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Abstract 
The focus of this thesis is usability of an everyday used product; the cell phone seen from 
a Human – Computer Interaction perspective. The purpose with the thesis is to create an 
understanding of how cell phones are used by persons in natural /public settings and in 
everyday activities. Further the purpose is to describe users’ experiences of using cell 
phones. In this study, ethnography was used as method. The theoretical framework is the 
contextual usability perspective. The cell phone is used in many contexts and in different 
ways. We can make the conclusion from what the study shows, that the cell phone is 
outermost used and need for social issues. From a subjectivity perspective on usability, 
we can see that the cell phone is a product which needs and goals are highly subjective to 
the user. From a flexibility perspective on usability, we see that the cell phone is used in 
different contexts and therefore must be flexible in use. From a subjectivity perspective 
on usability, we see that it is a product that exists and is used in a social environment. A 
design suggestion that correspond to these aspects is the module cell phone. We can also 
make the conclusion that goals, needs and use are inseparable and constitute prerequisites 
for each other. 
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1. Introduction 
One could assume that it is a general rule that we will only use things that are usable. 
Thus, it is essential that usability is built1 into products and systems. If a product is not 
usable, it simply will not be used. And what is the point of creating unusable products? 
When developing products, one way of avoiding the problem of them not being used 
could be to bring the user in to the development phase, in order to get a clearer picture 
about what the user wants and needs. Another way, or a more complementary way, could 
be to conduct an ethnographic study and go out in the field to take a closer look at how 
products really are used2. Kujala, Kauppinen & Rekola (2001) argue that 
“…understanding user needs and context of use is becoming increasingly important in 
product development… (Ibid., p. 856).” The focus of this thesis is therefore usability of 
an everyday used product; the cell phone. This technical product has many implications. 
The cell phone is a physical product, but contains software. In the work with the further 
development of cell phones it could be of interest to see when, where, how, and why the 
cell phone is used, in order to create a product that fits with users’ needs and goals, and 
thus is apprehended as usable3. Usability is central in the area of Human-Computer 
Interaction (HCI)4. According to Löwgren (1995a), usability is one of the goals in HCI.  
 
 

2. Background 

2.1 Human - Computer Interaction 
HCI is a broad and multidisciplinary subject field (Preece et al., 2002, Dix et al, 1998). 
HCI can be discussed and viewed from different perspectives. In the first sub chapter we 
will look into the emergence of HCI and usability, in order to see where the subject 
fields’ foundation lies. The second sub chapter deals with various definition of HCI.  

2.1.1 The Emergence of HCI 
HCI spring from four kinds of technological developments: iterative development and 
prototyping, human factors and software psychology, new user interface software, and 
theories, models and frameworks from cognitive science (Carroll, 2002). It is from these 
that HCI grew and emerged to what it is today.        

2.1.1.1 Iterative Development and Prototyping 
In the 1960s there was a software crisis. This crisis helped development and design 
methods to turn into an important topic in computing. It was the progress made in the 

                                                 
1 I use the term “built” as a metaphor for that usability is something that is needed to be planned for and 
build on (and sometimes even rebuild) in the same way as houses are built.   
2 With the prerequisite that it is further development. 
3 In this thesis, when the denomination product development is used, it aims at technical products only. 
Sometimes the phrase product development is used, and sometimes system development. When the former 
is used, I talk about the cell phone as a whole, and when the latter is used, the software.  
4 Further on in the text, the abbreviation HCI is used. 
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computer hardware that was the underlying factor for this crisis. The advance was new 
applications that required more complex software system than there was at the time 
being. Nowadays, design is seen to be an iterative process, where prototyping is used in 
order to construct, evaluate and change solutions quickly (Carroll, 2002).  

2.1.1.2 Human Factors and Software Psychology 
The software crisis mentioned above lead to a need for more and better skilled 
programmers. This crisis also increased the interest for human activity. Programming was 
seen as a psychological process. In the 1970s, software design, programming, and the use 
of interactive systems, were incorporated in a behavioral approach in order to understand 
it (Carroll, 2002).  

2.1.1.3 New User Interface Software 
User interfaces were unknown before the 1960s. The focus lay on the computations in the 
computers. There was a change to this, and during the 1960s and 1970s the work with 
interfaces began (Carroll, 2002).  

2.1.1.4 Cognitive Science 
Cognitive science became a multidisciplinary field, incorporated by anthropology, 
linguistics, psychology, philosophy, and computer science, in the late 1970s. It was in 
this science, that HCI became an original subject. The idea in this early HCI, was to use 
cognitive science theories and methods to support computer science (Carroll, 2002). 

2.1.2 Definitions of HCI 
The definitions of what HCI is and stand for go apart. What is included in the definition 
depend of the writers’ perspective and stand point. Two examples of definitions will be 
presented below.  
 
Dix et al. (1998) define HCI in the following way: 
 

Human - Computer Interaction can be defined as ‘the discipline concerned with design, 
evaluation, and implementation of interactive computing systems for human use and with 
the study of major phenomena surrounding them’… (Dix et. al, 1998, p. xi) 

 
The first part in this definition is narrow. The core is the design, evaluation and 
implementation of systems. These systems are created for people to use. This might more 
or less only apply to computer science. The second part is broad. In this definition we can 
see the multidisciplinary characteristic of HCI. Many things can fit in here. This leads us 
to the conclusion that this definition is formed for computer science, but brings the 
freedom to regard subjects of importance (which may change from time epoch to time 
epoch).  
 
Carroll (2002) has, apparently, another perspective when he defines HCI. In order to put 
usability in a context, let us take a look at Carroll (2002) and his way of defining HCI: 
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Human - Computer Interaction (HCI) is the study and the practice of usability. It is about 
understanding and creating software and other technology that people will want to use, 
will be able to use, and will find effective when used. (Carroll, 2002, p. xxvii) 
 

In this definition, usability is the main thing with HCI. The user is seen as the starting 
point, around, and for whom, software and technology is created. This definition set 
focus on the user, which is of importance in this study. There are of course other 
definitions that set focus on other things, but this one emphasizes the user which this 
study aims at doing as well. 
 
In a comparison of these definitions, Dixs’ one is focused on the systems themselves. 
Carrolls’ is focused on the usability and the user. From this discussion we can see that 
they bring up one part each; the system and the user. It is interesting to note that none of 
these definitions mention the interaction, and what it might mean in this respect.  
 

2.2 Usability 
Let us look at one definition of usability. The International Standards Organization (ISO) 
defines usability as “…the effectiveness, efficiency and satisfaction with which specified 
users can achieve specified goals in particular environments.” (Jordan, 1998, p. 5). This 
definition does not say anything about who sets the goals and the environments, which 
tells us that it is a broad definition. 
 
Usability and HCI are inseparable. As mentioned before, usability is central in the area of 
HCI. According to Löwgren (1995a), usability is one of its goals. According to Carroll 
(2002) “[t]he concept of usability, and the methods and tools to encourage it, achieve it, 
and measure it are now touchstones in the culture of computing.” (Carroll, 2002, p. 
xxvii). Here we can see that usability is of importance, and plays a projecting role in not 
just HCI, but also in computing.   
 
Now, let us proceed and go further. I will briefly describe the different perspectives that 
exist within usability, in order to show which one I will base this thesis on.  

2.2.1 Different Perspectives on Usability  
There are different perspectives on usability, mainly: general theory, usability 
engineering, and contextual usability. This division is based up on Löwgrens (1995a, b) 
papers “Perspectives on Usability” and “What is Usability?”. This paper is a few years 
old, but these current still exists, as seen in the literature.  

2.2.1.1 General Theory 
General theory has its base in experimental psychology. This perspective is often seen as 
the traditional approach to usability. It has its ground in a positivistic thinking (Ibid., 
1995a). Positivistic experiments are conducted in a controlled environment, where 
variables are controlled. Surveys can also be used as an instrument to get a general, 
statistically valid picture. In this way theories can be falsified or confirmed (Hammersley 
& Atkinson, 1995). Cognitive theory leavens all through the general theory. The brain is 
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seen as a computer that processes and stores information in a similar way. One can look 
at response time and storage capacities. If we, according to this perspective, collect more 
general knowledge of human behaviour in connection to HCI, we can design usable 
computers (Löwgren, 1995a).  

2.2.1.2 Usability Engineering 
The general theory did not get the hoped attention. Instead, usability moved more 
towards engineering. This perspective emerged in the context of professional product 
development. Löwgren (1995a) says that “usability engineering is about 
generalizability.” (Ibid., p.7). Good means that “[w]ithout measurable usability 
specifications, there is no way to determine the usability needs of a product, or to 
measure whether or not the finished product fulfils those needs. If we cannot measure 
usability, we cannot have a usability engineering.” (Löwgren, 1995a, p.6). From this 
perspective, usability is something measurable, and is a property in the development of a 
system. In the development phase, there are three steps. The first is the task and user 
analysis. The second is the negotiation of the usability specification. In the third step the 
specification is used as a control instrument for the iterative process of prototype building 
and testing (Löwgren, 1995a).  

2.2.1.3 Contextual Usability 
The contextual usability perspective consists of three different perspectives. They all 
illuminate the context, and are therefore included. 

2.2.1.3.1 Subjectivity 
In the subjectivity perspective, usability is something highly subjective. Usability is a 
quality that becomes recognized as the system is used by the intended users in their 
context. In this way, the usability and the utility are one, and thus inseparable (Löwgren, 
1995a).  

2.2.1.3.2 Flexibility 
The flexibility perspective argues for attention to the fact that the world that we live and 
work in is dynamic, and is continuously changing, growing, and developing. In this 
regard, the flexibility perspective criticise usability engineering not to take the changing 
environment into consideration. According to the flexibility perspective, the property of 
usability is evolving in a long-term use of a system (Löwgren, 1995a).  

2.2.1.3.3 Sociality 
The sociality perspective has its roots in Computer Supported Cooperative Work 
(CSCW). The focus in CSCW is the social organisation of work and the cooperation. 
Focus also lies on how computer can support these. In this context, this perspective can 
be seen as a reaction to general theory and usability engineering, where one user is using 
one system, and where the user and the system are taken out from their social context. 
Neither users nor systems exist in social vacuum (Löwgren, 1995a). 
 
In this thesis, the contextual usability perspective serves as theoretical framework.  
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2.3 Theoretical Framework: Contextual Usability 
Dix et al (1998) claim that there are no general theories in HCI. It is interesting to note 
that Löwgren (1995a), at his hand, claims that there are both a theory and perspectives 
with in usability. What Löwgren presents are not theories like in different disciplines, but 
more point of views and currents in the field. As I see it, this does not prevent the other. 
With this as a starting point, contextual usability as a theoretical framework in this thesis 
is not an established theory, but a perspective.  

2.3.1 The Context Matters or The New Usability 
As seen above, the three perspectives subjectivity, flexibility, and sociality all have the 
context in common. The importance of real user context has been illuminated and 
centralized in another manner than in the general theory and usability engineering.  
 
Thomas and Macredie (2002) bring out “the new usability” in their paper “Introduction to 
The New Usability” in ACM Transactions on Human – Computer Interaction. The new 
usability points out the importance of responding quickly to changing applications and 
technologies. They mean that this is crucial, since the world is changing and technologies 
with it. A changing environment demands a change in usability and design. The authors 
mean that traditional usability engineering does not provide methods that are suited to 
changing technologies and applications. They continue: 
 

Our experience suggests that business are struggling with unwieldy usability techniques 
in environments where usability engineering issues are increasingly demanding and 
complex and are better conceived of as being about “consumer experience” than “ease of 
use”. The emerging systems and applications to which they are applied now have a 
broader user base, more and different uses, and more demanding users expectations 
placed upon them. (Thomas & Macredie, 2002, p. 70) 

 
Accordingly, the laboratory-based usability testing approach, which is a traditional 
approach to achieve usability, from this point of view becomes pointless. How can, for 
instance, the new design requirements attention or ambience, being usability tested? Ask 
the authors rhetorically. They mean that 
 

[m]ost usability testing regimes assume the context of a person facing a computer, the 
luxury of the person’s full attention, and a comfortable environment with minimal 
distractions. Information appliances, on the other hand, need to work in low-attention 
situations, or where the user’s attention needs to be fleetingly channeled through the 
appliance – while walking, talking, or any of the multitude of other day-to-day activities 
that would be routinely classed as “distractions”. Rather than being “edited out” of the 
context as they are in the usability laboratory, these features must be at the centre of 
understanding and designing these technologies. (Thomas & Macredie, 2002, p. 71) 

 
Thomas and Macredie’s (2002) key point is to set focus on real context of use while 
developing technical products. The real context of use is not in the laboratory, but outside 
it. The development must be conducted where the usage takes place. Their view can be 
placed into the flexibility perspective on usability. In this study, I want to emphasize the 
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point of using real use context when developing cell phones. That is also how we can 
understand Thomas and Macredie’s discussion in relation to this study.  
 
