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Abstract 
 

Smartphones fulfil the demand for immediate access to social worlds.  We conducted focus groups of college 

students to explore their perceptions and attitudes regarding uses and abuses of Smartphone technology. Overall, 

respondents believe more negatives than positives exist and the powerful positive of “being in the loop” keeps 

them “attached” to their devices.We discuss the theoretical and practical implications of Smartphone 

technologyin addressing society’s immediacy demands, and the costs associated with it. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Technology has evolved exponentially over the past thirty years to become an integral part of the everyday lives 

of people.  Widespread use of cell phonesforinformation, entertainment, business, and interpersonal 

communications has made cell phones one of the central technologies of the twenty-first century. The Pew 

Research Center, a self-described “fact tank” has engaged in research on questions, ideas, attitudes and trends 

shaping America and the world for nearly 25 years(About the Pew Research Center, 2013) and its Pew Internet 

and American Life Project has been tracking Internet use and cellphone activities of Americans for close to 15 

years (Project History, 2013). In its initial report the emphasis of the American Life Project was on tracking on-

line life or Internet use (Rainie, Lenhart, Fox, Spooner, &Horrigan, 2000); six years later user demographics and 

mobile phone activities dominated the Project report(Rainie&Keeter, 2006).More recently the Project reported 

that 85% of American adults owned cell phones and had used cell phones for an ever growing list of activities 

including taking pictures (82%), sending and receiving text messages (80%) and accessing the Internet 

(56%)(Duggan &Rainie, 2012).Only one year later,those numbers had increased to 91% and 63% respectively (up 

50% from a 2009 report) (Duggan & Smith, 2013). 
 

1.1 The Impact of the Internet 
 

Whereas it is hard to argue that society has not benefited from the Internet in areas such as education(Abachi& 

Muhammad, 2013), commerce(Angelides, 1997), and entertainment(Lipschultz, 2000),the reviews are mixed with 

regard to its impact on our social and psychological lives. Fifteen years ago, Carnegie Mellon University 

researchers posed the paradox that the Internet, a tool designed to connect people, may also lead to a 

disconnection of people from family and friends resulting in loneliness and depression(Kraut, et al, 1998).  In the 

fifteen years since that study was published, an explosion of research on the positive and negative effects of the 

Internet onadolescent and college aged individuals has been conducted, although much of the published research 

seems to have focused on its negative impact. 
 

 Previous studiesprovidingsupport of the Internet’s impactdid so in discussionsof the Internet as a research tool 

critical to academic success (Nalwa&PreetAnnand, 2003), a means for expanded opportunities to meet new 

people(Chou, 2001; Katz &Aspden, 1997; Parks & Roberts, 1998; Weiser, 2001), an essential tool for 

transitioning to college (Morgan & Cotton, 2003), andas potentially improving self-esteem based upon size and 

use of Internet social networks(Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012; Moody, 2001). 
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 Much of the research drawing negative conclusions has focused on psychological determinants of heavy users 

(Armstrong, Philips, &Saling, 2000; Chou, 2001; Modayil, Thompson, &Varnhagen, 2003;Reynolds, Ortengren, 

Richards, &deWit, 2006; Seidman, 2013; Wang, 2001), the subsequent negative impact on psychology well-being 

(Chou & Edge, 2012; Hamissi, Babaie, Hosseini, &Babaie, 2013;Huang, 2006; Kross, et al, 2013;Moody, 

2001;Morgan & Cotton, 2003; Weiser, 2001) and primarily, investigations of the presumed addictive nature of the 

Internet (Beard & Wolf, 2001;Griffiths, 2000; King, Delfabbro, Griffiths, &Gradisar, 2012; Nalwa&PreetAnnand, 

2003; Salehan&Negahban, 2013; Song, Larose, Eastin, & Lin, 2004;Tsai & Lin, 2003; Whang, Lee, & Chang, 

2003; Young, 1998), including a 10 year meta-analysis of research on Internet addiction spanning 1996-2006 

(Byun, et al, 2009).Thus, research results as a whole have provided no conclusive evidence as to the Internet’s 

impact, other than suggesting that user determinants and the tool itself  are both likely to contribute significantly 

to the impact on the user.
 

