phone usage is very widespread in Sweden10, this does not mean that people 

use them in the same way, or that mobile phones have the same meaning to all who own one. 

Kopytoff writes that, “what is significant about the adoption of alien objects – as of alien ideas – 

is not the fact that they are adopted, but the way they are culturally redefined and put to use” 

(1986:67). There are however, surprisingly, hardly any studies on the social impact of mobile 

phones among adults. Although a few years before my study in 2001, owning a mobile phone 

was a sign of status, mobile phones can no longer generally be said to be status symbols in 

themselves. They are now something that people of all classes generally have access to. Instead, 

the price and design of the phone, as well as having many functions, can communicate status and 

                                                 
10 Mobile phone communication was widespread in 2001 and is even more so now. 
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has become more important. Perhaps being able to have the freedom the mobile gives and 

manifestations of that one “owns” one’s time might also be considered a sign of high status.  

        To understand the processes of how material objects through consumption can become part 

of everyday life I have looked to theories of material culture, popular culture and consumption. 

According to John Fiske, “popular culture is not consumption, it is culture” because it is part of 

“the active process of generating and circulating meanings and pleasures within a social system” 

(1989:23). I use a very wide definition of popular culture regarding any commodity or practice 

that people have “made their own” by using it in their own ways and that has become part of 

everyday life as being popular culture (Cf. Fiske 1989). Thus, the society provides people with 

the commodity, in this case the mobile phone, but it is the people that through using and 

personalizing their usage of the commodity turn it into being a part of popular culture (Fiske 

1989:23ff). One of many things linked with mobile phone usage is the means available to make 

the phone more personal. Many of my informants have pointed out in one way or the other the 

importance of having a personalized phone through the ringing tone and/or appearance -color, 

pattern, stickers et cetera.  

 

Presentation of my informants (in 2001) 

Peter is a 23 year-old single guy who works for a car rental company. He has had a mobile phone 

for four years and uses it at work and to keep in touch with family and friends. He expresses a 

need for a phone to be stylishly pure and have basic functions. He has strong opinions on mobile 

phone etiquette. 

 

Thomas is in his forties, married with two children. He owns a car rental company that delivers 

the rental cars to the customer. He is very dependent on the mobile phone and it can ring 24 

hours a day every day of the week. 

 

Oscar is 33 years old and co-habits with his partner. He works at the hospital with technical 

support. He has had a mobile phone since 1997 but does not use it much outside work and cannot 

see the need to constantly be reached. He thinks it is important to draw a clear line between work 

and leisure time. 

Carl is a 28-year-old teacher who lives together with his fiancé. He does not use his mobile 

phone, which he has had for two years, often. When he uses it, it is to call family and friends. 

 



 14

Michael is 40 years old. He is married and has two children. Everyone in his family and all his 

friends own mobile phones. He works for a company that makes mobile phones and has had one 

since 1994. He is the one of my informants who seems to be using his phone the most and in the 

most advanced ways.  

 

Susan is a student at the university, single and 28 years old. She has no stationary phone and has 

had her mobile phone for three years. She is the only one to admit that she wanted a mobile 

because it was cool even though she then made excuses that it was for other reasons that she got 

the mobile phone. 

 

Björn is a retired married 60 year old man with two adult children. He has had a mobile for a 

year and is just starting to feel comfortable at using it to make a few phone calls a week. The 

phone gives him a sense of security, for example when he is out in the woods with his dog.  

 

John is a 30 year-old student at the university. He has a girlfriend but not a mobile phone. He 

feels no need to own one. To meet his needs a mobile phone should be a combination of a pocket 

computer and a phone.  

 

Sara is 29 years old and a student at the university. She got her first phone in 1994 from her 

boyfriend who wanted to be able to reach her at all times. She texts (sends and receives text 

messages –SMS) a lot. She is the one of all my informants that seem to give the most attention to 

the phone as an object and likes to show off her phone and its functions and do not feel 

comfortable if she is not able to use her phone.  

 

Patricia is 27 years old, single and a part time student at the university. She does not own a 

mobile phone, mainly because of the risk she believes it poses to our health. She also feels it is 

an unnecessary expense and a source of stress. She is sometimes forced to use a mobile phone at 

work and she acknowledges the practicality of mobile phones but does not consider acquiring 

one.  

 

Maria is 25 years old and lives together with her boyfriend and their dog in a house quite far 

from the nearest city. She has had a mobile phone for four years and she uses it mostly at her 

work, as a consultant, where they do not have stationary phones.  
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Madeleine is 34 years old and single. She bought her mobile phone three and a half years ago 

when she had an old car and was out in the woods a lot and wanted the phone to feel safer. She 

generally rather speaks on the phone than meets a person she says.   

Reachability and the Freedom of Movement   
“I have a need to be reached and to reach others” – Peter, 23   

“I got it from my son because I could never be reached”- Björn, 58 

“[…] you’re in a place where there’s no phone, then its good to have it…and you 

can expect important calls […] you don’t have to sit by the phone waiting, you can 

go out” – Madeleine, 34 

        As the answer to my question, most of my informants mention the reachability11 as the most 

important factor for having a mobile phone; they express a need to reach others and be reached. 

To my informants, reachability or accessibility seems to mean being able to decide when and 

where one wants to be and not being tied to a place with a stationary phone. Even Patricia and 

John who do not have mobile phones mention this to be the aspect that would perhaps eventually 

make them buy a mobile phone; however, John would only see it necessary if a future job 

demanded it. Wurtzel and Turner discuss this and claim that “a technological device eventually 

is used in solving a problem it has helped create” (1981:256), in this case being reachable. 

        Sara changed her mobile number so that the place where she works extra would not be able 

to reach her when she’s not at home. So she is choosing when, and to whom, to be available. 

With the mobile phone she is out more, but makes fewer plans than before, “[my] planning is 

poor... you call people and ‘I’m standing outside’, that you never did before”. Maria, likewise 

talks about not planning ahead much now that the mobile phone is there as a help when for 

example going food shopping:  

before when you couldn’t have a mobile phone, you made sure you saw to it before 

[that you knew what to get], but then you had to take a chance, but now you’re so 

used to it […] there’s always something you need to call and check up on, or so it 

feels […] it’s ridiculous but since you’re so used to having your mobile phone […] 

when you go to the store you call home to see ‘what was it I was going to buy 

again?’ 

