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Introduction

Children in the 21st century are the first of their generation to grow up in an environment in which the mobile phone is omnipresent and its use by the Teenies 11-16 year old age group in the UK is fast becoming ubiquitous. Much of the previous research on the social practices of mobile communications users has concentrated on young adults, but what of these young adults of the future?  This paper reports the outcome of a study of 97 Teenies in the UK that explored and examined how they used mobile phones and, to a lesser extent, other information computing technologies in their daily lives. 

Comparing and contrasting the material gathered with published work on adults and teenagers, this study explores how much and for what purposes the respondents used their mobile phones. Analysis of this material has revealed common social practices within this 11 –16 age group and with older users of mobile phones. It also finds them to be highly price sensitive and to have developed communication strategies that meant mobile phone use was mainly functional with chitchat kept until they got home and then mostly done using their home phone and PC. Never the less the mobile phone is a key feature in the maturation of 11 to16 year olds being used by them as a symbol for the coming of age and by their parents as a means of contributing to managing the social and economic development of their children. 

Methodology

Studying this age group raises issues that do not apply to adults and this limits the available research techniques; great care has to be taken even in observing children in public places.  Informal ways of contacting the children to participate in the study were used, approaching them indirectly through colleagues, family and social contacts. In this way willing participants were found for whom written parental or carer’s consent was obtained as a condition of participation. 

New information on the use of mobile phones and other ICT among children aged 11 to 16 was obtained specifically for this study. The data comes from three sources each reflecting an even balance of age groups and gender. 67 children kept a diary for a day recording their use of ICT and of mobile phones in particular - these self-report records were the primary source of data for the study.  Some of the respondents were interviewed and other groups of children were also asked to talk about ICT in their day-to-day lives – a total of 47 participated in these sessions which were held in two secondary schools in South East England. A voucher was given to each child for a completed diary and interview and a contribution was given to the schools for each group discussion. The material gathered from the interviews and the group discussions was used to validate and add to the data gathered in the diaries.  Conversations with parents of some children who did and did not participate were also noted to further inform the data.

Examining the Research Material 

The information gathered from the study is examined in this paper through a series of themes that emerged from the analysis of the empirical data. These show the way the mobile phone is used by the different age groups and how it is progressively incorporated into lives of the Teenies as they grow older.  

The first of these themes, Functionality and Usage, refers to the way the mobile phone is used by Teenies primarily as a voice and text based device for making social arrangements and for safety. The age, gender and maturity of the respondents also appeared to have an impact on the amount they used the phone. As might be expected the mobile phones were used more by the older children and on average slightly more by the girls than the boys, especially for voice.  Only two respondents did not use their mobile phone at all on the day of the diary. Some used their phone for games or as an alarm but did not actually make or receive calls or text.  More of those who did use their phone did so to make and receive calls and receive text with slightly fewer using them for outgoing text. Those sending fewer texts made more mobile phone calls. A summary of the average usage by age and gender of text and voice is shown in Table 1 below.

	 Age
	11 - 12
	13 - 14
	15 - 16

	Gender
	F
	M
	F
	M
	F
	M

	Number of respondents
	13
	7
	16
	8
	14
	9

	Ave calls in
	0.46
	1.14
	1.06
	0.75
	1.79
	1.78

	Ave calls out
	1.15
	0.57
	1.00
	0.50
	1.43
	1.22

	Average 

total calls
	1.62
	1.71
	2.06
	1.25
	3.21
	3.00

	Ave duration 
	7.69
	10.00
	11.88
	8.75
	12.14
	15.56

	Ave texts in
	1.23
	4.00
	2.81
	3.50
	6.57
	2.00

	Ave texts out
	0.38
	5.57
	3.00
	4.88
	6.71
	1.00

	Average  total texts
	1.62
	9.57
	5.81
	8.38
	13.29
	3.00

	Durations in seconds

	 Age
	11 & 12

	13 & 14

	15 & 16


	Ave number of calls
	1.65


	1.79


	3.13



	Ave duration
	8.50
	10.83
	13.48

	Ave number of texts
	4.40
	6.67
	9.26


Table 1: Average usage by age group and gender on the diary day 

In the discussions many said they call Mum or Dad (for lifts particularly) rather than text because they do not know if the parent had got the message if it is sent as a text, but they can keep calling until they get through and speak to them. Most respondents made and received one or two texts and calls during the day.  The maximum numbers were 8 incoming calls, 5 outgoing; 18 texts sent and 21 received.  There was a reasonable symmetry between incoming and outgoing calls and texts except in instances described in discussion and interview where credit had run out and phones only receive, or when parents made calls to check all was OK. ‘My mum rings me every five minutes when I get on the train – it’s really annoying’. There were no examples of children saying they talked a lot on their mobile phones, on the contrary they said their calls were short and to the point, such as ‘Mum, I’m at the station’, or ‘I’m at Jenny’s’ or ‘I’ll be home at 6’. This was confirmed in the conversations with parents who expressed frustration and anxiety at the lack of information this gave them, for example they might have no idea where Jenny lived.  Calls to friends were similarly curtailed to quick conversations although some, the girls in particular, preferred to speak to friends than to text them saying it was quicker and friendlier. None of the children used their mobiles for Internet access or email but most used email or instant messaging, IMS, on their home computer, PC.