 

1.2 Introducing the Smartphone 
 

With no clear evidence to guide our understanding of the overall impact of the Internet on our lives, society has 

forged ahead embracing the role of technology by expanding our opportunities for social communication, and 

more specifically our need for immediacy. This technologically fixated mindset for increased social 

communication has developed into a global trend that spans race, gender, generation, and socioeconomic status 

(Aoki &Downes, 2003; Katz, 1997; Turkle, 2011).More recently, therole of technology haschanged from passive 

provision of tools for social communication(i.e., computers and the Internet) to meeting society’s demand fora 

sleeker, faster, more efficient device to quench this thirst for greater and more immediate accessibility toour social 

worlds.   
 

The Smartphone emerged in the mid-90s with all of the features that would meet this new demand (Sager, 

2012).Smartphone technology allows the user to talk, text, surf the Internet,initiate and end relationships, and take 

and make photographs available to others, all in one social communication device (Wei, 2008).  These devices are 

hand held, pocket size, and powerful in their ability to connect users to their social worlds.  The proliferation of 

cell phones and memberships on social network sites such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter,like computers 

and the Internet before them, have led to an increased ability to connect with others whether it is across miles, city 

blocks, or a crowded room. The same issues that presented themselves with the introduction of the computers and 

the Internet are evident in the use of Smartphones, some researchers suggest Smartphones have an even greater 

impact on users because oftheir mobility and the immediacy factor (Bianchi & Phillips, 2005; Takao, Takahashi, 

& Kitamura, 2009).  
 

Verbal and written conversations from the banal to intimate have become fair game in public arenascreating more 

permeable boundaries of intimacy than in previous decades.The immediate reinforcement gained through 

electronic communication creates a greater reliance on public intimacy to drive private relationships.Whereas 

some researchers believe this blurring of boundarieshas already occurred (Addo, 2013; Peters & ben Allouch, 

2005; Salehan&Negahban, 2013; Sutter &Holtgraves, 2013;Turkle, 2011; Turner, Love, & Howell, 2008; Walton 

& Rice, 2013; Wei & Leung, 1999),our question was whether the main users of Smartphone technology and 

internet social network sites feel the same way. 
 

2.Project Purpose and Design 
 

The purpose of this research project was to explore the perceptions and attitudes of undergraduate college students 

regarding uses, abuses, and blurring of boundaries associated with the generation and maintenance of 

interpersonal relationships via Smartphone technology.  In this project, we collected conversational dataand 

analyzed the transcripts of six focus groups discussing the pros and cons of Smartphone technology to see how 

college age individuals view these pros and cons, their own use of technology, and the potential for addiction to 

technology. 
 

The focus group research design consists of making decisions regarding participants, questions to ask, group 

moderation style, and making sense of the information obtained (D. Morgan, personal communication, July 20, 

2011). 
 

2.1Participants 
 

The strength of the focus group method comes from hearing not only what the respondents think, but why they 

think that way.  
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The process of discussing similar interest topics reveals a varied set of experiences, emotions, and beliefs.  

Although focus groups lack the depth of single interviews, there is more flexibility in the method and participants 

often report that small groups tend to be less threatening than one-on-one interviews.  
 

In this project, we collected conversational data from focus groups of volunteer members of the student body of a 

small, northeastern,United States college. The undergraduate student population at this institution overall is varied 

for its size along race (approximately 70% white, non-Hispanic), geography (38 different states and 3% from 

foreign countries), and sex (55% female, 45% male). A little less than half of the student population lives on 

campus while the others live off campus in varied living arrangements. Although the focus groups were not as 

diverse as the population, they were adequate for purposes of the study and met preferred homogeneity for 

discussing a topic of equal interest to all. 
 

Students signed up on the Psychology department Participant Pool website for the opportunity to participate in a 

study entitled Call Me, Text Me, E-mail Me … Wherever I am!Group size varied between 6 and 10 students with 

all participants reporting as low to medium cell phone users. We continued to run groups until saturation of 

responses occurred which was after six groups. A total of 48 students participated.  For participating, students 

earned the chance to win 1 of 2 one hundred dollar prizes in a drawing at the end of the study.  
 

2.2 Questions 
 

We developed a set of questions based upon the authors’ discussions with an “expert” volunteer panel of students 

self-identified as high and experienced users, as well as a review of the literature regarding survey and interview 

questions used in research addressing similar topics.  We employed a funnel structure with compromised structure 

for asking the interview questions. A compromised funnel structure begins with early questions that are broad; 

less structured, and emphasize the participants’ interests.  Later questions asked are narrower; more structured and 

emphasize the researchers’ interests(D. Morgan, personal communication, July 20, 2011). There were seven 

questions, with follow-ups as needed, in the final list which is presented in the Interview Guide below. 