Graves Petersen et al. (2002) follow the same line in their paper “The Usability of 
Everyday Technology – Emerging and Fading Opportunities”. They have studied 
technology in use from an activity theory perspective. They argue that usability must 
move from design for diverse snapshots of use to a design for development in use. This 
implies that the development itself takes the context of use in to account, as well as the 
possible artifacts in the environment. Even this can fit into the flexibility perspective on 
usability. In this study, the starting point is to go out in the real context of use for a longer 
period of time, and is thus how we can relate to the authors’ discussion.  
 
Thomas and Macredie’s (2002) suggestions focus on the context and how it might affect 
the usage. Graves Petersen et al. (2002) at their hand, focus on that design should take 
place in real use contexts. These are both important things, I mean. They go hand in hand.  

2.3.2 Contextual Design 
Holtzblatt (2003) presents contextual design in her paper with the same name. Contextual 
design is a design process, which can be used while developing systems and products. In 
this paper, the main point is in work practice (mainly how people work). Contextual 
design has its roots in the 1980s, when the industry soughed for new ways to turn 
products more usable. The data collected from focus groups, surveys, and user 
conferences was not the adequate data for system design. It did not provide the detailed 
information about how people worked, which was the needed information. This lead to a 
field work approach; Contextual Inquiry. Holtzblatt (2003) says that: 
 

[t]o make products more usable, to make products that people really wanted and could 
use meant understanding what people were really trying to do and designing new 
technology to support, extend, and transform that practice. (Ibid., p. 942) 

 
Accordingly, user-centred design was introduced in the 1990s. Today, Holzblatt means, 
that these ideas are normative. She further says that “[t]he idea of user-centered design 
has become central to the consciousness of people who produce products or systems, 
marking a successful industry change.” (Ibid., p. 942). To achieve a user-centered design, 
contextual design can be used. It can be seen as a set of techniques in a design process. 
Contextual design consists of six steps5. The first step is the contextual inquiry. This step 
is of particular interest in this thesis. In the contextual inquiry, data is collected using 
ethnographic methods, such as observations and interviews in contexts. Holzblatt argues 
that “[t]o design a product that meets customers’ real needs, designers must understand 
the customers and their work practice.” (Ibid., p. 944). This understanding is achieved by 
collecting the data in context, by looking at what people do, what they care about, and 
what the structure of the work is like. In this way reliable knowledge can be produced. 
Holtzblatt means that organizations can use this to seek data for decision making, as well 
as make decisions based on this data. She says that “[t]his alone has enormous value 
                                                 
5 The six steps are: contextual inquiry, interpretation, affinity and work model consolidation, visioning and 
storyboarding, user environment design, and paper prototyping (Holtzblatt, 2003). 
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within the product development process.” (Ibid., p. 943). Holtzblatt uses the work place 
settings as a starting point in her text. Her discussion ought to be implemental on other 
cases as well, especially if we talk about cell phone development. When we go out in 
context of use to look at cell phone use, we see that actions are central. These actions are 
interesting to follow weather the cell phone is used in a work place or in every day life.  
 

2.4 Previous Research  
When it comes to earlier research on how people use cell phones there is little work done. 
Wittaker, Terveen and Nardi (2002) say that  
 

…we […] have little systematic data about how people use popular technologies. We 
lack information about how people actually use e-mail, voice mail, cellular phones […]. 
The popularity of these technologies and their widespread use make it imperative to 
know how people use them, what they use them for, how successful they are, and where 
problems lie. (Ibid. p. 169).  

 
How come that we know so little? That is interesting to think about, and we will discuss 
it in the last chapter.  
 
Little ethnographic research on the everyday use of cell phones is done. Some research is 
about teenagers and cell phone use (for example Taylor & Harper, 2002; Weilenmann & 
Larsson, 2002). Research is also done on cell phone use in train carriages (see Murtagh, 
2002). However, research related to cell phones in various forms is done. Some is 
concentrated on different kinds of mobile technology and systems (see for example 
Pascoe et al. 2000; Perry et al., 2001). Other research handle wireless mobile use related 
to work (see for example Gant & Kiesler, 2002; Palen & Salzman, 2002).  
 
Taylor and Harper (2002) have conducted an ethnographic study on teenagers and how 
they use cell phones. They claim that teenagers use their cell phones to participate in 
social practices. These social practices remind of ritualized gift-giving, and shape their 
way of understanding and then also their cell phone use. Another ethnographic study, 
also focusing on teenagers, is made by Weilenmann and Larsson (2002). Their starting 
point is sharing of cell phones among teenagers. They mean that information on the 
phone can be shared, the display as well, the cell phone can be kept by another person 
than the user, and such. Their study shows that the cell phone not is treated as a private 
thing among the teenagers, but that it is more as a collaborative recourse to them. Gant 
and Kiesler (2002) have made research on cell phones, mobility and the relation between 
work and personal life. They come to the conclusion that due to the wirelessness, it is 
hard to know where to draw the line between work and personal. 
 

2.5 Research Questions and Purpose 

2.5.1 Research Questions 
It is important to understand the underlying factors when we develop systems and 
technical products. Before we can make further develop a cell phone, we need to 
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understand the goals of the users – what do they do with it and what do they need it for? 
We also have to find out in which contexts the cell phone is used. It is first when these 
things are made clear, that the development can start. According to the discussion in the 
previous part, the following research questions can be formulated: 
 

• How is the cell phone used in public settings? In which contexts and situations is 
the cell phone used?  

• What is the cell phone used/needed for? Which are the goals for the users? 

2.5.2 Purpose 
The purpose with the thesis is to create an understanding of how cell phones are used by 
persons in natural /public settings and in everyday activities. Further the purpose is to 
describe users’ experiences of using cell phones. 

2.5.3 Delimitations 
The study is limited to observations in public places. This means that I will not 
investigate how cell phones are used in work place settings.  

2.5.4 Target Group 
This thesis is written for, and of special interest to those who develop cell phones, for 
instance interaction designers.  
 
 

3. Method 
There are different kinds of methods. Overarching we have quantitative and qualitative 
methods. Ethnography is a qualitative method, which is the one that I will use. In the first 
subchapter I will present the literature study. In the further subchapter I argue for my 
choice of using ethnography.  

3.1 Literature Study 
I searched literature (articles and books) in the library, but also on the Internet. The 
literature relevant for the background is HCI literature. For the ethnographic study 
literature in social science and ethnography was chosen.  

3.2 Ethnography as a Method 
Garfinkel said: ”[Show] the strange in the familiar.” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 
207). To me, this is the essence of what ethnography is about. Hammersley and Atkinson 
bring out ethnography in their classical book ”Ethnography: Principles in Practice” from 
1995. The authors discuss the term ethnography and make clear that the question of 
terminology is not the point. They state that ethnography is a method, or a set of methods. 
They mean that “[i]n its most characteristic form it involves the ethnographer 
participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, 
watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions – in fact, collecting 
whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the research. 
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” (Ibid., p.1). In other words - ethnography is about reflecting over and understanding the 
everyday things using different techniques. The goal with research is to produce 
knowledge (Ibid., 1995). By using ethnography as a method we can gain that knowledge. 
Ethnography allows us to go deep into what happens and why. Ethnography is not about 
making generalizations. In the ethnographic way of working, there are no clear steps to 
follow (Ibid., 1995). There are some ethnographic techniques: observations, participant 
observations, undercover observations, and interviews.  
 
In this thesis, ethnography is used as an example of how it can serve as a foundation to 
support development of cell phones. Harper (1998) means that ethnography should offer 
suggestions, rather than solutions. He means that ethnography in connection to system 
development cannot replace something else, but must be seen as a complement. Hughes, 
Randall and Shapiro (1992) share the same opinion. They say that an “…ethnographic 
approach offers an important additional resource in the artful and creative work of 
designing systems…” (Hughes, Randall & Shapiro, 1992, p. 121). Harper (1998) argues 
that ethnography 
 

maps out the context in which technologies might be used; it does not specify what those 
technologies might be. Other approaches and other methods need to be used alongside 
ethnography to do that.” (Harper, 1998, s. 287).  

 
When we, for instance, design a new system or improve an old one, we first need to 
understand what the system is used for. We need to understand what the situation looks 
like in order to find where real problems and opportunities lie. In this case we can use 
ethnography. In this study, ethnography is used to create an understanding for the user 
and her needs and use of the cell phone. This understanding serves as a foundation for 
further development.  
 
In the following subchapter I will present the study closer through describing contexts 
and informants. I will also argue for the choices I made.  
 

3.3 Contexts and Informants 
I made observations and interviews. The observations were conducted in Ronneby in 
southern Sweden. I chose to observe only in this city, to avoid for instance possibly 
cultural differences of cell phone use. Another reason for only observing in one city is 
that this study does not focus on comparison. Ronneby was chosen from an accessibility 
perspective. I wanted to choose a city near by myself, that I could have access to 
whenever I wanted, since I wanted to do repetitive visits to the same places. The 
observations took place during four weeks in the spring 2003 in public places and took 
28,5 hours to conduct. Public places were chosen since I wanted to gain knowledge about 
the everyday use that, in some way is open and visible to the surrounding. The public 
space is open for every citizen to visit. In the initial state of the observation phase I made 
a list on all public places in the city where people are. From the list, five groups 
crystallized. The groups were:  
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• The train (in the waiting room, on the platform, and on the train) 
• Shops  
• On the city (ATM, the square, the streets etc.) 
• Institutions (Exhibition hall, town hall, library) 
• Cafés 

 
With starting point in these physical places, I made up a plan on where to go and when. I 
spread out the time of observations on the day and time in the week to cover some of the 
differences there might be in use. Mostly, the observations were conducted two hours at a 
time. Some times I made one observation in the morning, and one in the afternoon, but 
normally just one in one day. I made observations in the morning, around noon, in the 
afternoon and in the evening. My choice of time and place was somehow dependent upon 
how I assumed. But it was also important for me to be flexible and to see what happened 
when and how. The prerequisite for the observations to be conducted was people. If there 
were no people, no observations could take place. In the chart below (see Chart 1), we 
can see the disposition of hours of observations in the field. It shows how many hours of 
observation I wade in each and every place.   
 
 

Hours of Fieldwork in the Different 
Contexts

On the City 10,5 h
Café 5,5 h
Train 8,5 h
Institutions 4h

 
Chart 1. Hours of fieldwork in the different contexts. 

 
I made three interviews. These interviews were combined with participant observations6. 
The interviews were made in the spring 2003. I spent 7 hours all together with the 
informants. As I got closer to my interviews, the question of selection rose. Who was I 
going to select? And from which group? I began to write down as many groups as 
possible: gender, profession, hobby, age, ethnical background, and so on. From these I 
decided to choose age as the selection group. This decision was based on two things: 
 

                                                 
6 Even though I made interviews combined with participant observation, I choose to denominate it 
interviews in the following text.  
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1. I wanted the selection of group to be in line with my observations. In my 
observations, I saw indications on that people around 15-25 was sticking out in 
cell phone use. 

2. In a study conducted by SIFO in 2003 (Nyström, 2003), it was showed that some 
where around 97% of the Swedish population between 15-24 years have a cell 
phone.  