This phenomenon of not any longer making detailed plans before doing things is also brought up 

by Peter who says that; 

                                                 
11 Reachability is a word which is being used, by the mobile communication industry as well as informants, to 
describe how a person is accessible to others through his or her mobile phone, nåbarhet in Swedish 
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you don’t have to plan ahead, instead…when you for example you come to the 

…grocery store you can, when you see what’s there …and also when people get 

together somewhere, that you on your way there decide more precisely when and 

how [to meet…] fewer decisions from the beginning and… err …well makes it 

easier for you in that way then… 

But he also notes that this usually ends up with more calls being made and that in turn makes it 

more expensive.  

        The mobile phone industry stresses the advantages of being mobile, that is, to be able to 

move freely but still be reached over the phone. Ads for mobile phones often focus on this aspect 

as well as, which I will later discuss, the mobile phone as part of the user’s identity with shells 

with innumerable colors and designs to meet modern man’s need for individuality.  

Statskontoret, the Swedish Agency for Administrative Development, writes in a preliminary 

study that the customer advantages of mobile phones are very large, especially the reachability is 

said to be the factor that drives most people to buy a mobile phone (1999:5). By the end of 2000 

there were a total of 6’338’000 mobile phone subscriptions and valid pre-paid phone cards in 

Sweden, 4’610’000 out of these were subscribed for by private persons and the rest by 

businesses (Post & Telestyrelsen 2001:59). With so many people having mobile phones it would 

be foolish to think that it does not have any impacts on social relations and everyday life. The 

question is only how people view having a mobile phone and the impact that this has on their 

lives. 

        According to Peter the positive changes of how he lives his life differently with a mobile 

phone “is that one can quickly and easily reach people, and the drawbacks are that one can be 

reached the whole time”. Thus, as Pool notes, the telephone, and in this case self evidently the 

mobile phone, have “effects in diametrically opposite directions” where the phone both “invades 

our privacy with its ring” at the same time that it protects our privacy because we can choose 

from where to “transact our affairs” (1981:4).  Michael appreciates the freedom that the mobile 

phone gives him and says that the phone “is actually pretty important because I commute so 

much, I have no stable point in my existence12”but he also likes to be able to make himself not 

available by turning the phone off. Peter claims that the mobile phone gives him “more freedom 

in his leisure time” and that the mobile phone is one of the things that he always takes with him. 

Pool’s argument that “[t]he phone, in short, adds to human freedom, but those who gain freedom 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
12 This is a Swedish expression, “fast punkt i tillvaron” which means approximately that one feels that he or she has 
no fixed point in his or her life, no real place to call home in a non-literal sense 
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can use it however they choose” (1982:4) is also, I am sure, highly applicable to mobile phone 

usage where the freedom even more is extended than with a stationary phone. Oscar expresses 

his amazement for the fact that people so quickly have forgotten how they could live without 

mobile phones. Björn, who earlier was very critical to mobile phones and saw no reason to get 

one, says; 

I have to admit that I’ve turned in my opinion on the mobile phone, not to the over-

use… to that hysterical [hype] around it, but it is useful […] and not being tied to 

the home, but I give the number of my mobile and then I’m free, you know, and that 

sense of freedom I probably underestimated before. 

        To always be available for conversation, to be reached when not at home or the office is 

something that has come with the adoption of mobile phones. Maria, Michael and Oscar tell me 

that they now often chose to turn their phones off in their free time because they have realized 

that they do not need to be available for conversations all the time. Similarly Carl, Madeleine and 

Susan do not always take the mobile phone with them when they go somewhere. Reactions to 

this behavior from others vary. The mobile phone seems to imply immediate as well as constant 

access to a person. Previously explicit or implicit rules of appropriate communication demands 

are rapidly changing with the gradual large scale adoption of mobile telephony. Madeleine and 

Oscar marvel at the fact that people seem to expect that if one has a mobile phone, it should be 

possible to reach that person at all times. I have encountered this also in observations and 

personally as well. It seems to be a rather common notion that people should be available at 

almost all times especially when they have a mobile phone. Oscar has many times been scolded 

by his brothers for not having the mobile phone turned on. (Oskar quoting his brothers) ‘But you 

have a mobile phone [swearing] it is not on’ [Oscar’s response being] ‘No you should know how 

nice it is not to be reached’, that they don’t quite understand. Oscar reacts to this by having his 

mobile turned off more often just not to be taken for granted, but he is making a point of not 

being against mobile phones.     

         With mobile phones being so common, people are faced also with a series of problems 

regarding usage as for example the matter of reception which actually limits their sought for 

reachability and freedom of movement. The goal for the telephone service providers is, of 

course, good reception everywhere, but as it is now they can only guarantee 95-98 %, which 

leaves some areas with bad or no reception at all (Statskontoret 2000:12, p.23). My informants 

have different opinions on the matter of reception. Peter and Oscar expressed the same demand, 

that for the money it costs to use a mobile phone, reception should be good at all places. Oscar 

says “I completely understand that it can’t work all the time, but I still get annoyed”. Michael 
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says that he is not too worried by not being reached by others when the reception is bad, but that 

he gets furious when he cannot make the calls he wants to. I will later discuss how the freedom 

mobile phones can bring seems to be interpreted by people as them being free to be able to 

decide when and when not to be available – reception should not be the limitations of when to be 

reached or not.  

        Some of my informants say that they are really annoyed when they find themselves in 

situations when they cannot make or receive calls because of poor reception. For Susan, the 

mobile phone is her only phone and the reception in her apartment is not very good  

if I go out on the balcony it’s 100% but inside the apartment he [the mobile phone] 

can just die … totally … so it’s a bit unstable there … and that can be very 

annoying since I have no other option … but, I mean, when I’m out […] I make 

sure to stand where the reception is good and then I don’t move, but it doesn’t piss 

me off or anything, it’s just … inconvenience… 

 Sara, on the other hand, even seems to try to avoid going to places with bad reception; “It 

should be reception everywhere…I hate not having reception, I have no reception in the cabin in 

the woods…[I’m] pissed off, one has to stand at a certain place with the arms out and be like an 

antenna, right? And it is really tough […] it is hopeless…I do not like being there”. Others say 

that it does not bother them much. The development of the mobile systems is a ongoing process 

in general, and especially for 3G13, the third generation of mobile phones UMTS; many antennas 

for mobile communication transmitters are being erected and supposedly this will, apart from 

integrating all existing forms of mobile telecommunication, improve the reception (Statskontoret 

1999:47, p.5, Statskontoret 2000:12, p.23 and Meuerling and Jeans 1994:216).  