Interview Guide 
 

• In a few minutes I am going to ask you to show us your phone, describe it, and tell us why you got 

this particular phone.  But for now, use the cards in front of you to write down three things from your 

point of view that would go into selecting the “ultimate” phone. 

      Follow up: If you wrote either for texting or the Internet, please be more specific. 

• Who uses Smartphones and social networking sites most and for what? 

      Follow up: Let’s get a little more specific, “I’m going to hand out what I call a With Whom Do I 

Connect Diary and I’d like you to ‘guestimate” how you’d fill it out. The handout listed a broad range 

of possible choices for which Smartphones could be used for social communication. Participants were 

asked to rate the choices from most to least likely to use a Smartphone to connect. 

• Some people say their lives are better while others say they are worse because of all the new 

technology that enhances social communication.  What do you think? 

• How does your texting and social networking levels affect your friend, family, and love relationships? 

• Some people say that others are addicted to Smartphone technology and that it is not good. Think of 

someone you would say is “addicted” to his or her Smartphone.  What is this person like? Can you 

actually be addicted to Smartphones? 

• Should there be some kind of limits placed on the use of Smartphone technology via various social 

networking avenues or under certain situations or in specific circumstances? 

• Now, turn your card over and write down one thing that you really want me to remember and pay 

attention from everything I’ve heard today.[Go around the table one at a time.] 
 

2.3 Moderating 
 

One of the most critical aspects of the focus group is selecting the appropriate moderator.  The first author of this 

researchis well versed in group dynamics and has over twenty years in the classroom with students similar to the 

group participants.  She received professional training in the art of focus group moderation during a four week 

period prior to engaging in this project and acted as the moderator for the groups.  The moderator gave opening 

instructions for the participants, informing them of the format of the groups and explaining the informed consent 

and audio recording release forms.   
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The moderator then told the groups that her role was to give them questions to discuss and each participant’s role 

was to talk with the other group members regarding their thoughts, feeling, and beliefs in response to the 

questions. The moderator intervened only if the participants seemed to be at a standstill, one participant 

dominated conversation or one participant did not have the opportunity to share.  A student co-author was present 

at all groups to operate the recording instruments, collect paper work, and act as an extra set of eyes and ears 

during the sessions. 
 

2.4 Organizing and Analyzing the Conversation Data 
 

We had all recordings transcribed by a professional secretary.  Two of the authors independently listen to the 

audio recordings and reviewed the transcripts in the initial analysis.  We reviewed each question by dividing the 

responses into categories, searching for common language, descriptions, and ideas.  In both cases our analyses of 

the recordings were descriptive in nature. Although we had some preconceived ideas of what we might find, we 

allowed for emergent ideas to come from the participants’ responses. We each summarized our interpretations of 

the transcripts and then compared them. We discussed differences, although there were only minor ones, and 

came to agreement as necessary.  Finally, a third author used Brown’s (1991; 1993)model for conceptualizing 

addiction to test for fit and adherence to the model, whether it be in language or ideas. 
 

3. Results 
 

Based upon the transcript summaries and analyses, we identified several common themes running throughout the 

focus group discussions.  To be considered a theme, the topic area has to be discussed significantly in 4 of 6 

groups.  We identified five themes: target connections and use, pros of technological connecting, cons of 

technological connecting, Smartphone addiction, and Smartphone limitations. 
 

3.1Target Connections and Use 
 

Participants said they were most likely to use their phones to connect with friends and family, and to access 

entertainment and social networking sites.  When asked to discuss their lists of the people they connect with most 

viatheir Smartphones participants made statements such as, “My number one are my parents”, “I have parents, 

brothers and sisters at the top, because I don’t see them for weeks at a time and if I do see them it’s through 

Skype”, “I have friends and entertainment at the top because I still live at home”.  They were least likely to use 

their phones to connect with strangers whether directly or through social networking sites.  For example some 

participants stated that, “My least [for the communication hierarchy] is strangers. If I don’t really know them, I 

am not going to really communicate with them in any certain way.”  It is worth noting that in discussing a follow 

up question about the definition of a stranger, many respondents acknowledged that having this discussion shows 

them that they do connect with strangers through their Smartphones more than they had thought.For example, one 

participant made the observation that, “I consider some of the people in my class strangers and they try and get in 

contact with me so a lot of the times they do get in contact with me through Facebook, and though I still consider 

them a stranger I will answer their question using technology” and another stated “I actually kind of talk to 

strangers a lot.  It’s not on Facebook, but it is on Daily Mile which is like Facebook but you only talk about 

working out…it’s like a support group”.  
 