 
When the group was decided, the next big issue took shape. How was I going to find the 
informants and get access to them? Some criterion had to be fulfilled when selecting the 
informants: 
 

• They had to be close to or in the age group selected. 
• They had to use the cell phone frequently, in order for me to be able to collect 

data on cell phone use. 
• They had to know who I am in advance. This thesis has certain time limits, so 

there was no time to build up a relationship and to get to know each other (which 
would have been the case in a bigger study). There fore I wanted them to have 
met me at least one time before. This criterion had to do with trust and to get 
personal, in order to be able to collect personal data. The meaning with the 
participatory observations/interviews was to follow them in their daily life. For 
the informants to agree on this, first some kind of relation has to be built up. Due 
to the time limit, I wanted to go beyond this step.  

• They had to be volunteers.  
• They had to agree on being recorded. 

 
In the work with finding the informants, I had an advantage. I am near the selected age 
group myself. I was able to use my own network of friends to see if they knew persons 
who use cell phones. So, I began by asking friends if they knew anyone that uses the cell 
phone and perhaps would be positive about being a part of my study. I asked them to 
search their networks. They acted as my gatekeepers (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). I 
received three names on persons that fit in on the criteria. I contacted the persons on the 
phone. I introduced myself and briefly presented my thesis. I asked if they were 
interested to be a part of my study. I informed them about the main idea. I also informed 
that this was voluntary, and about the anonymity of them and all others mentioned in the 
chats, and that I wanted to record the interviews with them. I also mentioned that only I 
and perhaps a teacher would listen and have access to the tapes. The tapes will be kept in 
a safe place for 10 years. The informants all agreed on this.  
 
In the following chapter I will go deeper into the realization of the study. I will bring out 
observations, and interviews, since they are the relevant techniques for this thesis.  
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3.4 Realization 

3.4.1 Observations 
According to my research questions, I wanted to investigate how people use cell phones 
in public settings and in which contexts they use it. The ethnographic observation was 
close at hand. Out in the field, I had a notebook with me in my jacket pocket. In this I 
wrote down what happened at one page and my own reflections on the opposite page. It 
was important to divide facts from thoughts. When I was observing, I first walked around 
to get a picture where people where, and to see if I saw a cell phone. If I did, I lingered to 
see what happened. In the café and on the train, I first scanned the room and sat down at a 
place from where I could see as big part of the room and as many people as possible. And 
then I sat and waited for things to observe. On the town, in shops, and in institutions, I 
sat, walked around and simply “hung around”. Some times I had my notebook up and 
wrote continuously as things happened. This was possible to do when I was sitting down, 
for instance in the waiting room or in a café. I often brought a bag with papers or books 
so I could camouflage my notebook into a school notebook. When I was observing, I put 
a lot of effort into being as “normal” as possible in the context that I was in. In the café I 
was drinking a cup of tea and having a cake reading a paper. In the grocery store I was 
shopping food myself. On the platform I was simply just standing. In the street I walked 
around and sat down on benches. I dressed causal, not to draw attention to my self. When 
I didn’t have the opportunity to take notes, I wrote down what happened as fast as I got 
the opportunity. When I had finished the observations I went straight home and wrote my 
notes on the computer. The documents I created are called logs. My logs were built on 
the same principle as my notebook. The main text is the fact. On the right side of the 
paper there is a column with my own comments and reflections. These comments have a 
reference line to the main text. The document has line numbers, so I could be able to refer 
to the text. In this way I created perspicuous documents of facts and reflections build on 
my field notes.  

3.4.2 Interviews 
Through looking and listening, ethnographic data can be collected. These are the most 
essential ways (Ely et al., 1991). Participant observations and interviews have 
similarities. In both cases the researcher needs to build up a relationship with the person/s 
observed or interviewed. Additional, the context and the researchers’ affect must be taken 
into account (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) talk 
about interviews. They mean ”…that within the boundaries of the interview context the 
aim is to facilitate a conversation…” (Ibid., s. 143). This is, in other words, the core of 
the ethnographic interview. Important is also that the informant should be able to use 
his/her own way of talking, more than might be done in more formal interviews. A risk 
with this kind of interview might be on the interviewers’ side, and has to do with the 
interviewer not being able to handle the situation. It is about the interview itself, as well 
as the context in which it takes place. The interview can be done and held in a variety of 
ways and constellations. The authors claim that the different interview settings that exist 
ought to be seen as a resource, rather than a problem.  
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In order to understand needs and goals of the use of cellular phones, I accompanied three 
users a few hours each. I made an appointment with the informants. They decided a time 
when I could accompany them. I came to the agreed place. The goal with the 
participatory observations was to follow them in their daily life to get an understanding of 
their cell phones use. When things related to the cellular phone happened, I interviewed 
the user about it and we had a chat. The chats were recorded. I had before hand made up 
question areas (see Appendix 1). During the interviews I only used the tape recorder, and 
only took notes on a few occasions. I wanted to keep the setting informal, which I 
thought that it would not be if I took notes while recording. After the sessions, I went 
straight home and transcribed the interviews word for word. I translated the interviews 
directly in to English, since my supervisor is English speaking. The quotations in this text 
from the interviews are doubled checked, all for the translation to be as correct as 
possible.  
 

3.5 Data Analysis 
The ethnographic analysis begins with the study itself. Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) 
say that “[f]ormally, it starts to take shape in analytic notes and memoranda; informally it 
is embodied in the ethnographer’s ideas and hunches. And in these way, to one degree or 
another, the analysis of data feeds into research design and data collection.” (Ibid., p. 
205). They argue that the field work and processing of data collected takes a lot of time, 
and due to this, reflections during the study should be made. Even though the analysis 
demands the whole material, some reflections and thoughts still can be made before the 
completion of the study (Ibid., 1995). This I have taken into account when I started my 
study. As said above, I made reflections along the observations. In my analysis process, I 
began with reading through the whole material to get familiar with it. I searched for 
similarities and differences in the material. In every event, I searched for the contents in 
the action and gave it a code, as described by Hammersley and Atkinson (Ibid.). For 
instance, if a user was walking in the street and talking on the phone, I denominated this 
as “simultaneously actions: walk and talk”, which I transferred into the code “sim a w+t”. 
When I found this action again, I used the code. In this way, I worked myself through the 
data. After many rounds of reading and reflections, I made up a list of all the codes that I 
had found in the material. Some of the codes that I found rose spontaneously from the 
text, and others were developed after many rounds of reflection. I ordered the codes into 
themes. For example, the different kinds of simultaneously actions were collected in one 
group: 
 

Simultaneously actions 
Simultaneously actions: walk and talk 
Simultaneously actions: walk and push buttons 
Simultaneously actions: talk and push buttons 
Simultaneously actions: talk and feed 
Simultaneously actions: talk and smoke 

 
Another code called “push/call while waiting” belonged with these, I thought. Together 
these codes formed the theme “Use in the Meantime”. When the themes were identified, I 
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looked at the relations between these themes, and at what they indicated. In this manner, 
the data was analyzed, according to Hammersley and Atkinson (Ibid.).  
 
The interviews were analyzed by asking questions to the material according to the themes 
found in the observations. I used the themes as search tools, which means that I searched 
for the same themes in the interviews. If additional themes were found in the interviews, 
they were also taken into consideration.  
 
 

4. Results 
In this chapter I will present the results of the data collected. First, the observations are 
brought up to the surface. Then, the results of the interviews are presented. Finally a 
composite interpretation is made. 
 

4.1 The Observations 
In this subchapter, I present the six themes that have crystallised from the data. These 
themes are introduced in a sample from the field notes, and explained with help from the 
different codes that were found in the observations. The codes act as sub themes, and 
build up the theme itself. The codes are illustrated with samples of the field notes. The 
sample from the field notes is then explained in a text with cross references to the field 
notes. After this introducing example, the themes are presented one by one. In the last 
section in this subchapter, they are brought together and their interrelationships are 
discussed. But first, let us take a closer look at one observation, in order to get an 
overview of the themes and some of the concepts. Consider the following incident on a 
café:  
 

(First paragraph) 
18.05 
A girl C, 20 years7, sits down at the bar desk near the personnel. She takes her bag and 
picks out things, such as a cigarette pack, a paper and a cell phone 22. She puts her bag on 
the desk. She takes her cell phone and the paper in her hands. She pushes one button and 
listens in the phone. She pushes one button again and listens again in the phone. She 
looks at the paper 11. She pushes buttons. She listens in the phone. She lowers her hand 
and the phone. She gives the paper to the personnel 11. The staff says something to her. 
The staff looks at the paper, and puts it on the desk. The girl puts her cell phone on the 
desk 22. She lights a cigarette. She smokes. 
 
(Second paragraph) 
18.19  
The girl C takes her phone from the desk. She holds it. She pushes one or two buttons. 
She pushes more. Stops. Looks up in the ceiling. Pushes more. Stops. She takes her 
cigarette and smokes. She looks at the staff who is working. She pushes buttons again 11. 
Looks in front of her. Smokes. Cigarette in her hand and the phone in the other. Two 

                                                 
7 In the field notes, I have approximated the ages of the persons I have observed.  
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customers come in. She looks at them. She looks around a bit. She looks at the phone. 
She pushes buttons. She puts out her cigarette. She pushes slowly. The staff begins to talk 
to her. She answers. She puts down her phone on the desk at 18.24.  
 
(Third paragraph) 
18.30 
Girl C takes her cell phone from the desk. She pushes buttons. The staff talks to her. She 
responds, but looks at the phone. Then she looks at the staff and talks. She looks down 
again and pushes buttons while the staff talks to her. Finally, she puts down the phone on 
the desk and just talks 44.. 
 
(Fourth paragraph) 
18.38 
Girl C takes up her phone again. She pushes buttons more quickly now compared to 
before 11. The staff talks to her. She answers 33..  She shows the display to the staff 66. The 
staff says something to her. C pushes buttons. She puts it down on the desk again 44. Now 
she just talks to the staff.  
 
(Fifth paragraph) 
19.00 
Girl C reads a newspaper. She puts it away. She takes her cell phone from the desk. She 
looks at it and pushes buttons. The staff takes the newspaper and read. C talks to the staff. 
She has the phone in her hand. A customer comes. She looks down at the phone, and 
starts to push buttons. She stops and looks at the customer. She talks to the staff and they 
laugh and she points at the staff with the phone in her hand 55. She shows the display to 
the staff 66. They laugh 44. The staff looks at it. C looks at the phone. She holds it high. She 
lowers it down in her knee, and she talks to the staff. She higher it. She pushes buttons. 
She is quiet. She gives the phone to the staff that pushes buttons and looks 66. She gives it 
back to C. C pushes buttons while she talks to the staff and spins on the chair. She pushes 
buttons. She leans the phone on the table and leans forward, her too. Customers come. 
She puts the phone in her knee. She bends over to look closer on the phone. She pushes 
buttons. She laughs for herself. She smiles. She talks quickly to the staff 44. The staff goes 
in to the kitchen. C puts down all her things in her bag. She puts on her jacket and leans 
in to the kitchen and says bye to the staff. She walks out from the café 11. (030402, Rows 
15-24, 33-41, 48-77) 
 

This incident is complex, and it contains many various parts. There are some actions that 
are of particular interest. Let us look deeper into the text to bring out some interesting 
aspects of this users’ cell phone use. The text below illuminates the incident described 
with help from cross references. 
 
11 Overarching this user is coordinating and arranging something, maybe a meeting with 
someone. This can be understood by reading the whole incident. These codes are 
included in the theme “Creating a Mental Map”. 
22 In the first paragraph, we can see that she puts her cell phone visible on the desk. This 
code is included in the theme “Availability”. 
33 In the fourth paragraph, we see that she pushes buttons, perhaps creating an SMS, 
simultaneously as she is talking to the staff. This code is included in the theme “Use in 
the Meantime”. 
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44 The three last paragraphs have one thing in common. The user changes from 
concentrating on her phone, on the staff and back to her phone. This procedure indicates 
that she communicates in two worlds and that she changes mental contexts. These codes 
are included in the theme “Sustaining Relationships”. 
55 In the fifth paragraph, she uses the phone as an extension of herself, of her arm, as she 
points with it. This code is included in the theme “The Cell phone as a Part of 
Oneself”. 
66 In the fourth and fifth paragraph she shares her cell phone with the staff. She both 
shows the display to the staff, and gives the phone to the staff, so the staff can push 
buttons. This code is included in the theme “A Unifying Bound”. 
 