        However, with more antennas people seem to be afraid of more radiation. Is this the price 

that people are willing to pay for this need for reachability? Patricia says that  

it feels a little bit like because the need [for being reachable through a mobile 

phone] has been created in people by them [the industry] in combination with that 

it is something that companies can make a lot of money from, …they say that ‘it is 

probably not dangerous, no I don’t think so, no why should it be?’ 

Maria, Peter and Susan are concerned for the radiation from the mobile phone as they are forced 

to use the mobile phone so much every day, and most of my other informants also mention the 

matter of radiation in the interviews but they rather seem less concerned by it. Oscar says that 

“you should take it [the concern for radiation damage] seriously, ‘cause soon they will discover 

                                                 
13 For more information about mobile communications, statistics et cetera  in Sweden see URL 3 
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that it was highly hazardous and that the whole population has some kind of weird disease”. 

Better reception for total reachability is thus requested, but not at the cost of more radiation.  

Further Aspects of Mobile Phone Usage  
        As people get more and more used to having mobile phones there seems to be a shift in the 

usage of the mobile phone. Many of my informants claim that they bought the phone for one 

reason mainly, for example as a security or because they wanted to be reached at all times, but 

that they now use it differently. One of them, Susan, says that she procured her mobile phone 

when she quit her job, but was still going to work extra there and needed to be reached. She says, 

however, that “it might just have been an excuse to finally get a mobile phone because it was so 

cool with mobile phones”. She, in fact, is the only one of my informants who admits to have 

bought a mobile phone to “be cool”. Judging from my observations, where many seem to flaunt 

their mobile phones, I think many, at least in the beginning think that it is cool to have a mobile 

phone but without necessarily admitting it. In almost any kind of public arena one can see people 

showing off in front of friends or prospective partners (as well as flirting with others using 

mobile communication), but that is a whole other subject. 

        Maria has also changed the way she uses her mobile phone and she says: “In the beginning I 

had a mobile phone because you wanted to be reached in your leisure time, now I have [the] 

mobile phone at work mostly…because we do not have stationary phones…it is only mobile 

phones”. The mobile office, described in the folder from the Swedish Agency for Administrative 

Development as a major step in the direction of total mobility, where the mobile phone totally 

replaces the regular phone is a fact at many work places today (Statskontoret 2000:12, p.21). 

Sociology Professor Manuel Castells sees this as a part of an accelerating current trend of 

extreme processes making work more flexible and labor more individualized which in turn, he 

claims, will lead us to a highly segmented social structure (1999:201 passim). 

        Functions are, as I already mentioned, an important aspect of mobile phone usage. Even the 

same function can be used by many but with varying explanations for why. The informants 

working on the car rental company as well as the other informants who use their phone at work 

use services as answering service and WAP14. WAP is a standard to transmit information from 

the Internet to a mobile phone and enables various services of wireless communication 

(Statskontoret 1999:47, p. 5). Michael uses a service of this kind to make seat reservations when 

he goes by train, the travel agent then sends the ticket as a text message to the phone and he can 

show it to the conductor which is very convenient he thinks.  
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        SMS enables the user to write messages up to 160 characters in length and it costs less than 

two Swedish kronor to send15. Susan and Sara use the SMS-function a lot. The other informants 

range from not using the service at all to using it very seldom or a little more often. Susan uses it 

quite a lot mainly because it is cheaper than to call and because it is a good way of keeping in 

touch with friends since she has no other phone. Calling all the time would be far too expensive. 

She has friends in other countries with whom she keeps in contact via emails and also with 

sending SMS (during the interview she receives a message from her friend in Australia).  

        Ordinary text messages can be everything from “Where are you, do you want to go out for 

coffee”, requests for information or just messages to say hello. Especially sending a short 

message to initiate contact seems to be very popular. I have heard many people say they prefer to 

send a SMS to a person they are interested in rather than to call. Susan, however, finds it hard 

sometimes to convey nuances in language in such a short text; she says that especially irony 

tends to be lost. People who send SMS seem to have adopted the use of “smileys”16 as a means 

to replace intonation in verbal communication or to express a feeling of for example irony.  

         Some of my informants say they have more contact with some people, read those who have 

mobile phones, because of the fact that it is often easier to reach people who have mobile phones 

immediately. One is more certain to reach the person one wants to talk to not risking having to 

talk to someone else (a family member, a secretary et cetera). Furthermore, one can also skip the 

usual cordial chit-chat and get straight to the point, for example to ask to go out for coffee and 

then talk more when face-to-face. SMS can also be used at times when one does not want to call 

on the telephone and disturb the person or when one just wants to convey information to a person 

or many persons but does not want to or have the time to chat. Generally the usage of text 

messages varies between persons as much as the usage of the mobile phone itself. One thing that 

does, however, seem to discourage some of my informants is that it takes too long time to write 

text messages, but Sara says that after a while you get the hang of it and learn to really appreciate 

the function as a quick way of communicating. 

        The mobile phone has allowed us to not be bound to specific places. The limit can now be 

seen as the hour of day that decides if it is appropriate if one can reach a person or not. 

Boettinger brings up an aspect that I find very interesting in, especially mobile, phone usage. 

