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This article examines youth and mobile telephondbeé UK. To provide some
context it first examines
* The history of the mobile telephony market and enirtevels of usage
» Official statistics on the current adoption of nlelphones by young people
» British media coverage of youth and mobiles angexiic journal aimed at
the youth market.
Turning to empirical studies, the article goes@nefport on
* Quantitative data on youth and mobiles based amagoing BTexact
TechnologieSfunded longitudinal household panel study
* Qualitative studies of youth and mobiles
» The particular issue of the mobiles and the gifttrenship
Finally, the article considers further areas otegsh that might be developed and
some of the issues involved, covering
* Variation amongst youth within nations
* Approaches to understanding national differences
* The domestication of the mobile phone collectivglyyouth
* Some of the consequences of generations of curoeih growing older and
new generations of youth appearing.

Contexts
Moabile Telephony in the UK

A recent study for EURESCOM showed that comparedday other European
countries the UK was not among the leaders in tefnnsarket penetration (these
were the Scandinavian countries, Italy and the &l&hds) but Britain was in the
next grouping, alongside countries like Germany larashce (Mante-Meijer and
Haddon, 2001).

That research also showed that looking at the dvessory of European markets,
this situation arose not because the UK was latietelop the technology: the first
analogue system was relatively old and the UK \ieirey early to adopt GSM
compared to some other countries. So althougimtit@le phone is considered a
‘successful’ product and remarked upon in the 8mitnedia, the interest and take up
has not been so strong as in the lead countries.

In the latest survey by the UK telecoms regulatoréring the population aged15
years old or more) conducted in August 2001, 73%ewdiple claimed to personally
own or use a mobile phone and this is rising a@te of about 3% a quarter at this
moment in time (Oftel, 2001). MORI, the bureau vdaoried out the survey, have
collected data going back to January 99 — wheffighee stood at 27%. We can
therefore appreciate the magnitude of the increasethe last two years, which
contained some periods when the figures leapt ue mh@matically (e.g. January
2000, presumably because of people getting moadeshristmas presents, and
August 2000). Given that an additional 6% of pecgay that there is a mobile in
their home that they do not use, Oftel concludas T18% of UK homes have this
technology. Over three quarters of mobile own@ré4) use pre-payment cards
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rather than taking out a subscription - as in otdeemtries, the arrival of this payment
option boosted the market.

Youth and Mobile Phones; Official Statistics

In the UK the term ‘youth’ is almost interchangeablith teenager, i.e. below 20,
even if 18 is the main turning point when peopletgal status changes to that of
adult. Once into their 20s, people are more likelpe considered as (young) adults.

Among most national surveys of the population whadk at technologies such as
the mobile phone the youngest people in these smtghd to be aged 15 or 16 years
old and so data are not available on the youngerthy. In addition, the numbers
involved are often too small to just consider tbel® year old category. Hence the
age group used by Oftel is 15-24 years old. Irotords, we simply do not have
official data that specifically match what peopleuld call ‘youth’.

However, if we use 15-24 year olds as a proxy,ith@e of age groups among whom
the mobile is most popular (88% have a mobile).ptibthat figure in perspective,
87% of 25-34 year olds and 88% of 35-44 year olsls aave mobiles. Hence, the
technology is not so outstandingly concentratetthath younger group. Nowadays
mobile phone technology has spread more broadlyhgriee population (and

recently more of the 55+ group has adopted mohkales) many other European
countries (Mante-Meijer and Haddon, 2001).

Media, youth and mobiles

There has been some TV coverage of youth and nsplilainly as news items,
although in general this technology does not rexaiw where near as much attention
as the Internet. The first type of report was gsmion the adoption figures, and
emphasised a new phenomenon was happening: tresagiem of youth had a
different technology compared to youth of the pastp put it another way, a

different experience from when current adults waereng. A second, and later, type
of media coverage dealt with concerns about hésdtres, what the long term
(radiation) effects of using mobiles might be. sThas been a theme that has been
raised more generally, but the potential dangeydoamnger users was also singled out.
A third form of coverage has looked at bullyingngsEMS messages, but that is in a
context where bullying in general amongst childnes developed a higher profile as
an issue in recent years. Specifically as regaMS, one World Service programme
decided it was newsworthy to ask about the impbeatfor language and literacy of
youth using this new style of language.