3.2 Pros of Technological Connecting 
 

Respondents identified accessibility, convenience, and immediacy as significant positive factors associated with 

Smartphone technology. “Having a Smartphone opens you up to new experiences”. When talking about 

applications some participants made statements such as “I have an iphone…but I also have banking on my phone, 

I have Facebook, I have the weather app, and Photoshop.  I have different workouts on there and a calorie counter 

type app which is convenient sometimes” and “everything is right at your fingertips.”Additionally they attributed 

their ability to keeping in touch with friends and maintain relationships, particularly long-distance relationships to 

having Smartphones.  For example one participant stated that “I have been in a long distance relationship for two 

and a half years so we basically rely on Facebook, Skype and texting to talk to each other…if we didn’t have 

those it probably wouldn’t work.” 
 

3.3 Cons of Technological Connecting 
 

Respondents gave a range of reasons as to how Smartphones have made their lives more difficult. At the top of 

the list was that communication is not the same as face-to-face. Miscommunication of meaning through text 

messaging was a common theme in the focus groups.  
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Participants identified inability to directly interpret emotions as a major drawback of texting, e-mail, and posting 

on social networking sites.  One respondent commented, “the thing we lose from texting is that we don’t have the 

ability to read the language.  People emphasize what they say.  You can look at something but not really 

understand what is being said.  You can’t figure it out by just oneword; words have more meaning when you 

talk.”They believe that Smartphones can impede straightforward communication, negatively affect grammar 

skills, and reduce face-to-face time with others.  With regard to time, participants said that “people ending up 

wasting a lot of time on their phones” and “they develop a skewed perspective on time”, especially expected 

response time to messages of all types.  
 

One participant, in explaining the importance of staying in the loop, stated that “if you don’t see what everyone 

posted, at the end of the weekend you’re like what happened over the weekend while I was gone?”In discussing 

the impact of Smartphone technology on relationships, participants reported the most positive aspect of 

Smartphones in relationships was “the ability to maintain the relationships”.  However, respondents also said 

maintaining relationships via phone can cause“unnecessary drama” and “issues in relationships, especially in 

romantic relationships, because after all, it’s not official until it’s Facebook official.”“You can begin and end 

relationships with technology, but that’s not always the best”.  “Too much gossip exchanged, so it can ruin a 

relationship”.  The participants appeared to accept that with regard to relationships and technology, “ultimately 

the good outweighs the bad”. 
 

3.4 Can You Be Addicted to Your Smartphone?  
 

Across all focus groups the sentiment was the same, some people are “addicted” or “attached” to their phones.  

Comments such as “some people’s phonesare glued to their hands”, “some people are always uploading pictures”, 

and “some people always seem to need to post private information” indicate an understanding of the question 

regarding the addictive nature of cell phones. Descriptions of addicted behavior included comments such as 

“when you are constantly updating what you are doing every minute”, “when you constantly have it in your 

hand”, “when you always have your charger with you”, and “when you have to check when a sound or vibration 

goes off”.Some defined being addicted to technology in a temporal sense.  One participant stated, “I think that if 

you can’t sit through a 50 minute class without texting or checking Facebook, that is an obsessed person.”  

Another said, “It’s this feeling you need to know things so you need to be interacting with people like on 

Facebook or texting…” “I always get this anxious feeling when I can’t check it, like I’m going to miss out on 

something.”  An additional discussion of theseanxious feelings lead to further comments such as “I panic if I 

don’t have my phone with me at all times”, “I have to have it [my phone] in reach”, and “I never turn my phone 

off for fear of missing out”.   
 

Whereas, most participants did not put themselves in the addiction level of use when the topic was first 

introduced, based upon the discussion that had taken place many recognized and admitted that maybe they are 

addicted.  Several participants while expressing negative feelings toward some of the social networking sites 

admitted they still participate in those sites because the “fear of missing out” was too great to not do so.  Finally, 

participants that admitted addictive like behavior argued and agreed with statements such as“I don’t have a 

choice”, justifying addictive behavior with statements such as “technology is taking over so you have to keep up!” 