Many of the children had developed quite sophisticated strategies to optimize their tariffs and this meant using the mobile phone sparingly and mainly for functional calls as well as having a substitute such as the home phone or a friend’s mobile for when credit ran out. The number of calls and texts made and received appeared to be mostly governed by the tariff the children were on and how much credit they had left. This also meant that calls were very short 10-20 seconds. One 16 year old girl reported in her diary  ‘Phone call with my sister; I phoned her then she rang back as I was low on credit’, and a 15 year old boy said ‘I phone my girlfriend every night for 45 minutes; we take it in turns, one night she phones me the next I phone her. I only phone her on my mobile when she isn’t at home and is on her’s [mobile] because I’m not allowed to make long calls to mobiles from the home phone’ 

This issue of price sensitivity was demonstrated by tariffs being optimized and by frugal use.  This is not surprising given that they were either paying the bills from pocket money or part-time jobs or were dependent on their parent’s goodwill to continue to pay for them. Instant messaging services, IMS, on the home PC or the house phone were often used for chitchat as they are both free to the Teenies and also cheaper for the bill payer - provided they did not call a mobile. IMS was found by some to be more instantaneous and liberating as it was not restricted to the 160 characters of a text message. These Teenies were extremely price sensitive with regard to their own mobile phone usage and for all of them £5 or £10 every month was a lot of money, especially if it had been earned in some way.  A couple of the boys explained that they had bought software for their computer that enabled them to talk to each other via the Internet as this was ‘free’ and could be used instead of their mobile phone.  When the money runs out the mobile is not used and for Teenies there is no source of extra cash until an appointed date. Indeed in common with Ling’s study
 there was some evidence that parents used the mobile phone to assert their authority or as a means of managing economic worth. ‘My parents pay the first £10 and I pay the rest’.  Parents talking about their children said ‘they’ve run out of credit so can’t do the diary’ or ‘she’s lost the phone and so she’s got to find the money herself to get a replacement’.  As with Ling’s study
 and in Harper and Hamill
 the research shows that the mobile phone has clearly become an element in the parents’ notions of bringing up their children, causing it to become a factor as they assess their child’s maturity and judgement in a variety of situations.  

This links with the second theme Growing Independence which is about how, as the Teenies move away from being dependent on their parents they appear to become more dependent on their mobile phone, (one is not necessarily acting as a substitute for the other).  Although not all the respondents had a daily need for making and receiving communications on a mobile phone they all had a need for the mobile phone to be ‘always with me’ when away from home regardless of their age. However, the value paradox identified in earlier DWRC research
 in which the phone might be left at home for fear of losing it also prevailed. In interviews examples of this behaviour were given such as on PE days when the phone was most likely to be stolen from the changing room or on visits to a Theme Park because ‘They fly out of your pocket on the roller coasters and then you’ve lost it for ever’ or, ‘On my paper round I can only carry my CD that I listen to, my parents know when I should be back’. In these instances they can still rely on the supervision of an adult, even if they are not co-present, whereas in other situations such as going to the shopping centre or the park with friends they are exploring independence from supervision and use the mobile phone as an emotional and functional prop.  This issue of independence from parents highlighted situations when some parents were more tethered to their children than vice versa making more calls to them to check they are all right at times when the child feels this is an unnecessary intrusion. A situation found in earlier research by Green in which ‘parents and teenagers offer sometimes conflicting accounts of who calls whom when children are out’
.  Children, mainly girls, in the discussion groups reported their fathers will text them with messages to say they are thinking of them, mothers are more direct and phone to check if they are OK or need help. Girls complained about their mothers but quite like the texts from fathers.   In common with previous studies the mobile phone appeared to be playing an important role as a right of passage in the coming of age of Teenies.   Most Teenies now get their mobile phones in school year 6 or 7 (aged 10/11) as part of the process of preparing for and then going to secondary school. Distance from home, parents working and not at home, and other family issues appear to affect when the phone is acquired and how much it is used and how dependent they are on it.  Ling
 had surveyed teenagers in Norway aged 13 –20 in 1998 when penetration amongst this age group was around 70%, a little less than in the UK today.  He found that the mobile phone was playing an increasingly significant role in the coming of age of the mid-teens age group in particular.  He contended that the first subscription to a mobile telephone was part of the ‘coming of age’ and that the phone was used as a ‘status display’. Reinforcing this point is the intensely personal and intimate relationship that the Teenies have with all that their mobile phone engenders. Some Teenies keep their mobiles under their pillows at night and away from prying eyes to be shared by permission only. The children who talked about this said it was to stop parents reading text messages and siblings stealing phones, ‘I don’t want my Mum reading my texts from my boyfriend’, girl 14, and ‘My brother might pinch my phone ‘cos he hasn’t got one yet’, boy 14. 