The other media development is a magazine spdtyfaianed at young people with
mobiles Mobile M8 - reflecting the fact that the size of the p@pion of the UK is
large enough to support such specialised mediacéjave have a journal that is
helping to support (or determine) what is fashidealp ‘cool’ in relation to mobiles,
what are the latest brands, who (e.g. in termel&fwities) is using what, while
evaluating the ringing tones, the logos, the phameers, etc. and explaining the
language of texting and emoticons such as ‘smilies’



Empirical studies
Quantitative studies

BTExact Technologies has several questions on mtddiphony in its current
longitudinal study. The panel was first intervielhat the end of 1998 (referred to as
the first wave), a second interview (the secondey#mok place at the start of 2000
and a third in 2001 (see Anderson & Tracey, 260Ihe results from these
guestions can provide more details compared toffimal statistics, especially
casting some insight on younger teens and demansti@ocesses of change.

The over-16 year olds were themselves intervieweasbking only at the 16-19 year
olds (inclusive) 18% had mobiles when first intewed. By the time of the second
wave this had risen to 75% in 2000 (and we carcipatie that the figure will be even
higher in the third wave). Hence this was the tpeeod where we can identify
clearly dramatic change in terms of adoption bytlgoun that second wave, 63% of
those with a mobile phone had pre-payment cardsiseneans of payment was
dominant - although some youth did clearly havesstiptions.

When asked the most important reason why they bauaird a mobile half cited
‘safety’. In the light of the qualitative reseamtiscussed below there are questions
about how to interpret this figure. Those quakafindings show that while youth
sometimes accept parents concerns over being iicmaces, there is also an
element of using parental concern about the safetyeir children to justify young
people gaining access to a mobile phone. Bothexd aspects can inform the answer
to this question. Over a quarter of the youthhwaitcess to mobiles in wave 2 of the
BTexact survey (28%) said that the most importaason for having one was that it
made it easier to talk to a friend — which wouldrfimore with the qualitative

findings about the importance of patterns of satitgtamongst peers at this age

If we look at their answers about usage, very féwlQ year olds used the phone just
for emergencies — they usually said that they naaldast some calls per week. So
even if ‘safety’ figured in the motive or justifitan for adoption, it would seem that
the phone was subsequently used for other purho3ésit said, there is one figure
that goes against any stereotype of youth using tiabiles all the time: a quarter
claimed to make only 1-5 calls per week. Admityediearly three-quarters (43%)
said they made over 16 per week, but the genegidation is that there is some
variation in usage amongst youth.

In some of the qualitative studies (not just in th€) we find examples of young
people preferring to use the mobile rather tharfidesl phone because it provided a
sense of privacy, because these young people esuape the monitoring of parents.
But actually, the BTexact data show that when askesing the mobile phone had
replaced using the traditional phone the majo682¢) claimed that it had made

2 As part of the process of refining the surveymeajuestions appeared in wave one which did not
appear in wave two and vice versa.

% Meaning that the number was so small that it vanger worth continuing with more detailed
statistical analysis.

* Of course, one possibility is that youth make @i calls to parents to assure the latter of their
safety — but that would not fit with the main gi$tthe qualitative studies.



hardly any impact. While, over a quarter (27%j¥lghat the mobile had somewhat
replaced the fixed line for them, and a small miyaaid that it had completely
replaced using the home phone, this implies thaewhere is some displacement of
one communication medium by another it might beenionited than suggested by
the examples in qualitative studies.