                                                                                                                                                             
14 Wireless Application Protocol (Statskontoret 1999:47, p. 5) – WAP was never a huge success  
15 In 2001 you could not write longer text messages and they were more expensive than in 2008 (now the price 
ranges from 0,19 to 1.25 Swedish kronor and there are even flat-rate subscriptions. The prices for SMS in Sweden 
are still high as compared to other countries, but lower prices have increased the number of SMS (2 billion SMS 
were sent in Sweden during the first six months of 2007) www.pts.se  
16 Examples; a happy face lying down : - )  can mean laughing, joking or teasing ;  : - ( can mean that one is sad or 
dissappointed ;   ; - ) can mean that one is flirting or teasing  et cetera  
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That is, the peculiar behavioral characteristics regarding phones; “the mysterious charm of the 

unknown call, the impulse to know the news, good or bad, which spices and poisons our life…” 

which makes people have the phone turned on at times when it certainly, or possibly, can appear 

as rude or not socially acceptable (1981:202). I have observed how for example two people at a 

café or a restaurant and one or both of them answers the phone every time it rings, regardless if 

they are in a middle of a conversation. The telephone seems to induce a compulsion to answer it 

and this is perhaps just more evident when what was usually private conversations, are now 

taken out in public. Before it was not that common to be interrupted by a phone call when 

outside of the home or office, whereas now one can be interrupted at almost all times. I claim 

that the distinction between private and public has now been blurred by the possibility of moving 

private phone conversations out of private places (homes and offices) and out in public places. A 

possibility for the caller to quickly trying to decide whether a conversation is appropriate or not 

can be a reason for the shift in common first question from “How are you?” to “Where are 

you?”. Perhaps the rules and contracts of society regarding acceptable telephone manners (what 

to say, when to say it, why it is possible to say some things and not others et cetera) that Linell 

discusses, are in a process of rather rapid change (1998:25f). 

        The environment around the caller or receiver of a phone call seems to matter to some of 

my informants but not to all. The question of appropriate mobile phone behavior is brought up 

by most of my informants. Peter says it has to do with “out of courtesy and respect” when and 

where one answers the mobile phone or not and where one has it turned off completely.  Susan 

gives an example: 

that I can feel is embarrassing , I mean really embarrassing, when […] I’m at a 

place where I normally always turn the phone off […] and you’ve forgotten to do it, 

then some bastard calls […] that is embarrassing and you’re ashamed you don’t 

have mobile phone etiquette so to say 

Björn similarly has strong feelings of what is, and what is not, appropriate behavior when using 

mobile phones. 

Björn: I hated people before who gesticulated, talked in the air, and you wondered 

if they were crazy, until you discovered that they used mobile phones and I still 

can’t put up with that way it is used… 

Susanna: [jokingly, having seen him in that kind of situation] So you’re not 

yourself standing in a store shouting when you use it? 
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Björn: Err… obviously you get a certain [clears his throat] technique or what to 

call it, ‘cause people stare at me sometimes and I fell ashamed. 

I have observed that people also talk very differently depending on the environment and of 

course it is much up to what kind of person it is (here again I am making inferences about people 

from how they use their mobile phone in public). What is it that happens to communication when 

mobile phones allow the line between private and public to be more or less erased? Some people 

seem to not care that they talk about things that are very private in a place where all can hear, 

whether other people like it or not. My informants also categorize people according to their 

behavior connected to mobile phone usage. Carl says that he gets annoyed with people “who talk 

loudly and about nothing…out [in public]…or in the movies or such places”. He talks quietly 

when surrounded by people, he says. Maria, however, finds annoying ringing tones more 

disturbing than people talking loudly and gets angry with people who have chosen those kinds of 

tones. She has herself a ringing tone which is as discrete as possible, she says. Sara says that she 

is “that kind of person who likes to walk around in the city with the string [referring to a 

headset] in my ear [laughs] I think it is very funny [laughs again]”, but at the same time she can 

find it a little annoying when for example sitting on a bus and someone calls just to chat. It is 

these kinds of private conversations in public that some of my informants mention as both 

amusing and annoying. Patricia finds it rather disturbing to have to listen to people talking about 

everything and nothing, “you can hear the most interesting conversations”, when she is on a 

train or somewhere where she cannot choose not to listen. Björn was recently on a funeral where 

a mobile phone suddenly started to ring and disrupted the atmosphere leaving everyone rather 

uncomfortable.  

Yet others seem to be very sensitive of the surrounding people and either talk very quietly 

or walk away from the most crowded places to create a “private zone” where they can talk less 

conscious of, or less disturbed by, the environment they are in. Susan, for example, says she is 

very uncomfortable if she has to talk on the phone in midst of a crowd of people,  

I try to step aside if I am going to talk on the phone, and if I cannot do that I try to 

talk more quietly…try to keep my voice down in case many people can hear me, 

because I think that others don’t have anything to do with [what is said on the 

phone] […] however it is very easy to find yourself in your own little world with 

one’s mobile phone, when someone calls one is sort of screened off. 

Perhaps, Maria thinks, this is the mechanism behind how one can hear people talk about very 

intimate things in public places; they simply forget where they are after a while. I think this 

might be a latent function of the telephone. Using the mobile phone, people tend to create their 
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own private sphere in a public place. Perhaps because using the telephone is still so connected to 

the use of a stationary phone in the privacy of a persons’ home or office. The middle-aged 

woman working as a cashier at the local convenience store said, when she heard that I was 

working on a study of mobile phones and how people use them, that there is nothing more 

annoying than people standing at the cashier’s desk talking on their mobile phone or calling up to 

see if the price of something is alright. About half of my informants say that they would not 

answer the phone in that kind of situation. On the other hand, some say that they always answer 

the mobile phone. Michael for example says that he may answer standing in the line in a store, 

but that he usually waits to talk until he has moved away. Moreover, he always tries to find a 

calm place when he wants to make a call. The environment decides if and how he talks on the 

phone. He says that “you don’t discuss, how shall I put it, prices, costs, future, strategy and that 

kind of work related or company related issues when on a train or out among people so to say. If 

you’re in your office that is a whole different matter”. 

         The mobile phone enables usage such as, distribution of information, communication, 

creating and sustaining social relationships and entertainment (Cf. Ritzén and Svensson 2001:26, 

p.72f). As for the matter of usage, I have already mentioned that many people seem to find it 

important to personalize both the physical aspects of the phone and the usage of the phone to fit 

their needs. The functions the individual has on his or her phone and how and why he/she uses 

them tell something about him or her as a person. Social messages are sent and received through 

the object, the mobile phone, itself as well as through what it enables the user to do.          

The Phone as Object vs. the Phone as a Means for Communication 
Susanna: “You told me about people at your work who use the models that are  

not out on the market yet… 

Michael: “To them, how shall I say,[it is probably] more of a status 

object…err…or like a toy, but I would probably be really annoyed if […] the 

program wasn’t entirely developed yet and break down in the middle of 

everything…then I would [not use it] 

 Susanna: “So then it is the functions that are important?” 