In the observations above, six codes are identified. Here, these codes stand for a 
representation of the six themes that have crystallised from the material. The themes 
identified in the sample are pervading in all the material collected. Many of these themes 
go in to each other, though on many occasions, one observation includes different 
aspects, just as in this introducing example. This set of observations speaks for much of 
the data that I have collected.  
 
After this brief overview of the themes, let us proceed and look further into each and 
every one of them. 

4.1.1 Creating a Mental Map 
This theme is basically about what the user does with the cell phone and what the calls 
are about. This theme is built on the codes arrangement, agreement, coordinate, 
information, and localization. In the study we can see that the user makes arrangements 
and agreements of different kinds. She informs or receives information. She coordinates 
and localizes other users.  
 
This is what happened in the waiting room on the train station in city K. I am sitting on a 
bench when a man comes in and talks in his cell phone: 
 

10.45 
A man, 55, outside takes up his phone just before he enters the waiting room. He pushes 
buttons. He enters the room. He has his phone to his ear. He says hi to the staff in the 
café. He speaks in his phone. “Hi a. are you coming to dinner tonight...how many should 
I buy…I buy 2…then 3...just so I know you come…fine….” When he talks he walks a 
few meters, looks at a display on the wall. He ends the call. He looks at the phone. Puts it 
in his inner pocket on his jacket. He goes in to the café and buys a paper and talks to the 
staff. (030401, Rows 19-27) 
 

This call is an example of an agreement, arrangement, coordinating and information call. 
The arrangement and coordination lie in that he is having a dinner with guests, and that 
he checks that they are coming. He gets informed about which quantity of something he 
should buy for the dinner. The agreement is that he buys three and that he says “fine”. 
This indicates that they have come to an agreement. These four parts form the contents of 
the conversation. These often go in to each other and are difficult to separate. For 
instance, information is needed to be able make an arrangement or agreement. Another 
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example of an incident with many implications is this one that took place on the square in 
the city:  
 

15.58 
A boy, 17, on a bench behind me makes a call to some one. “Where are you”, he says. He 
asks something about a contract. “Keep in touch, bye!”, he ends the call. The call lasts for 
1 minute. (030319, Rows 121-124) 

 
He opens the conversation by localize the other person. He asks for information, and ends 
the call by stating that they will keep in touch, which can be seen as a form of agreement. 
This boy localizes the other person, which is not only used by these who make a call, but 
also for users who answer the phone. In a shop I observed the following: 
 

12.40  
I am in a shop. There is a customer, woman, 55, at the desk. The personnel are fixing 
something with the stuff she is buying. Her cell phone starts to call. She picks up her bag 
from the desk. She gets the phone and answers. “Hi…I am at the nice shop…what’s it 
called…you know…where they have those things…” When she ends the call, she looks 
at the phone and she pushes buttons. She puts the phone back in her bag on the desk. 
(030328, Rows 80-86) 

 
Here the woman tells her localisation to the person who called her. If this call is made 
from fixed phone or from a cell phone is quite uninteresting to know. The interesting 
thing is that since she has a cell phone, she can be anywhere. Maybe the other person 
needs to know her exact position, or just asks routinely. Anyhow, she is located. To 
localize is one kind of information. In some cases information is given and in others 
asked for. An example where information is asked for took place in the town hall: 
 

16.52 
A woman, 50, is walking in the corridor. She is making a call on her cell phone, just 
before she goes by me. She asks the person on the phone how long s/he thinks that the 
post office might have open today. 5 or 6? She goes calmly to the front door while she is 
talking. […] (030331, Rows 46-50) 
 

This woman calls someone to ask for information about opening hours. What is 
interesting here is that if the woman was only interested in knowing the opening hours, 
she could have phoned the post office. This means that the call must have another 
meaning to her, even though she opens the conversation with this question.  
 
The five codes arrangement, agreement, coordination, information, localization have 
been identified, as presented above. What is the motive behind these occurrences? What 
is the actual meaning behind using the cell phone for these things? These actions are 
about scanning the environment, to put people, things and information in a context. Ones’ 
social environment is abstract. To read it and scan it can serve as an attempt to make the 
world more tangible and understandable. With help from the cell phone, the user can 
form a more concrete picture of the reality. Outermost, the user creates a mental map 
over the abstract and concretizes it. The map metaphor is used to clarify that we can put 
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information, people and things in relation to each other, and navigate that mental 
landscape, just as we do when we use a map. 

4.1.2 Availability 
This theme is basically about the visibility of the cell phone. This theme is built on the 
codes visibility, no visibility, and visibility for one self.  
 
Visibility is something that leavens all through the observations. The cell phone is many 
times visible to other persons in the surrounding. Sometimes the phone is visible only to 
the user her self for instance in an open bag, from where the phone is easy to get in case 
of a call or SMS or such. Most users know where they have their phones. They often put 
back their cell phones from the same place where they took it. In rare cases, the cell 
phone is not visible to the user. In cases as such, the user pokes around for a while in her 
bag to get the cell phone. The issue of visibility can be illustrated with many examples. 
This happened at the library: 
 

16.49 
A cell phone signal calls in the library. Some one gets a call. One signal, sounds like a 
melody. Some one answer. I can’t see who it is or where he is.  

 
16.55  
Yes, now I see him. He, 25, sits in a chair by a table by the window. He has now his 
phone lying on the book on the table. (030320, Rows 19-25) 
 

This is a typical sight in environments where there are tables, for instance on trains and 
library. Also in the café the same kind of visibility is noted:  
 

18.00 
I am at café WB. I sit down at a table, from where I see the whole room. There are 9 
persons in the café. At one table there are 2 girls A and B, 15. They have 2 cellular 
phones lying on the table among cigarette packs and coffee cups. (030402, Rows 4-8) 

 
The visibility of cell phones does not only occur in environments as mentioned above. 
The cell phone is also seen, for example, in the streets. Here users hold them visibly to 
the surrounding in their hands, both if they stand still or walk. Another form of visibility 
is when the cell phone is visible only to the user herself. In the waiting room on the train 
station in K this happened: 
  

8.30 
A girl, 22, is sitting on a bench nearby. She sits and writes. She gets a call. She 
immediately picks it up from her open bag beside her on the bench and answers. She 
talks quietly; I can’t hear the conversation, more than “Hi…on the station in K”. She 
talks for 5 minutes. In the meantime she fixing with her pencil, looking mostly down in 
her writing book, arranges her glasses. The call is over. She holds the cell phone and 
pushes buttons for about 3 minutes. She puts it down in her bag. She leaves the waiting 
hall. (030326, Rows 36-42) 
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Apparently she knew where she had her cell phone. The cell phone was visible for her, 
but not for us in the room.  
 
In this theme, the codes visibility, no visibility and visibility for one self form the contents. 
To have the phone visible is reasonably about to have is close to you, in order to have fast 
access to it. The access and the closeness in its turn can be about being available, to reach 
and to be reachable. In this respect, the forms of visibility are about availability.  

4.1.3 Use in the Meantime 
This theme is basically about what the user does while she uses the cell phone. The theme 
is built on the codes simultaneously actions and phone/push while waiting.  
 
Simultaneously actions are frequently seen in the material. They occur in the forms: to 
walk and push buttons, to walk and talk, to talk and push buttons, to talk and smoke, and 
to talk and feed. To walk and push buttons and to walk and talk are the most common 
combinations.  
 
On the train station in K I saw the following: 
 

11.20 
I return to the waiting room. I sit 10 minutes in the room. No one is here. I se a man, 50, 
walk outside towards the trains. He has a cell phone in his hand. He is pushing buttons. 
He walks slowly. He walks like his leans over the phone. (030326, Rows 81-84) 
 

This man walks and pushes buttons at the same time. Thus, he performs these actions 
simultaneously. An additional example of this took place in the city on day, where a 
woman walks and talks in the same time: 
 

15.50 
A woman, 40, crosses the square. She is talking on the phone all along. (030319, Rows 
108-109) 
 

These two examples illustrates the most common simultaneously actions. To talk and 
push buttons can also be considered as common, at least in the café environment. Another 
kind of action, that is related to perform simultaneously actions, is to use the phone while 
waiting. In my observations I have seen users phone or push buttons while waiting. The 
waiting room for trains and buses are typical place where people wait. The town can 
serve as one as well. In the waiting room on the train station in K this occurs: 
 

9.25 
A boy, 20, enters the waiting room. He goes in to the office. He takes a queue ticket. 
There is one person before him. He stands in the office, waiting for his turn. He holds his 
cell phone in his right hand. He pushes on the buttons for about 20 seconds. He stares at 
the display all along. Then he puts it down in his right pocket on his trousers, just in time 
for his turn in the queue. He buys tickets, and then leaves the office and the waiting room.  
(030319, Rows 39-46) 
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This user apparently waits for his turn to be attended. We can see that he synchronises his 
cell phone use with his turn to get attended. In this way we can interpret this as using the 
phone while waiting. To synchronise cell phone use with when the user is about to leave 
happens in this context. Another example of cell phone use while waiting is on the 
square, which can be seen as a central meeting place in this city.   
 
The different kinds of simultaneously actions and to phone/push while waiting are the 
concepts in this theme. The observation samples show that we not only use the cell phone 
in the meantime while we wait, but that we also use it in the meantime while we do 
something else, like walk, talk, feed a child or smoke. An interpretation of this could be 
that we have a lot of time, so we kill time when we use the cell phone while we wait. We 
have little time, so we use the cell phone in order to use the time we have.  

4.1.4 Sustaining Relationships 
The core in this theme is communication. The codes in this theme are communication in 
two worlds, change mental contexts, change near contexts, the surrounding reacts, and to 
communicate back and forth with SMS or call.  
 
Let us illustrate this theme with a sample: 
 

12.00 
A boy, 15, sits on a bench in front of me together with another boy. He sees another boy 
coming. He says hi and waves with his hand. He rises from the bench and goes the 2 
meters to the new boy. The first boy has a cell phone in his left hand. They talk. He 
almost puts the cell phone in the left pocket on the trousers, but no. They talk. He gets a 
sms. He takes the cell phone and starts to write a sms, while talking to his friend. The 
conversation drops down. The friend looks down in the ground and around him. The boy 
puts the cell phone in the pocket. They start to talk again. The boy takes up the cell phone 
again, just one minute after. The friend laughs. The boy pushes buttons and they talk. 
They end the conversation at 12.10, when the boy sits down at the bench with the cell 
phone in his hand, and the friend leaves. (On the city 030317, Rows 85-98) 

 
This action has a lot of implications. During this observation, the boy has his phone in his 
hand most of the time. He has closeness to his phone. When he gets his first SMS, he 
shifts his concentration from his friend to the cell phone and on the message from another 
person. Since he is still talking to his friend, he tries to maintain two social relationships 
at the same time. He communicates with his friend, and he communicates with the person 
that sent the SMS. We can denominate this as to communicate in two worlds. This boy 
changes from communicating with the person in the phone and the boy beside him on the 
square. When he does this he also changes mental contexts. He gets so into the phone that 
he stops talking to his friend, and seems to forget about him. This indicates that he 
changes mental contexts. The boy is still physically on the square, but mentally he has 
changed his concentration to the world in the cell phone. The friend reacts to his 
behaviour, a code I call the surrounding reacts. In this case, firstly, the friend doesn’t say 
anything. Then he looks down in the ground and around him. He also laughs. He looked 
misplaced and seemed not to know what to do in the meantime while his friend was 
concentrated on the phone.  
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To communicate in two worlds, to change mental context and the surroundings’ reactions 
can look differently. The observations show that the communication in two worlds can be 
maintained by either one person or both in a group of two persons.  
 