Turning finally to the younger teens, the BTexacotsy asked parents questions
about the children in the home who were under Essyeln parallel to the older
teens, in the first wave 6% of this age group hatbitas and by the time of the
second wave in 2000 this had risen to 24%. Soenease by fourfold is just a little
higher than for older teens, but starting from amiower baseline in 1998. Clearly
only a minority of the younger group had phones, jmalging from the experience of
other countries such as those in Scandinavia, watmeixpect this to grow (Ling and
Helmersen, 2000; Rautianinen, and Kasesniemi,)2000

In the first wave of the BTexact survey, parentseanssked ‘from your point of view
which were the reasons for them (children underge8iing a mobile phone’

While 70% mentioned emergencies, a majority meetiainat it was because of their
children’s need or desire to be in touch with tifieends (58%). This is interesting
for a number of reasons.

First, while safety was clearly very important éswnot the single one and only
overriding consideration even amongst parents ahger teens. This is important
because other research has emphasised the degvbieligparents have concerns
about public space in Britain — e.g. the vast nigjaf children are now driven to
school because of this fear and we have seen teegente of what has been called a
‘bedroom culture’ partly because of parents’ dekeep children in safe places where
they can be monitored (including other people’s asnh{Borvill and Livingstone,
2001).

Second, given that qualitative studies suggesttki@tsome parents are involved in
acquiring the mobiles, or at a minimum allowingitlehildren to get them, it would
appear that many parents also appreciate and maling to support their children’s
sociability.

Third, studies of the traditional phone have n&eche tension, and even conflict,
between parents and children over phone use. canive found in British and

French qualitative studies, (Haddon, 1994; Martid de Singly, 2000) and in
guantitative studies (Haddon, 1998). For exampteyly two-thirds (65%) of British
14-17 year olds received complaints about the afiste phone calls they matle

Now in answer to the above BTexact questions thvere some optional answers that
could have connected with these and other tensieeisthe phone. One optional
answer as to why children had acquired a mobilethais'it stops them using the
phone at home’ (which may imply that it stops thaocking the phone, i.e. stops
incoming calls and stops other people using it ictvlvas the another complaint in
the earlier study). Yet another optional answes th&y acquired the mobile because

® Since the numbers involved for the under-16s waatgr than for the 16-19 year olds we could
continue with a little more detailed analysis.

® Which was higher than in other countries involirethis 5-country survey: the figure wd2% in
France and Spain, 49bltaly 4% and 53% in 53%n Germany



‘they nagged a lot’. In fact, only a minority ohgegnts mentioned either of these
‘negative’ rationales for acquisition (15% and 188gpectively).

Finally, there was a question asking who paid thedscof mobile telephony. Other
gualitative studies have noted how getting childeepay is not only a way of
resolving tensions over phone costs but alsostep towards encouraging children to
be independent and make their own choices aboadm (Ling and Helmersen,
2000). In both the first and second wave, 41%hefdhildren paid the whole bill and
just over a third paid some of the bill (34%). ldenpeven for younger teens, that
financial independence is becoming important, &nglhas not changed with the
expansion of this market for younger users.

Qualitative studies

The qualitative studies that have been conductad paicture that is not so
dissimilar from the findings of studies in otherrgpean countries. For example,
parents monitor mobile usage and costs. Teenagerstimes allow parents to
monitor their whereabouts in order to gain possessf a mobile phone in first place.
Indeed, sometimes they accept parental concerng #i®r safety in public spaces as
being legitimate (Green, 2001). On the other hgodth can gain some privacy by
using the mobile, sometimes talking to friends ewetihe home rather than using the
fixed phone line. So in certain senses they coliale with parental monitoring while
in others they resist it, sometimes developingépamanagement strategies’ such as
excuses like ‘the battery ran out’ when they mdilartselves uncontactable by their
parents (Green, 2001).

Although the example above shows how the mobilebeaviewed as a ‘digital leash’
(Ling, 1997), qualitative research in part takihg parents’ perspective argues how
allowing their children to have mobiles can alsab®eans by which parents can help
their children to establish independence. It algwung people a discrete space,
even if an electronic one, and allows parents &ildren, for example, to check in
with each other when youth are exploring new spédafus and Tracey,

forthcoming). In this sense, while the mobile nb@ymay be a new technology it is
used within the more traditional process of allaywouth to develop as persons.