 Michael: “Yes, they are as important as…as design I think.” 

       Some researchers seem to view the telephone only as a mediating object, defined by 

sociologist Tim Dant as “one that carries communications between people – information, 

emotions, ideas and impressions that could have been communicated by speech, gesture, touch or 

expression - if the people had been with each other” (1999:153). He writes that the object “is not 
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there to be looked at; it is there so that it can be interacted with when it calls for attention by 

ringing” (1999:162). If this is true then why is the mobile phone as an object given so much 

attention? During the observations in cafés I saw how the phone often is placed on the table 

visible to others. Sometimes this might be explained with that the person has no other place to 

put it, but often the person has a bag or a coat or something where the phone could be put. If the 

phone only fills its social role when being, as Dant puts it, “`turned on´ and given attention” 

(1999:154) then it has no business being exhibited on a table. The role the phone is given and the 

aspects that are stressed seem to depend on the situation. 
        I suggest we can think of mobile phones in two ways: first the telephone as an object, where the appearance and 

functions of the phone itself are important; second and maybe more interesting is the view of the mobile phone as a 

means to communicate with other people and then the phone itself is not as important as the opportunities it may 

provide the user with. The object itself is, however, still important in the process of communication partly because 

of what it signals to other people and partly because of the importance given to it by the user. It appears as if 

Michael and most of my other informants find both the object itself and what it enables them to do important 

without necessarily making a distinction between the two aspects. 

        When I asked people who have a mobile phone why they had bought that particular model 

they answered the question in very different ways, some associated it with the appearance and 

some with the functions. Peter said that he had chosen it because it was “nice, stylistically 

pure…Swedish” and Maria wanted it because it was “nice [laughs] and it was just moderately 

advanced […] and a little bit of a luxury model then”. These statements refer to the object itself 

more than what the object does enable them to do. Maria, however, then goes on to list the 

desirable functions that the model has and then she is talking about the intrinsic possibilities of 

the mobile phone, but the first reaction was to the object itself.  

       Appadurai points out that any given thing has “their meanings …inscribed in their forms, 

their uses, their trajectories” (1986:5). Thus, to understand how mobile phone usage affects 

social interaction one also has to look at the meaning given to the object itself. According to 

Christopher Tilley, “studying material culture means transcribing artifacts. The end product is 

both something more and something less than the raw materials worked upon” (1990:332). He 

explains further that 
This means that we are never dealing with the artifact, or more generally, the past or the present, in 

itself and for itself. Our knowledge and understanding comes through a linguistic, textual medium. 

The need to place artifacts into texts is simultaneously a violence done to those artifacts and a 

productive and creative exercise. Writing material culture is producing material culture (1990:332). 

        Fiske makes a distinction between cultural and material commodities and I have interpreted 

his division to be of the same kind as mine (1989:26). That is, of the object itself and what 

people make of it. Fiske also notes that in a consumer society, “all commodities have cultural as 



 25

well as functional values” (1989:27). His notion of the economy of a society is extended to 

include “a cultural economy where the circulation is not one of money, but of meanings and 

pleasures” (1989:27). He goes on by stating that the  
audience, from being a commodity, now becomes a producer of meanings and  

pleasures. The original commodity (be it a television program or a pair of jeans)  

is, in the cultural economy, a text, a discursive structure of potential meanings 

and pleasures that constitutes a major resource of popular culture (Fiske 1989:27). 

        Mobile phones are given different meaning depending on the user and the situation. Oscar 

and Carl seem to view the phone from a merely practical perspective, as a means for 

communication when not by a “land line”. For Susan it is her only way of being reached on the 

phone. Sara loves her mobile phone a lot, however she seems not to like being dependent on it - 

“I try to train myself to be without [it] and leave it home when I go out about town and that’s 

very annoying [laughs]”. Perhaps this is a reaction, conscious or unconscious, partly to not 

wanting to recognize a commercialized need created by the mobile communication industry and 

a partly of what I have interpreted as trying to make one’s use of a mobile phone different from 

that of others. But what Sara seems to be most interested in is how “socially attractive” she is. 

That is, it seems important for her that people want to talk to her and to acknowledge that 

through calling her. “I wanna know who’s calling … if someone is calling, right now not that 

many call me, but, it’s a bit annoying not to … well, on the whole, that you’re not in control, that 

you’re all alone.”  In this way the mobile phone has adopted a similar meaning as that of the 

stationary phone as studied by Aronsson; “in an urban setting the home phone functions to 

reduce loneliness and anxiety, increase feelings of security, and maintain cohesion within family 

and friendship groups” (1981:247) (This is also commented on by Wurtzel and Turner p 254ff). 

Sara illustrates, I think, a good example of how the phone can be used for recognition of identity 

and affirmation of membership of a social group. If new ways of communication changes our 

social identities and the way we interact with each other, as well as how we categorize people 

around us, social groups are constantly changing and group membership needs to be established 

and reestablished. Sara thus gets a confirmation of having a social identity which is 

acknowledged by others through them calling her on her mobile phone (cf. Dimbleby and Burton 

1999). Maria and others, on the other hand, do not care so much about being reached; they care 

more about being able to reach others when needed.  

         Ethnologist Orvar Löfgren notes that things not only are what he names effective key 

symbols and “cultural storage depots”, they also talk to us in a very effective manner and this is 

used when marketing products into materialized promises, creating atmospheres and feelings 
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(1990:206). Commercials for mobile phones play on our feelings of wanting to be free, but yet 

reachable and to be able to make most out of our time. The object itself is thus a means to make 

everyday life easier, until the next product is developed. Löfgren argues that the limits for our 

desire for consumption are in constant change and that “the exclusive and exotic turn into public 

property and […], luxury turns into necessities…” (1990:207). This seems to be exactly what has 

happened to mobile phones. Stationary telephones are now a natural part of our world and their 

social impacts may be more or less hard to distinguish. In the words of Boettinger our lives are: 
shaped by this innocent and unobtrusive invention, which began as a toy, acquired status as a 

luxury, became a comfort, and is now such a necessity that welfare families can have their 

telephones paid for by the state. We shaped it to us, and now it shapes our lives in ways to which we 

give no thought (1981:202f). 