12.21 
2 women, 30, come out from the café W. One of them puts down her cell phone in her 
pocket. She asks the other woman; “where are you going?” “To the bank”, she replies. 
“OK, then I go with you”, she says. She immediately takes up her cell phone from the 
pocket while they cross the street and go on the square. She pushes some buttons, and 
makes a call. They walk and she talks. (On the city 030317, Rows 101-107) 

 
It is interesting to note that the woman takes the initiative to join the other woman, but 
instead of being social with her, she phones someone else. This can be seen as an act of 
communicating in two worlds. This double communicating way can also be maintained 
by both persons in a group of two. For instance, in one observation two 17 year old girls 
are walking together and both of them are talking in the cell phone. These two girls are in 
their own worlds, but yet together. They communicate with others, but are somewhere 
else mentally. They are physically close to each other, but distant as well. In this example 
the girls have changed mental contexts. In other cases the person “who is left” wants to 
keep on communicating with the person who has changed mental contexts.  
 

Two women, 30, come in and sit down at a bench. They talk about a thesis work, and if 
they will get something in it accepted. During this conversation A sits and talks. B 
arranges with things in her bag, and takes out her cell phone from her bag. She starts to 
push buttons. A gets quiet. B pushes buttons for a minute. A start to talk. B answers, still 
pushing, and says something like that she must be home at 16.30. She gets back to the 
phone and pushes buttons. After two minutes A starts to talks again. B doesn’t say 
anything, just pushes buttons. A talks, then B puts down her phone in her bag and takes 
out her lunch box. They talk. […] (Waiting room R, 030409, Rows 69-77) 

 
In this example, A reacts on Bs’ cell phone use. In the beginning, B communicates in two 
worlds, but after a while she disappears into the phone. A reacts on this and she goes 
from being quiet to talking. It is obvious that she wants to keep up a conversation with B 
who has changed mental contexts.  
 
To change mental contexts means that one stops to think here, and begin to think 
somewhere else. When one thinks somewhere else, this can be demonstrated in that one 
does things that one is not aware of oneself. If I am not here, then I don’t think about that 
others might watch me or listen to me. Some users walk around, back and fourth almost 
like a dance. Others speak very loudly, and others gesticulate in a manner that they 
probably would not have done without the cell phone in their hands. These actions tell us 
that user mentally can be somewhere else. It is likely to think that they would not behave 
like this without his cell phone. To change near contexts can also happen. Some times a 
user goes away to make a call, but it is much more common not to do that. To 
communicate back and forth with SMS or a call happens as well.  
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The codes communication in two worlds, change mental contexts, change near contexts, 
the surrounding reacts, to communicate back and forth with SMS or a call all have the 
communication in common. It can be about maintaining the communication or starting it. 
Through maintaining or taking the initiative to communication, the relations one has with 
other people in the surrounding can be sustained. In this way, this forms the theme 
sustaining relationships.  

4.1.5 The Cell Phone as a Part of Oneself  
This theme relates to how the cell phone is used as a physical product. The theme is build 
on the codes reference object and extension of the arm and oneself.  
 
It is often seen in the hands of the user, who waves it, as if it would serve as an extension 
of her arm and herself, that underlines and strengthens what she say. 
 

At another table, three persons are sitting, two girls, 25 and a boy, 25. One of the girls has 
a phone in her hand. When I come in they are laughing big time and she waves with her 
cell phone hand as she talks and laughs. They leave after 10 minutes. She turns from 
waving the cell phone to putting it on the table during their presence. (Café, 030407, 
Rows 21-24) 

 
The cell phone is a product that we live with and also through. It serves as a reference 
object. 
 

12.25 
Woman, 40, is coming from the crossing place up towards me. When she gets closer to 
me, I see that she has a cell phone in her hand. She looks at it and then puts it in her left 
inner pocket in the jacket. She has a bag. (On the city, 030317, Rows 109-113) 
 

Perhaps she was looking at the time. When she did this she referred to her cell phone, and 
used the phone as a reference object. The cell phone is a product that takes up space in 
our bags, pockets and hands. We let it take space. We bring it with us. Accordingly, the 
cell phone is something that we behave towards and through.  
 

10.55 
I am in the library. Sitting in a chair, from where I can see the books and the people 
sitting by the tables. 8 persons are sitting and working. I see a woman, 25, walking by the 
shelves looking for books. She has 4 books in her right hand and a cell phone in that hand 
as well. She changes the phone to the other hand. She goes around some more. A friend 
comes. They stand by a shelf and talk. Her friend pulls out a book. They talk. The woman 
points at a book with her phone. They walk to a table and sit down. She puts down the 
books, and puts the phone on top of them. Her friend sits down. The woman walks away. 
(Library, 030325, Rows 30-38) 

 
The woman holds her cell phone in her hand, even though she has a lot to carry on. It 
strikes me that she doesn’t put the phone away. This must mean that the phone has a 
meaning to her. We can also see how she uses the cell phone to point with – as an 
extension of her arm.  
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These three cases presented are telling a lot of how the phone is used a physical product. 
It is as a part of oneself and serves as an extension of us. This theme has an interest 
point in common with the availability theme. To have the cell phone visible and close, as 
it is in both themes, indicates that it is used often, or at least is given a prominent place. If 
it was unimportant, one would not bring it and hold on to it, or it would lie on the bottom 
in the bag among other things.  

4.1.6 A Unifying Bound 
This last theme is about sharing and about using the cell phone as a mediator. This theme 
is build on the codes sharing call, sharing phone, sharing conversation, sharing SMS 
conversation and the cell phone as a mediator.  
 
There are different kinds of sharing. Conversations, calls, SMS conversations, and 
phones can be shared. Only people around 10-20 years old shared their phones in one 
way or another. The conversation can after the call has ended be shared on initiative from 
both the cell phone user her self and from the surrounding. Calls can also be shared. One 
form is when a person takes over the cell phone from the person that speaks, and in this 
way takes over the conversation. Another form is when person/s in the surrounding tries 
to understand what the call is about and affect what is said on the phone. Here I am in the 
waiting room on the train and bus station in R. Four 15 years old persons come in.  
 

…As they walk in, a phone calls. The girl who just looked at the cell phone takes her cell 
phone and answers. The other three listens and look at her. She says “Come now….the 
bus….three minutes…but!!!!!...come on!!” and so on. The other three make comments 
while she talks. She looks at them. The conversation was about that someone wanted 
them to come and get him/her because it was snowing. They didn’t want to. I didn’t hear 
any solution. (030409, Rows 81-87) 

 
They shared the conversation. Even though one person was in charge, she seemed to 
listen to the others at them same time. The call was apparently something that concerned 
them all. It became a collective call. SMS conversations can also be shared and become 
collective. The following event took place in a café.  
 

19.20 
Girl B takes her cell phone from the table. She pushes buttons. She puts the cell phone 
down on the table again. She takes her bag and goes away. Her friend A is left. She takes 
the phone and pushes buttons. She puts it down. An SMS-sound is heard. She takes the 
phone and pushes buttons. After a while an SMS-sound is heard again. She takes the 
phone and pushes buttons and looks at it. She rises from her chair and quickly goes out. 
She comes back, and the other girl after her. B puts her phone down in her bag. They 
collect their jackets and leave. 
… 
19.30 
I leave too, just after the two girls. I see them standing on the square together with two 
boys. […] (Café, 030402, Rows 84-98) 

 
A took over the Bs’ cell phone and the SMS conversation as well. In this case, the cell 
phone is not treated as a private thing, and the SMS conversation is important to both of 
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them. The cell phone is a thing that is shared between the friends. They arrange 
something, most likely a meeting with the boys who they meet outside.  
 
The phone can also be shared. It can be shared in the way that a user shows the display or 
just the phone to another person. It can also be shared in the sense that someone else than 
the user keeps it or holds it. The cell phone not always is a private thing. The cell phone 
can be used as a medium for storytelling or for communication. In the waiting room in R, 
I observed how two boys communicated with each other with support from their phones. 
 

A boy, 15, comes in and sits down at a bench. He immediately takes his cell phone from 
his pocket on his trousers. He starts to push buttons. He sits like that for about two 
minutes. Another boy, 15, comes in. He goes to the boy and takes up his cell phone too 
from his trousers just before he sits down on the bench beside him. The first boy says 
something. The second boy answers “Bus…”. “The one quarter past?” says the first boy. 
During this conversation the first boy doesn’t look up, just on the display. The second 
boy also starts to push buttons on his cell phone. They sit in the same position for over 10 
minutes. During this time, the only thing that is visibly happening is that the second boy 
leans more forewords over the phone and scratches his ear. They are concentrated on the 
cell phones. After 10 minutes the first boy starts to say something like “oops…shit…” 
Here he starts to interact with the second boy. He shows his display to the second boy, 
who comments it. They begin to talk like: it’s no good, and how many points they got, 
and the record. After a few minutes of chatting, they rise and leave the room.  (030409, 
Rows 44-59) 

 
First I didn’t understand what they were doing. In the end I understood that they were 
playing games on the phone. The first boy takes the initiative to this conversation, and 
uses the phone as a medium to do that. With the phones in the centre, they talk. The first 
boy also shares the phone (the display) to the other boy. 
 
The sharing of phones and such as well as to use the cell phone as a medium for 
conversation and communication can be seen as an expression for unifying a group of 
persons. To share is a collective action, which creates a unifying bound between persons 
involved.  

4.1.7 The Interrelations between the Themes 
We have now seen what the themes are about. We need to abstract them and higher the 
level of abstraction. What are the themes outermost about and how do they interrelate? 
 
“Creating a Mental Map” is about what one does with the cell phone. With the cell 
phone we concretize the reality and the world that we live in. Why then, do we need to 
concretize our world? We need to do that in order to be able to understand it. 
 
“Availability” is about visibility and to have close and fast access to the cell phone. We 
need that in order to be reachable and to be able to reach. Why do we need to be 
reachable and to reach others? We need to do that in order to be with. 
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“Use in the Meantime” is when we use the cell phone while we wait, or while we do 
something else. We kill our time with it, as well as we use our time with it. Why do we 
do this? We do this to fill our everyday life.  
 
“Sustaining Relationships” is when we communicate in different worlds, and when we 
change mental contexts between those. It is when we communicate back and forth with 
persons and when the surrounding reacts on our behaviour. When we do this, we sustain 
our surrounding and our relationships with others who are in it. Why do we need to 
sustain our relationships? We need it to feel participant.  
 
“The Cell Phone as a Part of Oneself” is when we use the cell phone as an object that 
we refer to, and thus live through and with. We use it as an extension of ourselves. Why 
do we use it as an extension of ourselves? We use it to fortify and strengthen ourselves.  
 
“A Unifying Bound” is created when we share the cell phone. Sharing is a collective 
action. Why are we a part of a collective action? We are a part of the collective to create 
unifying bounds. 
 
These aspects of cell phone use are all gathered around social aspects. The connecting 
issue is the social affinity. When we are with as a part of something and fill the everyday 
life and feel participant in that, we can strengthen ourselves and create unifying bounds to 
others. It is fundamental to understand the social world, since we are a part of that every 
day. The cell phone is used for all these things according to the observations.  
 

4.2 The Interviews 
I made three interviews. Lisa is 22 years old, Pelle 24 and Olle 27. The focus in these 
interviews is to see how they actually use their cell phones and to know more about their 
needs and goals for cell phone use. The following text is build up on some of the themes 
found in the observations, and thus also found in the interviews.  
 
Let us start off by looking at what the cell phone means to these users. Lisa states that the 
cell phone is central and plays an important part in her life: 
 

H: OK.  Yes….. What does the cell phone mean to you? Can you tell me about that? 
L: Very much! Laugh. If I forget it at home, then I have to go home to get it. I always 
must have my cell phone. Well…like…yes…both if I need to call to someone or…if 
someone needs to call to you. It’s like addictive! Laugh. 
 

Olle expresses himself in a similar way: 
 

O: It is terrible (laughter), damn, how addicted you are to it. You don’t think like that, but 
it is so. I hadn’t survived without it. 