Apart from relations with parents discussed abawe, relations with peers discussed
below, it is worth adding that there are also tnsittnal constraints on youth’s use of
the mobile - for example mobiles are banned inessofool5and confiscated if
found not just because of the ringing in classaish because they might be stolen
(Green, 2001). Of course, in practice youth somesi resist these controls as well,
for example, by making calls on their mobiles ia tprivate’ spaces within schools
(one girl informant in this study reported that wishe went into they toilets she
found a whole group of girls talking on the phone).

Amongst peers, communication by mobile phone agel s monitor the ‘highly
dynamic shifts in peer relationships’ since itriigoortant to know peers’ location, to
know what they doing, and to know who they are @hneen, 2001). Peers also
shape fashion and influence usage as they lookcht @hers brands and check the

" Here one might expect to find some national diffexes - the researcher in this study notes that oth
banned objects in some British schools includehkrgiackets, trainers and walkmans.



operators they have joined, consider the aesthaftiother people’s mobiles and how
they use them (e.g. names in the phone book). eTlese all ways of demonstrating
‘street crelf (Taylor and Harper, 2001a).

Other studies indicate that over and above consgl@rsage, both mobile phones as
consumer goods and text messages can be topioswérsation in their own right as
young people comment on the look of phone or theettess’ of a message they
recently received. Some youth have claimed thasigdhas been enhanced through
texting. And sometimes when they did not receiessages young people felt
excluded and rejected — that something was wrdregé examples are all from
Taylor and Harper, 2001b).

As in other countries, it has been noted that eabfitext messaging not only helps to
consolidate peer relationship amongst youth, tad helps to differentiate them from
adults (Talyor and Harper, 2001a). However, evaoragst youth there are also
various rules about SMS, or maybe it is bettemtpgerceptions of some youth about
what is the right and wrong way to go about thinger example, take language.
Even though texting often does not use standardigrigthere are examples of some
youth objecting to the overuse of capital lettarghe lack of any punctuation that can
make messages difficult to rédd And then there are understandings about whien it
inappropriate to use texting as opposed to usingraheans of communication,
including face-to-face : for example, how it is might to end a relationship, to
‘dump’ someone, through sending a text messagddiTagd Harper, 2001b).

More practically, in accordance with the micro-atioation role as noted in
Norwegian studies (Ling and Yttri, forthcoming), SNk used to adjust arrangements
already made as well as arrange for times to &ldtiflge and Grinter, 2001).

The gift-relation and mobile phones

A number of European studies have commented orotéef mobile and SMS
messages in terms of the ‘gift’ relationship betwgeuth (e.g. in the UK, Nafus and
Tracey, forthcoming; in Norwayohnsen, 2001). Derived from an anthropological
tradition, this sees gift-giving, gift-receiving@neciprocating as an activity for
cementing the social relationships between peophes section provides a number of
examples of this, which would probably be familmother countries, from a British
gualitative study. The study looked at how youtitihals of exchange - both as
regards the mobile phone as an object and SM$ pravide a way of
‘demonstrating and testing out the trust that existheir relationships’ (Taylor and
Harper, 2001b).

Looking first at the mobile phone itself, the vewst of leaving it around on the table
so that friends can pick it up and explore itsdeas can represent an expression of
trust in others. Then there is the practice loiwahg others to use one’s phone to
make calls. This can happen if the credit on a@reqn’s prepayment card is used up,

8 Street credibility.

® Partly because it is a code, partly to fit in wiitke constraints of how many characters can fi in
message.

19 The abbreviations and shorthands could also nalifficult to understand the intent of messages,
especially if humour or sarcasm was involved (Elgei and Grinter, 2001)



in which case he or she can he borrow the phome &ither peers. The way in which
mobile network charges are organised means tiss@metimes cheaper to use a
friend’s mobile because they are on the same nktasothe person being called. In
fact, sometimes youth talk of feeling obliged toke#heir phone available to friends,
otherwise they would be thought less of. Lateg,gbrson borrowing the phone is
obliged to reciprocate either in kind or by anotherans (buying credit for the
friend’s phone, buying a meal).