Perhaps we are still at a point in time where we are still shaping the mobile phone to us so that 

some of the usage of a mobile phone is still a conscious act. The same stages, from being a toy to 

becoming a luxury item and then a comfort turning into a necessity can also be applicable to 

understanding the development of the mobile phone. 

The Mobile Phone as an Extension of Self 
“…it has gone from being a mobile phone to something completely different, right, 

it is really a part of you…then there are different attributes to show [this …] either 

one can change the shell or one can have a special ringing tone…or one can also 

have icons or anything to make it personal.” – Michael, 40 

        This “extension of self” that Michael speaks about can be made personal by choosing a 

phone that goes well with you as a person. Michael thinks the size is what matters most, “it 

cannot be too heavy or too ungainly”, but color does not matter. However, he has a sticker of 

Tigger from Winnie the Pooh on his phone and the ringing tone is a tune that he has programmed 

on the phone from a book with Winnie the Pooh tunes. Thus, the appearance of the telephone 

seems important to him since it clearly shows his interest for Winnie the Pooh. The mobile’s 

exterior conveys this to others. Madeleine says that the exterior was an important part for 

choosing the phone. She has a bright yellow color on her phone and the ringing tone is a 

“cowboy tune” which she just happened to choose. Sara says that the looks “in itself doesn’t 

matter, but it can’t be ugly […] and it has to be small” and preferably no antenna that gets stuck 

in clothing. Generally the size seems to be what is most important and almost all informants 

mention that a small phone is desirable. 

        Peter has chosen a phone that is, what he calls, stylistically pure and he generally speaking 

seems very concerned to show up a nice and clean appearance and not stick out much from the 
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crowd. This is reflected in his black phone which ringing tone is one ordinary “classic” phone 

ring similar to an old stationary phone. Björn, Oscar, Maria and Carl on the other hand claim that 

the appearance and ringing tone has no importance what so ever to them, except for the size. 

Their phones have no outer signs that tell anything about the owner.  

        The mobile phone has gone from merely being a tool for communication to being, in many 

cases, an important part of the user. “I couldn’t live without it!” one woman exclaimed upon 

discussing the objective of my study. Mayer claims that the “telephone, while obviously a 

service produced and paid for, is to an ever-changing degree an extension of its user’s self. 

Moreover, it is an extension that in both manageable and unmanageable ways confronts the self 

with the great economizing choice of a developed society: the uses of time” (Mayer 1981:225). 

Thus, as people make assumptions about others according to, among other things, what they say, 

how they look and what things they display, the telephone as an extension of self is not limited to 

this. It is clearly linked with how people organize their time. To turn the phone off, for example, 

can thus be seen as a statement by the person as to show his or her priorities. In the words of 

Mayer:  
[t]he fundamental nature of [the relationship between the telephone company and customer] is that 

the telephone, while obviously a service produced and paid for, is to an ever-changing degree an 

extension of its user’s self. Moreover, it is an extension that in both manageable and unmanageable 

ways confronts the self with the great economizing choice of a developed society: the uses of time 

(1981:225).  

The Division between Work and Leisure or the Uses of Time 
  “It doesn’t bother me too much […] I can always turn it off if I don’t want to be  

                       reached”- Michael, 40 

        In the words of Castells; “Work is, and will be for a foreseeable future, the nucleus of 

people’s life. More specifically in modern societies, paid working time structures social time” 

(1999:439, emphasis in original). Working at the car rental company means to be very flexible 

when it comes to working hours; because they need to always be available, to be “on call”, the 

phone has to be turned on at all times. It seems to me that Thomas never has any “real” free time, 

and this notion is strengthened as his answer to the question of leisure time was “Next question 

please”. He can be woken up in the middle of the night by a customer who wants to rent a car. 

The time that he is away from the actual workplace still is “working time” since the phone can 

ring at any moment. This must, I guess, create a very stressful situation as the line between work 

and leisure is so vague. Myers and Tolela Myers write that “[t]ime is a form of interpersonal 

communication. In our culture, time is almost treated as a thing; you gain time, waste it, give it, 
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and take it. Time is precious, a rare commodity in our rushed lives. Time speaks” (1985:232). In 

my study of the car rental company this is evident. The mobile phone can be involved in all these 

aspects of time; for example one can gain time as at the car rental company where the mobile 

phone enables them to save time by changing their plans quickly. One can also waste time, and 

money, by chatting on the phone or using it as entertainment by, for example, playing games. 

But, the mobile phone can also take time and thus increase the feelings of stress. One can, for 

example, sometimes try to save time by sending a text message instead of calling (or seeing) a 

person, but might then end up having to send more text messages thus “wasting” more time on a 

time-saving intention than the “time consuming” option. It can also be stressful to having 

become so dependent on mobile phone communication that when being without it unexpectedly 

some things become impossible or at least take more time to do.   

        At the car rental company I noticed that they have created a system for using the mobile 

phones to make the most out of the time. Thomas says that; “With the mobile phone one can 

have more narrow margins [and] solve problems as they arise”. He appreciates the way one can 

decide things on a preliminary basis and then change these plans rapidly if necessary by using 

mobile phones and Peter agrees. However, Peter notes that the lack of schedule have both 

positive and negative aspects to it since it can also create a very stressful situation when one 

cannot have an overview of the work of the day. Since Thomas and Peter are so used to working 

this way, when something prohibits them from using their usual routines it creates some 

inconvenience, as for example when Thomas forgets the phone in the charger at the office and 

cannot be reached.  

        Another thing that seems to be stressful to some is to stand in a public place waiting for 

someone, doing nothing. Some seem to be very uncomfortable when alone in a public place and 

the mobile phone appears to be a way of seeming busy. They do not necessarily use the phone to 

call someone, and they may as well use some other function on the phone such as playing a 

game. Michael mentions this as something he does to kill time when he is on a train.  