Finally, several respondents cautioned that the moderator saying she should not ask this question using the word 

addiction, because it “makes people anxious and defensive, and people are likely to disagree with the idea even if 

it is true”. 
 

3.5 Do We Need Limitations for Smartphone Use? 
 

Responds agreed, in general, that there should be somelimitations placed on cell phone use, but there was no clear 

consensus as to how this could be accomplished. Current privacy laws in the United States do not cover social 

networking sites and the respondents did not feel there should be. However the majority of respondents believed 

that people who use Smartphones and social networking sites should be more aware of the boundaries, or lack of 

boundaries when engaging on the Internet and should have more self-control.“You need self-control and respect 

to know what the right time and place is to use technology”. “Our generation is used to having phones, so it would 

be hard to limit their use”.  Participants agreed that people who “push the intimacy boundaries”,“talk about 

inappropriate things”, or “use their phones irresponsibly” deserve the consequences. 
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4. Discussion 
 

Technology has become an integral part of peoples’ everyday lives.  Some people might even say that the use of 

Smartphone technology in particular is a necessary part of life in order to maintain a productive lifestyle, intimate 

social interactions, and gain professional advancement. Through the analysis of transcripts of six focus groups 

discussing Smartphone technology and relationships, we begin to see how college age individuals view their own 

use of technology and need for immediacy.  There appears to be a significant overall trend toward high frequency 

Smartphone use as a means for maintaining“connectedness”.  The phrase “staying connected” covers a wide range 

of modes in order to achieve this overall goal of being in the loop.  However, in this study staying connected 

meant stayingsocially connected as opposed to keeping up with global news or the stock market.  This persistent 

desire to know what other people are doing might not be a newly developed aspiration but individuals most 

certainly have a more convenient way to access this information with the advent of Smartphone technology.  With 

Smartphoneswe can literally carry around information with immediate accessibility in one hand or in our pockets 

which is the epitome of convenience. 
 

4.1 Convenienceand Immediacy: Problems and Pitfalls 
 

Many people are able to find a happy medium between face to face interaction, talking on the phone, texting, and 

connecting on social media websites.  Some people are able to altogether avoid the pitfalls involved in the 

everyday use of technology and use it to socially, professionally and financially benefit their lives.  Smartphone 

technology meeting the demand for convenience has many advantages and may even lead to a more efficient 

lifestyle for its users.  Unfortunately a by-product ofmeeting convenience demandsis theemergingimmediacy 

mentality which is somewhat maladaptive and is of greater concern.  Many of the individuals in the focus groups 

were quick to admit that they not only attend to their Smartphones when they ring or are notified that someone is 

trying to get in touch with them, but are constantly and mundanely checking to see if there might be a message.  

They are fully aware that their Facebook newsfeed has not changed in the last 5 minutes; however, they feel 

compelled to check anyway. 
 

Many individuals believetheir attachment to their Smartphones is legitimateas it may betheir central means for 

maintaining long distance relationships. Technology hasclosedthe gap between persons and loved ones whether it 

is a romantic partner or family members that live far away.  An overwhelming majority of the focus group 

participants said that they rely on Smartphones and primarily texting in order to maintain these relationships.  

Having immediate access does not come without some costs, however. There is a high propensity for 

miscommunication and misinterpretation of tone when talking via technology.  As acknowledged by the focus 

group participants,sending and receiving e-mail and text messages with fewer cues for interpreting intent between 

communicatorscan and often doesresult in unnecessary relationship conflict.  In this sense, technology may lead 

to needless stress in the lives of individuals. The respondents were also quick to stress, however, that they view 

themselves as a non-confrontational generation thus, the costs are acceptable. Young adults in this study appear to 

understand some of the costs associated with primarily communicating via technology, but the convenience and 

immediacy of Smartphone communications outweighed additional expressed concern with the decline in their 

face to face interaction; and were not enough to deter them from relying on and using technology as their primary 

means of communication.    
 