The final theme is Showing and Fun and reflects the playful way that Teenies use their mobile phones.  At age 11 and 12 the newness of the mobile phone was still being explored and having a mobile phone, showing it off and talking about it appeared to be more important than using it.  Most of the contact was with close family and one or two friends.  By 13 or 14 the mobile phone had become an integral part of day-to-day life particularly for arrangements involving after school activities. Some of the male respondents had temporarily discarded the mobile phone, keeping it available for when needed, in favour of other computational devices and activities such as games consoles, IMS, computer games and the like. By 15 and 16 the mobile phone had once again become an integral part of daily life and for the girls in particular it had become a key feature in their social networking by aged 14.

	
	Number of games sessions during the day on PC; Mobile Phone; Games Console 

	Sessions
	0


	1
	2


	3
	4
	5

	AGE
	M
	F
	M
	F
	M
	F
	M
	F
	M
	F
	M
	F

	  11-12
	  1
	8
	3
	1
	2
	2
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	1

	13-14
	5
	9
	0
	5
	0
	2
	2
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0

	15-16
	1
	10
	2
	2
	2
	0
	4
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0

	Total
	7
	27
	5
	8
	4
	4
	6
	0
	2
	2
	1
	1


Table 2: Number of sessions playing games by age group and gender (note sessions could be of any duration)

Both boys and girls played computer games but more girls did so on their mobile phone and PC, whereas more boys used a games console although nearly half of the respondents did not play any computer games on the day of their diary.  Using the mobile phone to take pictures for play and as a games console was popular among the respondents and in the discussion groups some of the participants got their mobiles out and used them in this way during the session. Some of the girls (14-16) expressed dismay at the games on the latest mobile phones as they were ‘not as good as the old ones - I’d got use to them’ and there was resentment that you had to pay to download them onto some mobiles. 

Conclusion

Growing up with a mobile phone - and a PC is commonplace in the UK; it is not a matter of ‘if I get a mobile phone’ but ‘when I get a mobile phone’ and for many households one can add broadband to that statement.  The role of the mobile phone in these Teenies’ lives changes from a parental safety net at age 11 and 12 to a Teenies’ safety net as they become freed up from parental control. It also changes from a device signifying a right of passage into secondary education and teenage years to a device that is an intimate and essential tool for maintaining social networks and demonstrating the user’s status.  Comparisons with some earlier studies on teenagers, although they did not include the 11 –12 age group, have shown that the behaviours of Teenies are typical of those discovered in similar study groups amongst teenagers
.  Indeed it could be that the findings of this study are ‘simply a question of “old” youth questions taking a “new form”’ as commented by Katz about Green’s aforementioned study
 who goes on to say that usage of mobile technologies by youth could be a ‘wholly new socio-technical phenomenon’. This study does not answer this point but it does contribute to the debate in that it has examined mobile phone and ICT use among a group of British children aged 11 to 16 and in so doing it has identified a number of emerging themes that describe the common social practices of this group.  In comparing this data with that obtained for other studies such as by DWRC and Telenor R&D Norway it has shown that the social practices of this group of Teenies, although familiar, are continuing to develop as the new capabilities of mobile phones and the Internet are absorbed into their day-to-day activities.  At present use of the mobile phone is curtailed by the amount it costs to use, and is even being cut back by new charges for services previously offered for free.  The study has shown that the Teenies like to have and to use their mobile phones and if they cannot afford to make calls or send texts they can certainly receive them. They can also use them for games, to take pictures and videos and to play with all the other ad hoc functions such as the radio and infrared that they discover their phone can do. As the ubiquity of mobile phones penetrates all age groups, some as young as 6 or 7, the Teenies in this survey may be the last generation in the UK for whom the mobile phone can be remembered as a new experience in their household. However, its role as a rite of passage into the Teenies years, and as a tool for social and economic parental control is likely to remain.
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