        In a study, by the Department for Occupational and Environmental Medicine in Gothenburg 

(Yrkesmedicinska kliniken) together with the Bureau for Statistic Research (Sweden Statistics) 

and the Institute for Work (Arbetslivsinstitutet), researchers claim that computers along with use 

of the new technology at work increase feelings of stress among workers (URL 4). This partly 

because people work more and find it more difficult to relax when off from work. I think that the 

same is true about mobile phone use and maybe even more so since the same phone often is used 

both at work and during the free time. 
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        However, I expected that I would find that people were much more disturbed by having 

their free time interrupted by work related calls than they actually seem to be. Maria, Michael, 

Madeleine and Oscar who use their mobile phones very much at work all said that there are not 

that many work related calls on their leisure time and the few that they get do not bother them 

much. John, who does not have a mobile phone, thinks that he would probably be annoyed by 

getting work related calls on his free time and that if he got such calls he would demand to be 

paid for the time on the phone. Hearing this, Peter said that probably no one would appreciate 

having work time and leisure mixed up. However, he concluded that one does what is expected 

and accept it. Through what my informants have said and I have experienced, I believe that 

social norms about the division of time into work and leisure have already undergone changes 

and are still in the process of change. 

        Peter, who worked at the car rental company when I did my field study there, used his 

mobile phone extensively at work. Since the calls to the company were connected to his phone 

when his boss’ was occupied, he was disturbed in his free time a lot. In order to be sure not to 

miss customers by not being available on the phone at all times, Peter has to be quick to ”switch 

them back” to the boss’ phone. He claims it does not bother him, but admitted it was an 

interruption of what he was doing since he immediately had to turn his attention to the ringing 

phone. He claims that the mobile phone anyhow gives him more freedom in his free time and 

thus thinks that the positive aspects still are dominant as regarding the usage of mobile phone at 

work and in one’s free time.  

 

5. Past, Present and Looking into the Future       
       In 1981 Wurtzel and Turner wrote that, 

[t]he most interesting innovation on the horizon is the out-doors telephone – the instrument hat can 

be taken into the backyard, out on the picnic, or maybe into the street. As the user moves about, his 

“number” is shifted from cell to cell, according to the transmitting station that handles his current 

location. The telephone would become not only an extension of one’s self, but an extension of one’s 

shadow, too […] I must say, though, that before I would carry that sort of instrument I’d insist on a 

way to turn it off (1981:244f). 

Their interesting future is now so common that we now take it more or less for granted. But the 

question of turning it off is very much a present issue.             

        The market for mobile telephony will continue to increase, if yet slower, and the 

development of new services is thought to increase development and new usages even more 

(Statskontoret 1999:47). Mayer found that the more common stationary phones became, the 
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more value they were given and the more people were using them. Likewise, with mobile phones 

now being more common and becoming cheaper both to buy and to use (if used wisely of 

course) than “landlines”, people from all social classes are using them to a greater extent. Mobile 

phones are also becoming a necessity in themselves. For stationary phones calls shorter than ten 

minutes were, in Mayer’s study, a necessity while calls longer than that were considered a 

luxury. Perhaps it will be the functions of the mobile phones as well as finding new ways of 

standing out from the crowd regarding one’s use of mobile phone is what distinguishes people in 

the future.  

         I am certain that there will be new uses of mobile phones and new functions as for example 

when a German minister gave an SMS-religious service to 1100 mobile phone users all over 

Germany in the end of May 2001 (Östgöta Correspondenten May 31, 2001). With the third 

generation of mobile phones (3G), greater amounts of data will be transmitted up to forty times 

faster than the mobile communication networks that were established in Sweden in 2001 

(Östgöta Correspondenten May 31, 2001). The first 3G-net for mobile telephony was 

inaugurated in Japan on May 30 2001 and the first official 3G phone call was made (Östgöta 

Correspondenten May 31, 2001). This marks the beginning of a whole new era of mobile phones. 

With the new technology mobile phones will have more and more functions and are predicted to 

have an even greater impact on society.  

 

6. Post Script 
         Mayer already in 1981 found it “astonishing, that so little has been done by sociologists (or 

indeed anybody else) to investigate what the telephone has meant and means to daily life” 

(1981:225). The same thought struck me as I was searching for literature on the subject and 

finding very few current studies. Since my study in 2001, but before finishing the thesis in 2008, 

there were a few more, but up until very recently there have not been that many scholarly articles 

of mobile phone communication. In the fall of 2007 I wrote a report for a course in Social 

Anthropology and some of the text below in this post script is taken from that report.  

         The first generation of mobile phones were like, what Paul Levinson, professor of 

communication and media studies, calls a “miniature phone booth” only available to “convey 

spoken information” (2004:53). So were most of the mobile phones of my informants in 2001. 

The development since have led to the fact that there are very few mobile phones with only basic 

functions. Mobile Internet is now more useful and more used than for example WAP which 

never turned out to be a success. Mobile communications have exploded all over the world. But, 



 31

James E. Katz, professor of communication, notes that basic principles of human society seem to 

stay the same even as technology changes, and that “it is easy to overestimate as well as 

underestimate the influence of an emerging communication technology” (2006:157). He, 

however, notes that mobile phone communication “has [indeed] dramatically altered the social 

landscape” (2006:116) and that “mobile communication is becoming a way of life” (2006:3). 

Dant notes that generally speaking and in the case of the mobile phone, “we adapt to what has 

been invented […] and the socio-technical system does its best to encourage us in our adaption” 

(2005:54). 

         The widespread and elaborate use of mobile phones “has left us no place to be alone, 

whether car, park or mountaintop” according to Levinson (2004:63). Being out of touch is now, 

as Levinson notes, a “fine art” (2004:63), and has resulted in the invention of a series of what he 

calls: “strategies of avoidance, ranging from shutting the telephone off to just letting it ring, 

unanswered” or “claiming you did not hear the ring, had no idea the cellphone was off, or 

insisting that indeed the cellphone was not off” (2004:64). The question is “why we need to deny 

or conceal the fact that we don’t want to talk at that moment” (2004:64). Levinson believes that 
[t]he first step in dealing with the avalanche of accessibility that awaits us, I think, is recognizing 

that refusal to communicate is a reasonable option, and need not be insulting. Freedom to 

communicate […] surely includes the freedom not to communicate.” (2004:65f)  

Levinson also notes that ”protocols of avoidance and delay will be more difficult to design and 

enforce for the cellphone”, but that “self-regulation of cellphone accessibility will become the 

social norm” (2004:71). Katz writes about the same aspect of the increased and widespread use 

of mobile phones noting that “domains […] formerly free of phones […] have become part of the 

broad fabric of telephonic communication. Once inviolable, beaches and mountaintops are now 

part of the ‘chatter-sphere’.” (2006:116). Katz also notes that  
[d]espite public railing against the use of mobile phones in the presence of others or doing emails 

during meetings, over the reasonably short-term, nearly all moral barriers to their usage have 

collapsed (2006:178). 

