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Abstract 

Background and objectives: Over the last few decades, cell phones have grown to be an innovative and developing technology in the 
world.  It acts as a tool for communication and emotional interaction among people of various ages. It has become an integral part in 
our lives making us more dependent. Cell phones have also not failed to lure the young generation. This study aims to investigate the 
factors that may influence the behaviour of students with regard to cell phone usage, the emotional affinity towards their cell phones 
and determine the attitude and etiquette followed using cell phones among students. Material and methods: The present study is a 
cross sectional survey conducted among all the students enrolled in the entry level courses in the Gulf Medical University using a self 
administered questionnaire, after obtaining an approval from the University Ethics Committee.  Data collected was entered in Excel 
worksheet and analysed using SPSS 20th version. Results and conclusion: The study showed differences between age groups, gender, 
nationality and number of cell phones used in the reasons for possessing cell phones, emotional affinity, dependence and attitude 
towards them. These were generally not significant except for fights with parents over talk time and phone bills that were significantly 
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higher amongst Middle Eastern students and fights over poor academic performance were more in ≤ 18 years age. Differences in the 
responses received for the etiquettes observed by cell phone users were not significant, except for the avoidance of intimate 
conversations in public which was more observed by those in age group ≤18 years. 

© 2014 The Authors. Published by Cognitive – crcs under responsibility of the Author(s). 
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1. Introduction

Over the last few decades, cell phones have become an innovative and developing technology in the world.  It
acts as a tool for communication and emotional interaction among people of various ages. It has become an integral part 
in our lives as people find it convenient and very useful, making them more dependent on them. Cell phones have also 
not failed to lure the young generation (Hakoama and Hakoyana 2011). Adolescents are particularly inclined to trends, 
fashion and styles which make them more willing to adopt new technological devices and display various behavioural 
characteristics. A sense of belonging is strongly influenced by peer groups and adolescents to acquire a cell phone to 
maintain social relationships (Bryant, Jackson, et al. 2006). The cell phones help us to connect with our friends, access 
information from anywhere, to be productive and efficient and to capture memories and to be entertained 
(Meschtcherjakov 2009). They make us thus, more independent, by increasing our mobility and freedom (Lasen 2005). 

Attachment is defined as a developmental process based on the adaptive tendency to maintain proximity, 
exchange of concept, care and pleasure to a familiar person or object (Bowlby 1969). Cell phone attachment is defined as 
a cognitive and emotional target-specific bond connecting a person’s self and the device. It has become an extended part 
of their owners especially when it is seen as linked to their identity. Being attached to a cell phone implies that this 
specific type of device has a special meaning to the owner. Owning an i-phone or Android contributes to defining their 
personality in the domain of material self and renders a particular identity. Cell phone attachment may emerge when the 
user appreciates his or her device and the role it plays in achieving certain goals. The device becomes meaningful, 
significant and serves as an object to fulfill the needs of its owner to support his or her self-image and self-esteem 
(Hendrike, et al. 2008). 

The cell phone has also emerged as a symbol of support for the user as well as to the group that the user belongs 
to. It can serve to link the self to the past by providing memories like pictures, text messages and finally as an 
enhancement of personal power by providing necessary functions to live a modern life. There are four facets of a persons’ 
self scheme like diffuse self, private self, public self and collective self. Each facet provides a basis for self evaluation. 
Thus people become attached to objects because they help to define and maintain the self and serves to enhance a 
person’s feeling of self esteem. The diffuse self strives for body’s innate pleasure and pain response. This contains 
sensory pleasures experienced during usage, beautiful appearance, enjoying the familiarity of well known product. The 
private self aims at individual achievement by meeting personal standards. It reflects self-identity, individuality, 
independence, uniqueness, abilities, goals and achievements. The public self looks for approval by others, that consist of 
tokens of affection and appreciation from significant others such as gifts received from loved ones and on special 
occasions. The collective self searches for approval from the reference groups. People may strive to conform to these 
norms. Consumer product attachment implies the existence of an emotional tie between a person and an object that is 
considered to be special and is of great significance to that owner (Hamill 2005). 
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The degree of attachment is dependent on the intensity of the emotional reactions to the product. Cell phones are 
personalized objects, and it appears that emotional attachment owes as much to the development of the individual and 
their autopoiesis as to the connectivity that the cell phone affords. Cell phones are tools with which people maintain and 
manage their relationship. It provides a higher sense of security in potentially harmful situations (Wehmeyer 2007). 
Harlow’s research demonstrating attachment in infant monkeys highlights the important role that contact comfort 
provided by pleasurable tactile sensation is a powerful contributor in developing emotional attachment (Hout 2009). As 
we are social animals and we need to be respectful to one another, it is essential to be aware of the etiquette in using 
mobile phones. We must adopt ‘commonsense’ cell phone etiquette in using cell devices for communication. People’s 
tolerance levels are decreasing towards the mode of cell phone usage in meetings, college classroom on streets, in 
shopping malls and public transport systems, and at friends’ houses and thus requires attention. It is necessary to have its 
own code of conduct and implement few guidelines in its usage, because social norms for behavior in many places 
conflict with its use in public places. This aspect of cell phone use poses many challenges and is an avenue for research. 
It is important at the same time to recognize that not all cell phone usage in educational content is objectionable as 
nowadays m-learning and e-learning is implemented in teaching – learning process (Koutras 2006). There is difference in 
attitudes and personal characteristics that influences the perceptions regarding mobile phone use in educational setting. A 
widespread opinion of its careless usage is noted and in some instances has led to formulation of policies restricting 
mobile phones and its usage in classroom settings (Campbell 2007). 