 
It is interesting to note that they both use the word addictive when they talk about the cell 
phone. They apprehend the cell phone as addictive. Lisa must have it and Olle wouldn’t 
survive without it. Olle has always his cell phone with him. He works as a seller, and uses 
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his cell phone a lot in work, but in spare time as well. He constantly needs the phone in 
his job. He says that he would never forget it at home. If he against all odds would forget 
it, he would go back for it, just as Lisa would. Olle says that the cell phone is a part of his 
daily life, no matter if he works or is free. Pelle also has his cell phone with him every 
day. Even though he doesn’t express himself in the same way as Lisa and Olle, we can 
see that the cell phone means a lot to him as well. He says that “[i]t is more like a whole 
pocket memory. It is everything, it is everything in it.” When he uses the word 
everything, he tells us that everything that he needs is in the cell phone. According to 
this, the cell phone is of great importance to him. The three users’ way to relate to the cell 
phone fits into the theme “The Cell Phone as s Part of Oneself” from the observations. 
Lisa, Olle and Pelle always carry their cell phones, and the cell phone serves as a part of 
themselves. Olle says that he actually would survive without it, but that he would have 
felt very naked. To use the theme as an explanation can tell us why he feels like this.  
 
I ask Pelle what he uses his cell phone for. He says that he mainly uses the phone as a 
telephone book from which he can look up numbers and then use the fixed phone beside 
to make the actual call on. The cell phone also serves as a pocket memory, calendar, 
reminder, and not the least as an alarm clock. He says that “[t]he cell phone is so much 
more than just a thing to call in. But it is more where you collect telephone numbers, you 
collect messages, calendar etc, etc.” His need from the cell phone is to have it as a pocket 
memory. Lisa at her hand has different needs from her cell phone. She needs her phone to 
arrange meetings with friends when they go out and party on the weekends. She uses her 
phone otherwise too. She explains: “Yes, well it is in the week day as well, but, well, if 
you’re not at home or so and if you remember “yes, I have to call her” or...and then you 
call.” In this case she uses the cell phone as an instant memory. Central for Lisa and her 
use is that she needs her cell phone if something special happens. When I ask her about 
her use of SMS she replies that if many things happen, then she sends a lot of SMS. If we 
turn to Olle, he has his needs from his cell phone. He uses it as a clock, calendar, 
reminder, and as an alarm clock, similar to Pelle. When we talk about needs he says: 
 

O: Oh…yeah...or…it is…well in work it is a need, it is. Or it has become one of it. Well 
so…ehm…you do…you can do business over the phone as well if you call customers and 
solve problems for customers. Even private if you have decided that you should drop by, 
and then it’s easy to call and say that “unfortunately, I can’t come” or “put on the coffee, 
I come in five minutes.” It is small things like that, then, that you couldn’t have done 
otherwise, if you wouldn’t have had a cell phone…. 
H: Mm. 
O: So it is both private and… the meeting that you can…well…you have different needs 
at different times about what you’re going to do.  

 
The key point is that he needs the cell phone when unplanned things happen. His needs 
are related to work and to spare time. Further in the interview, he describes that he uses 
his phone when he is in town and wants to ask people to come and have a cup of coffee 
and when he decides with people. In his work he needs the cell phone to be able to keep 
in touch with customers and colleges. He means that it is important to him to have the 
cell phone to talk to colleges.  
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[…] I mean, it is our…social way…the work climate when we work. We are by our 
selves when we work out in the car, so it is a social way to call the colleges and talk.  
H: Mm. 
O: In that respect it is damn important.  

 
Here he expresses another dimension of his needs. With help from the cell phone he can 
maintain and sustain a relationship with his colleges who he does not meet physically. So 
the cell phone fills a social function in his case. “Talk some bull shit.” he says to me later. 
The bull shit talk is essential for him to create an every day working climate together with 
his colleges. This need can be explained by using the theme “Sustaining Relationships”, 
since that is exactly what he is doing with his cell phone. 
 
When we go on and talk about the goals with his use, Olle says that it is to be reachable 
wherever he is and to be able to reach others when ever he wants. Here we see the theme 
“Availability”. With his goal in mind, we can make a parallel to what he said before 
about when he is in town and wants to ask someone to come and have a cup of coffee. 
The arrangements of meetings play a central part. To arrange meetings over the cell 
phone is central to Lisa as well. She explains to me how she and her friends use the cell 
phone when they arrange and coordinate to go out and party. To do that she compares 
with how they did before the cell phone came. 
 

But then it went like that you started to talk about it much earlier, now it 
can…be…well…then you could decide already on the Tuesday, Wednesday that yes we 
party there and there. Where should we be? Because then you started to decide much 
earlier. Now it more get like that you talk…if you’re going out on the Saturday that you 
talk in the morning like “where are we going to be tonight. Yeah we are there. Ok” So, 
before you planned much longer ahead before. Now it is more like “what are we doing 
tonight. We’re doing that.” It was also that you talked much more in the morning. That 
you called to, but you called to every one in the morning so you had made it clear, so that 
you had decided, so it didn’t happen like “now I can’t get in touch with her.” So then it 
was that we talked in the morning instead, so we had decided already then. 

 
The big change of their party planning is that there is a shorter period of time for 
planning. Now, they decide much closer to the event itself than compared to before. This 
change in decision making has developed in other social events too. She says that 
 

we do no as well, like: What are you doing tomorrow? I’ll do that. Yeah, but we can get 
in touch after that.” That you say often: “we can get in touch after that”. Because before 
you said like Yeah, I can come in, come home to you at like 8 o’clock, because I will be 
there and there to half past 7. Now it’s more like “What are you doing tomorrow? Eh…I 
will…like…we can get in touch after that.” Well like that. You can always get hold of 
each other, now if you want.  
…. 
Mm. But you can decide, sometime, with the other, like, that “we can go out for a cup of 
coffee after wards”. But like, you always say: “yeah but call when you are finished”. 
Because you never decide anything “we see each other at half past 7 at that place”. But 
“Call when you are finished, and we can meet then.” 
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The main thing is that they do not plan details in advance and that the decisions are 
postponed. They know that they are going to meet, but the exact details of when and 
where are leaved to later. She believes that they do this because of the cell phone itself. 
With the cell phone it is easier to do this. She adds that this might happen because it 
sometimes can be hard to plan. So, before they had to plan in advance, because they had 
no alternative. Now, with the cell phone, they can postpone decision. Both Olle and Lisa 
arrange meetings with the cell phone. The underlying factor to why they use the phone is 
because they want to meet someone, but that is not the focus here. The interesting thing is 
what they do with the cell phone, which is arranging. This goes under the theme 
“Creating a Mental Map”.  
 
There are contexts where the three users do not use their cell phones. Olle has his cell 
phone on everywhere, except in places where it is not allowed, like in air crafts. Lisa says 
that she turns off her cell phone in places like the cinema, restaurants, and meetings. She 
also says that if  “I am going to be at Karin’s8 house and eat dinner together with her 
parents, and then I don’t run away and make phone calls. Then…well, it’s on, but you 
don’t use it, if nothing special happens.” She comes back to this “special”, that she 
mentioned before. We can interpret this as that she has her cell phone with her just in 
case if something special would happen. Perhaps she brings it as a precaution? Pelle on 
his hand does not use it in the cinema and in restaurants as well. He does not use it on 
lectures either. Pelle has a strong feeling for when he thinks that it is ok to use the cell 
phone and not. 
 

But sure, you can wait for important call, and then it is ok to have it on. But if you don’t 
do that, then you should show respect to the surrounding. For example…well as I think 
we should do. That is probably already done. They should have train coupes where cell 
phones are forbidden. Because a cell phone doesn’t just affect not only, or it is not only 
that person that, that gets the call who have a cell phone who experiences it, but it turns 
into a thing that the surrounding also is affected by.  
… 
P: [... ] I don’t sit and scream in a train coupe, because it is seen as, from a social 
perspective, not being ok to do that. Thus it is, thus it doesn’t become ok if I sit with my 
cell phone in my hand and scream with it. 
H: Mm. 
P: It is actually the same kind of behavior, though I just have something in my hand.  
H: Mm. But now, if it is proper behavior to go away, why are people sitting and 
screaming in the train coupes, then?  
P: It is difficult for me to answer…answer for for why others do it, but how I think it can 
be: People don’t think about it, since the conversation becomes an active part, and thus 
the surrounding become…it doesn’t become a concentration on the surrounding. You 
can’t hear so well in a cell phone, for example in certain rooms, and then you must turn 
up your voice. And then people do that quite unconsciously.  

 
He states that he as a part of the surrounding feels affected when someone in it uses the 
cell phone. He does not look positively on that, since he has not chosen that participation 
himself. This is about how Pelle as surrounding reacts to other users’ behaviors in cell 

                                                 
8 Karin is a good friend of hers. 
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phone use. Later he expresses that he does not apprehend the way that some persons use 
their cell phones as social acceptable. What he actually describes to me is what he feels 
when he experiences that a user changes mental contexts. He gives his explanation to 
why this is, and uses the shift in concentration as explanation model. What we can see is 
that his discussion is supported by my observations in public places and is brought 
together in the theme “Sustaining Relationships”.  
 
A recurrent theme in the three interviews is economics. This theme was not found in the 
observations, due to its character. The informants are all well aware of the fact that it 
costs more to call on a cell phone than on a fixed phone. Lisa comes back many times to 
the fact that it is expensive to call on the cell phone. She plans when to call on the cell 
phone. She seldom calls during the days, but send SMS instead. She knows who of her 
friends has which operator. She also knows who only has a cell phone and no fixed 
phone. She has a clear picture of her cell phone bills the last months, which means that 
she takes the economic issue into consideration. Olles’ cell phone belongs to the 
company, so he uses it for free, a fact that he and others are aware of. This is what 
happened when I accompanied him: 
 

12.55 
H: Mmm. What happened now? 
O: Then my brother called. And then he calls from his phone. Then he sometimes calls 
one signal, and I call him back, for example. It is this with free cell phone, as you say. 
H: So what did…you didn’t call him back now? 
O: No, I do that later. I know what it is about.  
H: Mm. 
O: Well, so it is too.  
H: Mm.  
O: But often it’s only my brother who does that, since he pays himself, and he knows that 
I call for free.  
H: So you know what he wants to tell you? 
O: Yes, in this case I know, but not always. 
H: No. What did he want to say? 
O: No, I can’t… 
H: You don’t want to say that? 
O: No, no it was from yesterday night.  
H: Did you meet yesterday, or? 
O: Yes, yes, we were out with our farther; it was his birthday, so…I think I know what he 
wants to talk about. 
H: Mm.  
O: But it isn’t anything that is connected to this story.  

 
He and his brother have their own way to make contact over the cell phone. It is 
interesting to note that they use a developed strategy. When his brother calls one signal, 
Olle knows that it means that his brother wants Olle to call him. This strategy is 
obviously developed due to economics. We can also note that this call is too private to 
make during my presence and too private to talk about. Pelle does, as said before, use the 
cell phone as a pocket memory and phone book. This has an economic explanation. On 
work he uses his cell phone as a phone book and looks up the numbers there. Then he 
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uses the fixed phone to make the actual call on so he does not have to charge his own bill. 
He says that the calling activity is a small part for him, since it is that part which costs 
money. So he uses other functions on it more than he makes phone calls. This happened 
when I accompanied him: 
 

14.15 
H: What did you do with you phone, you cell phone? 
P: I looked up a telephone number. Eh…in order to call with the other telephone9. 
H: OK. Why did you have to make that call?  
P: Eh, I was going to call Nisse, and see if he wanted to play squash tonight, but I got 
connected to his euro voice.  

 
Here we see that he uses his phone as a telephone book, as he described earlier. Lisa used 
her cell phone in another way when I was with her: 
 

H: The time is 18.42, and you have just sent an SMS. 
L: Mmm. 
H: Who did you send it to? 
L: Karin, my friend. 
H: Mmm…why did you send an SMS to her? 
L: hihi…because I had to tell her…can I say what I was going to tell? 
H: Mm. 
L: That Oscar had called.  
…silence 
H: Why had Oscar called, then? 
L: Because we met this weekend, out. 
H: why did you choose to ca…SMS her at this moment?  
L: Because we have… or because…eh… Oscar and I have sent SMS to each other all the 
time and so I said to her yesterday: now I won’t keep in touch with him tomorrow, but 
then he called me before, so I had to say that. We have talked about that all week long.  
H: ok….what did you write? 
L: I wrote….eh… “Oscar called before. It was him who got in touch with me. Kiss Lisa.”  
H:…do you think that she will send an SMS back? 
L: Maybe, if she has any money on her cell phone…hihi. 