If we turn to actual messages, we have the praofio@e person receiving a message
and sharing it with a friend, to reinforce thaefrdship — showing it to them or
sending it on to the other person’s mobile. Tlais bappen even when the people
concerned are talking to each other at the sanhe, @bthey go through the ritual of
saying when they are sending or have receivedhleasage. Of course not all
messages are shared and not all messages are sitarederyone. Some are so
transitory that they lose their meaning quickly,emntseen out of context. Some are
too personal or risky to show others (althoughisiggnersonal messages can create
added intimacy). But some are capable of beingenmaore ‘public’, like jokes.

The youth in this study also talked about the @ian to reciprocate — when they
sent messages sent they expected an answer, wétgitsaway (in contrast to the
argument that because text involves asynchronisagasg people can answer when
it suits them). So we have example of people pipaop and ask ‘what’s wrong’
when they did not get a reply to their text messagking why they were being
ignored. As the researchers put it the recipiéth® message was 'obliged to meet
the challenge of the donor’ (including when messageved in the early hours of the
morning when they were asleep in some of the exasrgiven!).

In general, this research notes how gifts can ipeans of organising memories, they
‘make feelings concrete’ and hence they become iitapoto the receiver. In the
case of SMS we can see this in examples of youtitimgato keep many of the
messages that were salient to them and complatihaighe mobile phone’s memory
was sometimes insufficient. They could trangfemnt, but in doing so they lost
something, what people have said in its originanfas it arrived on the mobile. The
researchers note how messages can bear the habifreadcafted gift, with a history
attached to them.

But some messaging is also a ‘duty’. Over and alvetiprocating to messages
received, some message gifts are expected. Formeaone boyfriend talked of
feeling obliged to text his girlfriend ‘goodnighthen going to bed and ‘good
morning’ when waking up, almost as a ceremony bez#ushowed commitment in
the relationship. His peers could empathise wheepdinted out the negative
consequences - i.e. his girlfriend would not baldhappy - if he failed to follow this
ritual.

Lastly, which the processes of gift-giving can emteasolidarity they can also create
rivalry and differences in status between the piints — for example, if peers do

not reciprocate or do not reciprocate enough aey #éine perceived as being indebted.
For example, replying over the Internet to a tegssage (e.g. using free on-line
facilities to send a message to a mobile) can bsidered ‘cheap’ response compared
to paying to send that message from mobile to reobil



Further questions
Differentiating youth

Before considering questions about national diffees in youth’s experience of
mobile phones we might consider the variation wittountries - otherwise we run
the risk of stereotyping in general terms like ftagers do x’ or national ones like
‘British teenagers do x’. To provide a historicahtext, back in 1970s in British
sociology there was a discussion as to whethemaywuith culture’ now existed
reflecting a newfound affluence and new orientatiamongst youth - but even at
that time differences amongst youth were alwaysetéound.

Certainly we might check for differences in ternistandard-social demographics
(gender, class, race, income, education, employment status, étcherms of access,
in general gender appears to be declining in ingpak, and certainly in the BT
sample there was not statistical difference amotegstage boys and girls. But some
gualitative studies are suggesting that we congitteer dimensions such as usage
patterns and styles of use (Ling, 1998). Obvioaglg is a factor, given some of the
differences noted in the BT data between 16-19 gkl and those who are younger.

In addition, we might also need to consider oth#ei@nces in circumstances that
lead to a different experience of ICTs such as fedblephony. For example, in one
French study of youth and fixed phone use, vamaitioyoung peoples’ sociability

with their peers, their closeness to their famitied the degree to which they were
trying to be independent of those families, anddégree of parental monitoring and
control all served to produce different patternplodne use. (Martin and de Singly,
2000). We might expect to find that some of them®e variables also have a bearing
upon mobile phone use (and we already saw eanlitgrel BT data that there was
some variation in the number of calls made).