This is perhaps a more extreme outcome than what I in 2001 predicted when discussing the 

change of social rules and contracts regarding accepted usage of mobile communications. As 

Levinson points out, “the cellphone has become so ubiquitous that its wonders to behold are 

commonplace, an astonishing part of everyday life” (2004:1). 
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7. Conclusions 
         It is now 132 years since the telephone was invented. Because it is very much an ongoing 

process, forever changing, it is still too early to state all consequences of telecommunications and 

especially mobile phone communication. However, one can distinguish a few processes of social 

change that can be linked to the development of mobile communication. Mobile phone usage 

affects society on different levels. The question is what effects the mobile phone usage has on 

people’s ways of interacting with others. I have found that individuals express a need to reach 

people and be reached, but at the same time most want to be able to control their reachability. 

         I also found that people quickly have forgotten how life was before mobile phones. People 

are adapting fast to mobile communications and changes in social codes of conduct are rapidly 

changing. Many of my informants in 2001 expressed strong opinions on how one is supposed to 

use a mobile phone claiming that almost no one but themselves use it wisely or correctly. This 

seems to me a “do as I say, don’t do as I do” thing, because when I pointed this out to them, or 

when they themselves realized it while talking with me, they got somewhat embarrassed and 

admitted to perhaps not using it they way they say they do.  

         One trend can be distinguished. That is, where the demand for individualization has led to 

that people seem to find their very own personal use of the mobile phone. After some time 

owning and using a mobile phone, people tend to start using it differently than in the beginning. 

At first people seem to show the phone off and use it a lot; it has the charm of novelty. 

Sometimes I got the feeling they where talking just because you could, and just for the sake of 

talking. My informants who used the mobile phone a lot in their work tended to use them less in 

their leisure time. The one’s who were passed the “honeymoon period”, or had never been 

charmed by the novelty of the mobile phone, with the mobile phone where the one’s who most 

explicitly marked their disapproval of what they referred to as “incorrect” or “inappropriate” 

mobile phone usage.  

         A thing that surprised me was that most of my informants used their mobile phones less 

than what I thought they would. Furthermore, functionality has perhaps been given greater value 

than the appearance of the object itself. Of course, refined technology has made it possible to 

make mobile phones smaller than before and people tend to favor a small mobile phone. Size 

definitely matters and people with older and larger models tend to hide these whereas smaller 

new ones are often flaunted in social settings seemingly to impress other people.              

        My observations and interviews have showed that people generally tend to prefer face-to-

face interaction and that they use the mobile phone to arrange to meet people in person. In that 
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way the mobile phone can be seen as a means to facilitate human face-to-face interaction instead 

of replacing it. The biggest difference in communication on mobile phones as compared to oral 

communication or communication using stationary phones could be that when calling a person 

on a mobile phone, you are more certain to talk to the person you want to talk to but you do not 

now where the person is and in what situation the person you are calling is in. Hence, the 

common first question from the caller could be either, “Where are you?” and/or “What are you 

doing?” 

         Generally people seem to be more comfortable and talking more freely on the mobile 

phone if in a “private zone” even out in public. My informants seem to make their own private 

spheres in public places by walking away, talking quietly or if this is not possible, cutting the 

phone conversations short and calling back later. Mobile phone conversations tend, at least for 

some, to be shorter, more precise (none or less “chit-chatting”) than conversations on stationary 

phones or face-to-face conversations. Using the mobile phone in a courteous way, being 

considerate also of other people’s presence and/or time, can be seen as one way of sending a 

social message. Choosing to answer the phone in the presence of others can also send a message 

of who is considered most important or prioritized at the moment. It can, however, also be about 

not wanting to miss information that the telephone’s ring promises. One of my informants, Sara, 

illustrated this. Before, when people only had stationary phones, and especially before the 

introduction of answering machines and caller ID, people did not know what calls they missed. 

Then it was not so obvious if one was, or was not, socially requested for over the phone and thus 

it was not something people could be in control of (if not having a personal secretary of course). 

Now, when someone wants to reach someone else, one is more likely to do so. At least one is 

often able to leave a message directly to the person requested or the person will see that you have 

called. It is thus obvious if you are or if you are not wanted (called) since not being reached 

cannot be explained by being out doing something else because nowadays people can be reached 

almost everywhere. Furthermore, it seems many make a point out of being multi-tasking and in 

control of their reachability. 

        People seem generally to also be attempting to make the most out of their time. Time spent 

“just” traveling or waiting is often considered time lost. To be busy doing something might be a 

way of conveying to others that you are a person who is in control of your time and how you use 

it. Often people use their mobile way of communicating with others while doing something else, 

often when going from one place to another. One of my informants exemplified this as him 

playing games on his mobile phone while on or waiting for the train.  Personally I tend to send 

most SMS planning my social life while biking to and from work or walking to and from 
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meetings when at work. I very seldom take work time sitting down at my desk using my private 

mobile phone. For me, transition from a meeting at work is somehow considered a time between 

work and leisure, not quite work but not free time. I look forward to seeing studies of mobile 

communications regarding this transition use and uses of time which affects social life in so 

many ways. 

         Personal interpretations of appropriate accessibility and usage of mobile phones as well as 

norms of social interaction are very much under way. I see them as a part of a creation of 

meaning – understanding the world and the people around us through categorizations on 

different levels. One kind can be people who follow or even actively take part in newly formed 

social rules and identities. Another can be people who stand on the side of the development and 

do not abide to “rules and contracts” that are in the process of changing but instead hang on to 

formerly acceptable ones. At any time given people will be on different stages in this process 

but, as I see it, will generally always try to find their social identity and to be part of a social 

group – be it using mobile communication or not.  

         To sum things up in very short and general terms, we have gone from seeing a vision of 

mobile communication and what they could bring including hopes of being able to turn the 

device off, to liking it so much never wanting to turn it off, to choosing when to turn it off, to the 

mobile phone being so commonplace that we are not thinking so much about it being on or off. I 

wonder what Alexander Graham Bell would have thought if he had known what his invention 

would lead to. Regardless of if we have it turned on or off, it is now an integral part of the 

majority of people’s lives and it is here to stay! 
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