 
Her use here is connected to a love story with a boy that she met out that weekend. 
Through her cell phone and SMS she keeps in touch with Oscar. She tells me that she has 
sent about ten SMS per day the last days. Her cell phone plays a part in the proceeding of 
her love story with this boy.  
 
After these results, let us go over to a composite interpretation of them. 
 

4.3 Composite Interpretation  
The use and needs for the cell phone have a wide range, but they are gathered around 
social issues. The use and needs are: 

                                                 
9 The fixed telephone.  
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• Creating a Mental Map - to understand  
• Availability - to be with 
• Use in the Meantime -  to fill our every day life 
• Sustaining Relationships -  to feel participant 
• The Cell Phone as a Part of Oneself -  to fortify and strengthen ourselves 
• A unifying bound -  to create unifying bounds 

 
The cell phone is used in a variety of contexts. It was used in all physical places that I 
visited, except for in an art exhibition opening. An explanation to this exception could be 
that no one had cell phones, which seems to be very unlikely, since about 50 persons 
attended. It could have been nothing but a coincident, or it could have been because it 
was a special event, and that people turn off their phones due to that. Perhaps the last 
explanation is most reasonable. It is important not note that I have not been in all kinds of 
contexts that there is, but that I chose a few of them. I can only speak for how the cell 
phone was used in the contexts that I visited. Then, let us take a look on which of the 
codes that was most recurrent in the different contexts. A top three list on what was most 
common in order of size in the different contexts looks like this:  
 

• On the city10: simultaneously actions, visibility and communication in two worlds 
• Café: visibility, communication in two worlds, and simultaneously actions 
• Train: visibility, phone/push while waiting, and reference object 

 
The themes “Availability” and “Use in the Meantime” are most recurrent in these 
contexts. As we see, the use in cafés and on the city is the same, just in a different order.  
What divide the train context from the others is that the cell phone is used as a reference 
object to a larger extent than it is used as one in the other contexts. An explanation to 
why this kind of use was most common, most likely has to do with the characteristic of 
public settings. In these contexts, people either walk around or sit down, generally 
speaking. The “Availability” theme is about to be with. When you are in public settings, 
one is out, and not at home. With the cell phone, one is still available as if one was at 
home or with the person in the other end of the line. The “Use in the meantime” theme 
is about to fill the everyday life. When one is out in public settings, one is mobile and 
moves around, and thus the cell phone can be use in the meantime.  
 
The three informants’ needs are: 

• Pelle: to have the cell phone as a pocket memory 
• Lisa: to arrange meetings with friends when they go out and party on the 

weekends, if something special happens, and as an instant memory. 
• Olle: to arrange meetings, and to have it social in work, and to contact customers. 

Pelles’ need fits into the theme “The Cell Phone as a Part of Oneself”. Lisas’ and Olles’ 
needs fit into the theme “Creating a Mental Map”. 
 
The three informants’ goals are: 
                                                 
10 Here shops and institutions are included, because the use turned out to be similar.  
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• Pelle: to use the cell phone as a whole with the different functions in it.  
• Lisa: to reach and be reachable. 
• Olle: to be reachable wherever he is and to be able to reach others when ever he 

wants. 
Pelles’ goal with his use fits into the theme “The Cell Phone as a Part of Oneself”. 
Lisas’ and Olles’ needs fit into the theme “Availability”. In the interviews, Pelle and Olle 
expressed themselves according to the theme “Sustaining Relationships”. The cell 
phone plays a big part in the three users’ life, and what the cell phone means to them fits 
into the theme “The Cell Phone as a Part of Oneself”. How they use the cell phone is 
what they need it for. What they need the cell phone for is what they use it for. Goals, 
needs and use are inseparable and constitute prerequisites for each other.  
 
 

5. Discussion 
In the first subchapter the results are discussed. In the second subchapter the method is 
discussed, and in the third subchapter further work. Contribution to HCI will be discussed 
in the last subchapter.  
 

5.1 Result Discussion 
The three different perspectives on contextual usability are subjectivity, flexibility and 
sociality, as presented in chapter four. Let us start off by discussing the results from these 
as starting points, in order to understand the result from an HCI perspective. 

5.1.1 The Subjectivity Perspective 
In the subjectivity perspective on usability the main idea is that what is usable or not is 
up to the individual herself (Löwgren, 1995a). The cell phone is apparently appreciated 
by many people, since it is frequently seen and used. None of the informants complained 
over the cell phone or expressed a feeling that it is useless to them or not convenient to 
use in some cases or contexts. On the contrary, they all described situations where they 
use cell phones and what they used the cell phone for. We can make the conclusion that if 
they would have apprehended the cell phone as useless, they would have expressed that. 
Note though that the informants used their cell phones a lot, according to them selves. If I 
would have interviewed persons who did not use their cell phones so much, they might 
not use it since it was useless to them and had low usability, or for other reasons. 
However, we can assume that persons that use their cell phones do that for a purpose, and 
that the cell phone has a meaning to them. If the cell phone was completely useless to 
them, they would of course not use it at all. My informants Olle and Pelle both mentioned 
the functions alarm clock, ordinary clock, calendar activity and reminder as important to 
them. These functions are central and make the cell phone more usable to them. Pelle 
explicit said that the whole idea with the cell phone was to have it as a pocket memory 
and not as just to make calls on. Imagine him having a cell phone from which he only 
could make calls. Such a cell phone would have had lower usability than the one he has 
today. For Lisa, the functions mentioned seemed to be completely unimportant. She did 
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not talk about any other functions than to call and to send SMS. Here we can assume that 
the other functions had little to do with her use of the cell phone. It is possible that a cell 
phone just to make calls on and send SMS on would have suited her very well and had 
high usability to her. What this illustrates is that the informants’ way of using the cell 
phones was different. The functions were differently usable to them, but yet they 
apprehend the cell phone as usable. Their apprehensions of the cell phone were highly 
subjective. This knowledge we must bring with us to the development process.   

5.1.2 The Flexibility Perspective 
In the flexibility perspective the overarching thought is that technical development 
should take into consideration the fact that the world is dynamically changing and 
growing (Löwgren, 1995a). The cell phone use is widespread, as we have seen in this 
study. The cell phone was used a bit differently in the different contexts, as shown in the 
result, but strikingly similar as well. How come? Is it the contexts that demand different 
use, or is it we who use it differently according to which context we are in? The use in the 
café and on the train had similar codes, and on the city it was a different code that 
dominated. To know that the use looks different in different contexts is crucial when we 
develop cell phones. But it is not enough to know that there are differences in use. We 
must also know what differs. The user moves through many different contexts in a day. 
In the café and on the train, visibility is most common (“Availability” theme). On the city 
it was simultaneously actions (“Use in the Meantime” theme). This kind of everyday use 
could never be possible to find out using laboratory testing. To get this knowledge, real 
context of use had to be studied. Here I think at first hand of what Thomas and Macredie 
(2002) and Holtzblatt (2003) argue for. The themes connected to the codes are about to 
be with and to fill our everyday life. Now, when we know what the situation of use looks 
like, what can that tell us? We can make the conclusions that when we have a table, we 
pull out the cell phone from pockets and bags and often put the cell phone on the table (as 
we have in cafés and on trains). It also tells us that when we have the opportunity to use 
the cell phone while we do something else, we do. We interact differently with the cell 
phone. We need to think about how different use in different contexts can contribute to 
product development.  

5.1.3 The Sociality Perspective 
The sociality perspective has its foundation in the social organisation of work (Löwgren, 
1995a). I believe that the message is applicable in the everyday use of cell phones and not 
only how they are used in work. According to the results in my study, the cell phone is 
used for social purposes. An example of this is the sharing of cell phones in various 
forms that teenagers did. Weilenmann and Larsson (2002) see this as collaboration. I see 
it more as collective actions. The line between the concepts may be thin. As I see it, 
collaboration is more about working towards and achieving a goal together, and 
collective actions are about something we do together without necessarily having a goal. 
Either the cell phone is used collaboratively or collectively, we can see in the results that 
other people than the owner of the cell phone is engaged in what is going on with it. As 
seen in the results, the cell phone is not always handled as a private object among 
teenagers. This is supported from what Weilenmann and Larsson (2002) have observed. 
The staring point is different if we use the cell phone alone or if we share it with others. 
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When we share it with others we might have other needs from it and have a different goal 
with the use. We must take the context into consideration, since systems11 does not exists 
in social vacuum (Löwgren, 1995a). The cell phone is used in a context, and thus we 
cannot separate it from its context of use. This is how we can understand the use of cell 
phones in relation to the social perspective on usability.  

5.1.4 The Module Cell Phone – a Design Suggestion 
The cell phone is complex and we can see it from the subjective perspective, the 
flexibility perspective, and the sociality perspective on usability. It is a product which 
needs and goals are highly subjective to the user. It is a product that is used in different 
contexts and therefore must be flexible in use. It is a product that exists in and is used for 
social environments. With these three aspects on the cell phone, a design suggestion can 
be made. One design suggestion that takes these three perspectives into account is the 
module cell phone. This suggestion is based on what is showed in this study and with 
starting point in the theoretical framework. The module cell phone is based on a cell 
phone that is either empty when one buys it or contains a standard package. The standard 
package exists so those who do not care about special functions have an option to buy a 
cell phone without putting effort into combining modules. With the empty cell phone the 
buyer chooses which modules (functions) she wants to have in her cell phone. In other 
words: one gets what one pays for. The functions can be down-loaded from the Internet 
as subscriptions or bought in a cell phone shop. In this way the cell phone can be custom-
made with higher usability as a result. Mass customization is a well known concept that is 
used in marketing (Kotler et al., 1999). The cell phone becomes flexible, since you can 
change modules when ever you want to. You can unsubscribe or buy new modules. You 
can shape you cell phone depending on what you use your cell phone for. With a cell 
phone built on modules you get a cell phone that suites you and your use. The modules 
can be very different in functionality. For instance, one module can have the function that 
you can see the localization of other users (cell phones). Possible techniques to use are 
Bluetooth or IR-technique. This can be used for instance if a family want to share the 
same phonebook or week schedule. It can be used to change phone signals or such things 
between phones or if you want to play games together with others. To me, this is how we 
can develop a cell phone with ultimate usability. This design suggestion can be seen as 
one outcome that can be considered in a further development process or design of cell 
phones. The module cell phone allows users to interact with their cell phones and with 
other users with starting point in them selves.  

5.1.5 Contexts of Use 
It is interesting to see that the cell phone is used in so many contexts. It is apparently with 
us. We let the cell phone take space. We not only have it with us in these contexts, but we 
also use it. The cell phone allows us to arrange our every day life in a whole new manner 
than before. It also allows us to develop a whole new understanding of our surrounding. 
We can keep track of people in another way. We can use the cell phone here and now, 
and use it on the spot when we want. This gives us the opportunity to be more direct, and 

                                                 
11 Here the cell phone.  



 

 35

reduce the time between when I want to get in touch with some one and when I can do it. 
And we can have closer contact with others.  

5.1.6 A Technical Product with Implications 
The cell phone has several dimensions, as I see it. It can be seen as a physical product, as 
a concrete thing in our hands. But it can also bee seen as a phenomena, since what we do 
via the cell phone is abstract. Anyhow, a product have been created, that has such a great 
impact over peoples lives, so some of us cannot imagine a day without it (here I think at 
first hand of my informants Olle and Lisa). Hallnäs and Redström (2002) mean that the 
cell phone has become a product that has entered our lifeworld. When it has changed 
from just being a product that we use for communication to a personal object that is a part 
of our daily life, it belongs to our lifeworld. They argue that since we let things (here the 
cell phone) in to our lifeworld, it becomes meaningful to us. This can be recognised in the 
theme “The Cell Phone as a Part of Oneself”. Users let the cell phone take space and 
they bring it with them. It is given a prominent place in the everyday life. Thus, 
according to Hallnäs and Redström, the cell phone has entered our lifeworld. To know 
this in a development process is an advantage. In a way, the developers have the power to 
decide over peoples lives. As we saw in the interview with Olle and Lisa, they have for 
instance a whole new way to get in touch with people compared to before the time of the 
cell phone. The structure of making agreements has changed. So for some of us, the way 
that we, in a manner, socialize has changed with the march in of the cell phone. It is an 
enormous power that the developers have.  