4.2 Brown’s Addiction Model Adapted for Problematic Smartphone Use 
 

Previous research and evidence from the current focus groups seem to suggest a trend towards overuse of and 

reliance on Smartphones and social media, especially among individuals in the college age generation.  As 

previously noted by other researchers, such behaviors might even be classified as addictive.  We believe that 

applying an early model for identifying addictive behaviorwould prove useful in evaluating whether Smartphone 

addiction is possible (Brown, 1991).  Brown’s model for addiction, developed with regard to gambling addictions, 

is rooted in seven comprehensive criteria: cognitive salience, behavioral salience, euphoria, tolerance, withdrawal 

symptoms, conflict, and relapse or reinstatement (1991; 1993).   One or more of the criteria outlined by Brown’s 

model must have a negative effect on the individual's personal life in a seemingly uncontrollable way for it to 

reach the level of an addiction (1991; 1993).   Adapting these seven criteria to Smartphone use necessarily leads 

to asking different questions.  As we reviewed the transcripts we looked for responses that addressed the 

following questions: 
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• Is the participant’s mental life (cognitive self) dominated by thinking about the use of a Smartphone, 

texting, and the Internet (fear of missing out)? 

• Is the participant’s life and activities (behavioral self) dominated by the use of a Smartphone, texting, 

and the Internet (staying up later, missing meals, missing meetings, classes, or engagements, etc.)? 

• To what extent does the use of the participant’s Smartphone, texting, and the Internet promote a 

positive sense of well-being that other things do not (do Facebook “likes”, being added as a friend, or 

receiving a text significantly improve one’s sense of well-being)? 

• Does the participant need to increase the use of her or his Smartphone, texting, and the Internet to 

satisfy the desire for the “positive feelings” associated with its usage (do you increase the number of 

social networking sites you subscribed to, because one isn’t enough, does the number of “friends” and 

“followers” bring out your competitive side)?  

• When the participant has to go without using his or her Smartphone, texting or the Internet does it lead 

to either physical or psychological discomfort (do you get anxious in power outages, what is your level 

of anxiety when you cannot find your phone, your battery is low)? 

• To what extent doesthe participant feel guilty about the extent ofher or his Smartphone usage, texting, 

and the Internet with regard to other activities?  Has the use of a Smartphone, texting, or the Internet 

caused problems with people in a participant’s personal life or other interpersonal communication 

(relationship difficulties)? 

• If a participant has been forced (or has chosen) to reduce his or her Smartphone, texting, or Internet use, 

when the participant returns to those activities doeshe or she do so with vigor or is the re-engagement 

gradual (how long can you go without your phone and what is your behavior like once you get your 

phone back)? 
 

The focus group participants who were interviewed for this research described many of the individual criteria for 

addiction outlined in Brown’s model when describing their own behavior.  Almost all of the participants admitted 

to high use of their Smartphones (contrary to their original self-descriptions as low or medium users) and most 

individuals were hyper focused on one or two aspects of their phones, for example texting, texting and Facebook 

access, Facebook and email, etc. Sadie Plant (2001), in her essay on the effects of mobile telephones on the social 

and individual lives of people addresses the salience issue by drawing attention to the social dynamic of cell 

phone use and how we as a society have integrated the use of cell phones into our interpersonal interaction time.  
 

She suggests that there are three different types of social responses to public cell phone use: a) flight, where users 

immediately remove themselves from their social situation in order to answer the phone, b) suspension, where 

users stayput, but stop whatever they are doing for the duration of a call and effectively cut themselves off from 

their environment, or c) persistence,where users stay put and engaged with the actual world, as far as possible, 

carrying on with whatever they were doing before they made or took the call.  The participants in the focus group 

indicated that they or someone they know engage in one or more of these behaviors on a regular basis, and 

although it can be annoying at times, it is tolerated. The inability to do none of Plant’s responses and remain 

engaged in the present activity with the present company illustrates how we as a culture have adapted to the 

progressively invasive nature of cell phone use in personal and public forums.   
 

The fact that this type of behavior is widely practiced and accepted as a normative occurrence is a metaphorical 

tip of the hat to the fact that technological addiction exists and must be accommodated within our society.  Sherry 

Turkleaddressed this issue of social impact and personal change in her book Alone Together(2011).  She 

introducedthe idea of the “tethered self”, that there is a part of us that is drawn and attached to technology.  This 

isnoticeable and again, socially accepted in society, “…people come together but do not speak to each other.  

Each is tethered to a mobile device and to the people and places to which that device serves as a portal” (Turkle, 

2011, p.155).  This is yet another example of how society has adapted to the constant use of cell phones in public 

settings.   
 