National differences

After acknowledging national variation, one nexpsbn the road to understanding
any differences between the experience of moligpheny in different countries
would be to ask whether there was anything in tltkeemnational social contexts that
might be relevant.

Hence, the reason for earlier observations ab@uBthish media context in this
article. For example, if magazines specificallyedied at youth with mobiles exist in
some countries and not in other, does this infitedp to consolidate some of the
practices around phone use and as well as inflngnssues of taste and what is
fashionable? To take another media example, entegears cases of children been
abducted and killed have had a high visibility intBh media. This has probably
contributed to some of the fears noted in the eadiscussion of ‘bedroom culture’ as
parents prefer to keep their children out of pubpaces. But maybe that publicity
has also contributed to the level of concern spediy about ‘safety’ that has been
one justification for youth acquiring mobiles.

M For the general population, the official Oftelalahows differences by class and employment status,
for example.
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The economic dimension is another considerationec8otally, when one of the
authors was recently in Netherlands, several nesvatprs were entering the market
offering better deals than in the UK to gain madt®dre quickly. The cheaper costs
of mobile telephony at that moment in time may hiagped the expansion of the
market in general and, as part of that, the spaeaohgst youth.

One Norwegian study recently commented on deb&iastahe minimum age for
having access to a mobile phone (Ling and Helme2@®0). After spreading
amongst the teenage population, the new phenomeriba late 1990s was mobile
acquisition by pre-teens. This created some une@asghown by parents interviewed
about the issue of the age at which it was appeigto have a mobile. In fact, even
some contemporary teenagers were commenting thatdays children were
receiving mobile phones when they were too youngergthat they themselves had
only acquired a mobile when they were first in eefhis raises another possible
factor shaping national variation — if differen@serge in the different national
contexts concerning perceptions of the correcttadpe allowed access to certain
ICTs, like the mobile phone.

In other words, before looking for ‘cultural difesrces’ in the sense that young people
in different nations are somehow different, theleanumber of things to check
concerning the contexts in which youth operate.

Y outh collectively domesticating the mobile phone

Traditionally the framework of ‘domestication’ hieeussed mainly upon at the
relationship between household members in ordentierstand the processes by
which technologies find a place in the home, inrthines of daily life and gain
symbolic meaning (Silverstone et al, 1992; Silhamstand Haddon, 1996). Early
British studies on domestication tended to focushermprocesses at work specifically
in the home, while acknowledging the existencenefrest of social life. But it was
always clear that homes and households are onlyptre equation.

So in this context we might ask how mobile phonesandomesticated’ in social
networks of young people. For example, what wieeeprocesses by which ICTs
acquired meaning within such groups (over and altloenarketing by firms)? What
factors, for example, led (and currently lead) nexbor particular brands of mobile
phone to become fashionable (or not), what formsegtiation have taken place and
continue to take place within social networks aod Inave collective practices
emerged? Are there rules about use and if so hewha policed? What type of
subsequent career do mobiles have within a gronfegt? So in general, this line of
approach would want to investigate how consumpsahaped by the collective
network.

Generational change

Finally, if we consider the current youth beingdital in some of the research cited
above, mobile telephony took on a role for thentlpéecause it arrived at a
particular stage in their life course — they wére first youth generation to acquire
and experiment with this novel technology. Thise&a the question of whether the
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mobile will have particular meanings for them itelaife. And what happens to the
use of the mobile by this current cohort or genenadf youth as its members grow
older and some of the factors relating to theitipalar status as adolescents no
longer apply? As their circumstances change, wlgghents of their practices do they
keep and what ones alter (e.g. thinking about Shtgaft calls, for example)?

Furthermore, what will be the differences in thesiomption of future generations of
youth when voice mobile telephony and SMS havesthtus of being more
established? In other words, what difference doeske to grow up with a
technology (just as generations grew up with teiewi as taken-for-granted as
opposed to the generations who experienced itsafirval)? But of course, part of
that answer will be complicated by the fact that tfobile, including its technology,
functionality and symbolism, is itself evolving.
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