5.1.7 The Cell Phone Itself Limits Use, Needs and Goals  
We can see, according to how the informants talk about their needs, goals and use, that 
they do not go beyond the boundaries of the cell phone. Their goals and needs end where 
the limits of the cell phone does. Perhaps it is hard to search the need beyond what is 
offered. How they use the cell phone, at the other hand, is more vast and filled with 
variations. But to me this expresses a need, as well. What we use it for is what we need it 
for. Of course, some things are more important than others, but anyway. The 
development team have these things to take into consideration. They do not create needs, 
but as it looks today they can decide which functions the cell phone should have, and thus 
steer the users’ apprehension of need. With the module cell phone, the user can steer over 
her needs for the cell phone herself.  
 
As we can see in the results, the cell phone had a completely different meaning to the 
three informants. Lisa and Olle can not live without it and they apprehend it as addictive. 
To Pelle, the cell phone had a different role, which was not on life or death, so to speak. 
This foundational point of view forms their needs and goals for use, and therefore the 
needs and goals were a bit different (though Lisa and Olle were quite similar in their use). 
What they use the cell phone for and thus also need it for is, as in the observations, 
gathered around social issues. We can make the conclusion from what the study shows 
that the cell phone is used and need for social issues. How can this knowledge help us 
when we develop cell phones? Even if the cell phone is used, economics steer the use. 
Pelle and Lisa were thinking on how they used the cell phone in relation to cost. Olle 
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called for free, but he was well aware of that he did not have to think about money in that 
respect. If the cell phone is to be used more, the costs must get lower.  

5.1.8 A Discussion on Previous Research 
There is little pervious research done. Why? Is the cell phone to close and too ordinary to 
us, so it gets uninteresting to study? To know how people actually use these technologies, 
we must go into the every day life and follow users to get that deep data in order to 
generate knowledge about it. Here come ethnographic methods and techniques into the 
picture. These approaches have a lot to contribute, I believe. That is what I have been 
trying to do in this study. Weilenmann and Larsson (2002) have in their study not given 
any explanations to what this sharing of cell phones might be about. They do not have a 
theory or explanation model, which I think is a shortcoming in their study. It is not 
enough to establish the fact that some people share cell phones. We must go further on 
and search for an answer to why this occurs. My explanation to why teenagers share their 
cell phones lies, as can be read in the result, in the social. In that time of life the group is 
more important than ever, I believe. The group can serve as a support to growing up and 
become an independent person. The group becomes a collective. To maintain this 
collective sharing occurs. In this particular case cell phones are shared.   
 

5.2 Method Discussion 
In this subchapter I will discuss the method. I have identified some difficulties with my 
interviews. It was hard to get my informants to understand my motives: to be natural and 
just do their things. My motive was not making them not think about me. I believe that it 
is no idea to enter the scene and believe that you can be as invisible as a fly on the wall, 
because you are not. Then it is better to do the most out of it. I understand that we are 
social beings, and that it might be hard to just not speak or get social with me as 
accompany. If I would continue on further studies, I would make a deeper pre-work with 
the informants, which was not possible in this study due to the time limits. The fact that 
the informants knew that I was studying cell phone use might have affected them to 
hesitate to use it or to use it too much. But as I see it, an undercover observation is not 
ethical defendable. This was the only way to get into the daily life. In a larger study a 
long-term relationship can be build up and my presence and their knowledge of my study 
might be tuned down. Eventually, they don’t care, and begin to act and use the cell phone 
normally. A third thing is that other users might use the cell phone differently and thus 
give me different answers. This study shows how these specific persons use their cell 
phones, which is important to remember.  
 
I experienced that in the observations it was important to not be in a hurry and to have 
patience. The best way to observe was to just lean back and wait and to become 
reconciled with the thought of missing cell phones on the right when I was looking at the 
left. In this study I have used myself as an instrument and as a resource. I believe that is 
of importance to use a reflexive thinking. Reflexivity is about to be aware of ones’ own 
awareness. When we describe others we also say something about ourselves (Ehn & 
Klein, 1994). What I have seen and what I have heard, I have interpreted. I have 
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interpreted it according to who I am and according to which glasses I wear. Someone else 
might have interpreted it differently according to that person.  
 
This study could not have been conducted without using ethnographic observations. This 
method was very important in order to get hold of the everyday use and how it actually 
appears, as well as to understand users’ interactions with the cell phone. Here, a parallel 
can be made with Holzblatt (2003) and her contextual design, where using ethnographic 
methods is the first step in the design process. Using ethnography as a method was also 
important for developing the design suggestion that corresponded with the results and 
with the theoretical framework and HCI. 
 

5.4 Contribution to HCI 
Then, what can this thesis contribute to HCI and the area of usability? This thesis shows 
how humans interact with cell phones. This thesis shows one practical way of getting 
access to user needs and goals with use for a development process. To understand user 
needs and goals are of vital importance, in order to develop products that users will find 
useable. It is also, according to the above discussed contextual inquiry (Holtzblatt, 2003), 
the first step in a design process. So, what the study shows us is something to bring with 
us in a design process or product/system development. This thesis emphasises the point 
that the user must be the starting point when designing and developing systems and 
products. It is a contribution to the area in HCI that speaks for a user-centred approach 
when developing products and systems. The results that the study shows are a support to 
going out in real context of use and to grasp what the users really does with the cell 
phone. In this way we can see that, as in this case, the cell phone is not used just for 
communication between people, but for far more things. This shows how users really 
interact with their cell phones, and what they do with them, and where they do what. The 
fact how users interact with their cell phones can give us a hint of what to think about 
when we make further development of it. On the whole, using real context of use for 
further development give us an opportunity to collect invaluable data.  
 

5.3 Further Work 
Further study could be to do more interviews and accompany users in their everyday life 
for a longer period of time and to analyse the interviews in another manner. Further on, a 
model with starting point in the themes could be created. Another topic could be to look 
at how people use cell phones in work place settings. It could also be of interest to 
investigate how system developers’ apprehension of users’ needs and goals look like.  
 
 

6. Conclusions 
The cell phone is used in many contexts and in different ways. We can make the 
conclusion from what the study shows that the cell phone is outermost used and need for 
social issues. It is a product which needs and goals are highly subjective to the user. It is a 
product that is used in different contexts and therefore must be flexible in use. It is a 
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product that exists and is used in a social environment. The informants goals and needs 
end where the limits of the cell phone does, which gives the developers and designers a 
chance to steer the users’ apprehension of need. What the users use the cell phone for is 
what they need it for. We can make the conclusion that goals, needs and use are 
inseparable and constitute prerequisites for each other.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 



 

 39

References 
 
Carroll, John, M (ed.) (2002). Human – Computer Interaction in the New Millennium. 
New York, ACM Press. 
 
Dix, Alan et. al. (1998). Human – Computer Interaction. London, Prentice Hall Europe.  
 
Ehn, Billy & Klein, Barbro (1994). Från erfarenhet till text. Om kulturvertenskaplig 
reflexivitet. Stockholm, Carlssons. 
 
Ely, Margot et al. (1991). Doing Qualitative Research: Circles within Circles. London, 
Flamers Press.  
 
Gant, Diana & Keisler, Sara (2002). Blurring the Boundaries: Cell Phones, Mobility, and 
the Line between Work and Personal Life. Wireless World. Social and Interactional 
Aspects of the Mobile Age. London, Springer. 
 
Graves Petersen, Marianne & Halskov Madsen, Kim & Kjaer, Arne (2002). The Usability 
of Everyday Technoloyg – Emerging and Fading Opportunities. ACM Transactions on 
Human – Computer Interaction. Volume 9, Number 2, p.74-105. New York, ACM. 
 
Hallnäs, Lars & Redstöm, Johan (2002). From Use to Presence: On the Expressions and 
Aesthetics of Everyday Computational Things. ACM Transactions on Human – 
Computer Interaction. Volume 9, Number 2, p.106-124. New York, ACM. 
 
Hammersley, Martyn & Atkinson, Paul (1995). Ethnography: Principles in Practice. 
London, Routledge. 
 
Harper, Richard, H.R. (1998). Inside the IMF.  An Ethnography of Documents, 
Technology and Organisational Action. San Diego, AP. 
 
Holtzblatt, Karen (2003). Contextual Design. The Human-Computer Interaction 
Handbook. Fundamentals, Evolving Technologies and Emerging Applications (pp. 941-
951). London, LEA. 
 
Hughes, John A, & Randall, David, & Shapiro, Dan (1992). Faltering from Ethnography 
to Design. CSCW 92 Proceedings. November 1992.  
 
Jordan, Patrick (1998). An Introduction to Usability. London, Tylor & Francis. 
 
Kotler, Philip et al. (1999). Principles of Marketing. London, Prentice Hall Europe. 
 
Kujala, Sari, & Kauppinen, Marjo & Rekola, Sanna (2001). Introducing User Needs 
Gathering to Product Development: Increasing Innovation and Customer Satisfaction. ). 
Human-Computer Interaction. Interact ´01 (pp.856-861). IOS.  
 



 

 40

Löwgren, Jonas (1995a). Perspectives on Usability. [Electronic]. 
http://www.ida.liu.se/labs/aslab/groups/um/usability.htm  
 
Löwgren, Jonas (1995b). What is Usability? [Electronic]. 
http://www.ida.liu.se/labs/aslab/groups/um/usability.htm  
 
Murtagh, Ged M (2002). Seeing the “Rules”: Preliminary Observations of Action, 
Interaction and Mobile Phone Use. Wireless World. Social and Interactional Aspects of 
the Mobile Age. (pp.81-91). London, Springer.  
 
Nyström, Ulf (2003). Mobilen viktig del av våra liv. Survey made by SIFO. Published in 
GöteborgsPosten 030316, p 8. 
 
Palen, Leysia & Salzman, Marilyn (2002). Beyond the Handset: Designing for Wireless 
Communication Usability. ACM Transactions on Human – Computer Interaction. 
Volume 9, Number 2, p. 125-151. New York, ACM. 
 
Pascoe, Jason et al. (2000). Using While Moving: HCI Issues in Fieldwork 
Environments. ACM Transactions on Human – Computer Interaction. Volume 7, 
Number 3, p. 417-437. New York, ACM. 
 
Perry et al. (2001). Dealing with Mobility: Understanding Access Anytime, Anywhere. 
ACM Transactions on Human – Computer Interaction. Volume 8, Number 4, p. 323-347. 
New York, ACM. 
 
Preece, Jennifer et al. (2002). Interaction Design. New York, Wiley. 
 
Taylor, Alex S & Harper, R (2002). Age-old practices in the ‘new world’: a study of gift-
giving between teenage mobile phone users. New York, ACM Press.  
 
Thomas, Peter & Macredie, Robert D (2002). Introduction to The New Usability. ACM 
Transactions on Human – Computer Interaction. Volume 9, Number 2, p. 69-73. New 
York, ACM 
 
Weilenmann, Alexandra & Larsson, Catrine (2002). Local Use and Sharing of Mobile 
Phones. Wireless World. Social and Interactional Aspects of the Mobile Age. (pp. 92-
107). London, Springer.  
 
Whittaker, Steve & Tarveen, Loren & Nardi, Bonnie A (2002). A Reference Task 
Agenda for HCI. Human – Computer Interaction in the New Millennium. New York, 
ACM Press. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 41

Appendix 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Question Areas for the Interviews 
 
What does the cell phone mean to you? Tell me about that. 
 
Can you tell me about a situation where you use your cell phone? 
 
What do you need you cell phone for? Tell me about that.  
 
What are your goals with your use? Tell me about that. 
 