The attachment discussion point was brought to the attention of our focus group participants.  It was commonly 

stated that phones were “always around”, “right next to my bed”, and that “everyone is on their phone at the 

table” or “I just like having it next to me”.  The participants stated that this was annoying at best but that it was 

also the norm, many admit to constantly checking their Facebook and text messages, reporting the “notification 

sound kind of makes me feel good that somebody wants to tell me something”, and that it “made them anxious” if 

they were unable to check it.   
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It was often said that it caused interruptions in class, homework, socialization and sleep.These behaviors fall 

under behavioral salience, withdrawal symptoms, and euphoria in Brown’s addiction model.  When the thoughts 

and actions of checking text messages or checking Facebook to stay in the loop cause constant disruptions to daily 

life, this meets the criteria for addiction.  Expressed less often, but notable is some participantsdescriptions of 

feeling anxious at the thought of not being able to access the information on their phones; and further expressing 

that the feeling wouldn’t not go away until they could check in.  Others describe relationship conflicts and 

breakups causeddue to miscommunication over texting or social media.  Finally a few admitted to periods of 

abstinence from use of social media; however, all seem to return to recreational use eventually.  All of these 

behaviors are indicative of addictive behaviors surrounding the use of cell phones in everyday life of the college 

age individual.  
 

5. Immediacy Addiction and its Impact on Intimacy 
 

Work, busyness, need for control, power, and need for immediacy have become accepted, if not encouraged, 

forms of addiction in American society.  What is common among these addictions is that they prohibit, or at least 

redefine intimacy, a critical aspect of relationships.  Intimacy is developed and maintained through honesty, self- 

disclosure, trust, and the setting of healthy emotional boundaries.  The boundaries of genuine intimacy that at the 

same time encourage healthy closeness and separateness are quickly eroding with the advent of the Smartphone 

and the immediacy factor by which it is primarily defined. Smartphones are not the problem, excessive need for 

immediacy and the eroding of intimacy boundaries are. American society’s need for immediacy is approaching 

addiction levels and Smartphones may be the tool that will get us there.  Although this erosion of boundaries has 

led to greater connectedness in many cases, increasingly the result has been disconnection from self and others, 

which has changed the politics of intimacy in American society.  True intimacy, once defined by reciprocity, 

private dialogue, transparency and vulnerability, has become pseudointimacy, a public product shielded by 

personal addictions and protected by the larger society.  
 

Because traditional definitions of addiction refer to the quality or state of being devoted or habitually or 

excessively self-surrendering to something and do not delineate between biological and metaphorical addictions, 

we must look to the literature to answers these questions. As outlined in the introduction of this paper, empirical 

evidence at worst is weak and at best, mixed as to whether or not these activities can truly be referred to as 

addictions or instead should be labelled as “high engagement” activities, analternative term suggested by Charlton 

(2002).  The individual is a fluid factor in the development of an addiction versus high engagement. The line 

between literal and extended or metaphorical cases of addiction (such as the aforementioned cases of addiction to 

work, busyness, and immediacy) in ordinary thinking about these matters would seem to correspond roughly to 

whether or not the impulses an individual experiences are grounded in physiological conditions or not.Perhaps 

there are other emotions or psychological conditions that dispose a person to experience impulses similar to those 

of the literal addict; impulses that are resilient, urgent, and connected with the person’s conception of pleasure and 

pain. If so, these conditions will raise precisely the same issues concerning impairment and impediments to 

intimacy that are raised by strict cases of addiction.Thus, we must ask ourselves two questions regarding the 

conversations in these focus groups and their impact on future behavior.(1) Has the need for immediacy reached 

the level of an addiction, therefore possessing the same potential for impeding intimacy in relationships?  (2) How 

do Smartphones as a tool contribute to this immediacyaddiction? 
 

Individuals across all focus groups concurred that they are a non-confrontational generation.  They use technology 

for communication because it makes confrontation easier. They asked the question “How far can Facebook and 

other social networking sites go?”, but had no answers. They used words like “attached” when describing how 

strongly connected to their phones they are.  They acknowledged that people can be addicted and some of the 

respondents admitted it was true of them.The majority of respondents agreed that overalltechnological 

communication has more negatives than positive.The one overriding positive -- “being in the loop” -- is viewed as 

very powerful, maybe even addictive, and is what keeps them on social networking sites and their 

Smartphones.Just as Kraut, et al (1998) reported about the computers and the Internet fifteen years ago, 

Smartphones both connect and disconnect us from others and ourselves. Thus, the greatest cost associated with 

the need for immediacy may be emergent addictive behavior that negatively impacts the way we communicate 

and intimately interact with others. 
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