2. Research Objective

This study aims to investigate the factors that may influence the behavior of students with regard to cell phone usage, the 
emotional affinity towards their cell phones and determine the attitude and manner of etiquette while using cell phones. 

3. Research Methods

The present study is a cross sectional survey conducted among all the students enrolled in the Gulf Medical University 
using a self administered questionnaire, after obtaining a documented approval from the University Ethics Committee. 
The Gulf Medical University is a private university that offers four undergraduate courses in Medicine, Pharmacy, 
Dentistry and Physical Therapy to students who have completed their higher secondary education. The university caters 
to students from more than fifty nationalities. For admission into the undergraduate programmes the students must have 
completed their higher secondary education. The study population were all students enrolled in Gulf Medical University, 
under the Colleges of Medicine, Dentistry, Pharmacy and Physical Therapy during the year 2012- 2013. An informed 
verbal consent was taken from the students. Only the undergraduate students willing to participate were included in the 
study. Students absent at the time of conduct of the survey and those unwilling to participate were excluded from the 
study.  
A draft of a self administered anonymous questionnaire was developed by the authors and included items related to  

i) Sociodemographic details,
ii) Psychosocial factors such as Social identity, Self esteem, Security, Family members, Peer groups,
iii) Behavior regarding usage with respect to Frequency of usage, Level of involvement, Attitude, Context of usage,

Privacy, Dependency and Values 
iv) Etiquette observed during use.
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The draft was content and face validated by 2 experts in the field of emotional affinity and their comments were noted 
and incorporated in the final questionnaire. 
Data collected was entered in Excel worksheet and was transferred an analysed using SPSS 20th version and employing 
the standard statistical tests. 

4. Results
A total number of 140 students participated in the study.  
Of the 140 questionnaires administered, 139 were analysed and 1 was excluded from the analysis due to incomplete 
entries. 
Of the 139 students, 35 were males (25.2%) and 100 were females (71.9 %) and those of the middle eastern origin were 
55 (39.6%) followed by Asians 37 (26.6%), Africans 22 (15.8%) and of Western origin 20 (14.4%), and 75 were ≤18 
years (54%) and > 18 years were 58 (41.7%) 

Fig 1: Socio-demographic of subjects 
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The age of acquiring the first cell phone in most students ( 92 – 66.2%) was 11-15 years while those who acquired it in ≤ 
10 and ≥16 years  were equal (22- 15.8%) . More than half the students (57.6%)possessed one cell phone while almost a 
third of the students had two cell phones and a small percentage (7.2%) were in possession of more than two cell phones. 

Fig 2: Number of cell phones 

84.2% perceived that it was very important to possess a cell phone for use in emergencies, 62.6% felt the same to contact 
family, 58.2% for safety and security, 48.9% students felt it was a necessity, 40.3% used it to communicate with friends, 
31.7% felt it was convenient, 25.2 % received as a gift and only 8.6% possessed a cell phone as they felt everyone has it 
and so they must too.  

Fig 3: Reason for possessing a cell phone 

130 students rated the importance attached to the cell phone features that attract the users as another aspect of emotional 
affinity. The ability to use the MMS and WIFI was rated as the most important feature (100 students) , followed closely 
by the ease of texting in a given cell phone (90 students), while the least importance was attached to the availability of the 
radio(70 students) 
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The data for the reason for the emotional affinity to the cell phone was analysed under the domains of personal identity, 
emotional attachment, social connectivity and recreation or hobby pursuit. The association between emotional affinity 
and dependence on cell phone was found to be not significant. 

Table 1: Reason for emotional affinity to cell phones 
Do not carry 
cell phones 
everyday 

Carry cell 
phones 

everyday 

Total 
p value 

No. % No. % 
Identity Ring tone Agree 6 13.6 38 86.4 44 NS 

Disagree 4 4.2 91 95.8 95 
Attract new friends Agree 3 8.6 32 91.4 35 NS 

Disagree 7 6.7 97 93.3 104 
Attachment Possessive Agree 8 8.9 82 91.1 90 NS 

Disagree 2 4.1 47 95.9 49 
Emotionally 
Attached 

Agree 6 10.2 53 89.9 59 NS 
Disagree 4 5 76 95 80 

Connectivity 

Coordinate Plans 
with friends 

Agree 9 7.8 107 92.2 116 NS Disagree 1 4.3 22 95.7 23 
Socialize with 
friends 

Agree 8 6.2 121 93.8 129 NS Disagree 2 20 8 80 10 
Family members Agree 9 6.8 124 93.2 133 NS 

 Disagree 1 16.7 5 83.3 6 
Internet Agree 5 4.4 109 95.6 114 NS 

Disagree 5 20 20 80 25 
Recreation/ 
Hobby 

Listen to songs Agree 7 7.5 86 92.5 93 NS 
Disagree 3 6.5 43 93.5 46 

Pictures Agree 9 7.4 112 92.6 121 NS 
Disagree 1 5.6 17 94.4 18 

The etiquette of switching the cell phone to a silent mode was observed by 96.4 % of the students while 12.2% of them 

continue to maintain the cell phone in the switched on and normal mode of use, during academic sessions. 
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Table 2: The reason for use of cell phones during an academic session 

68% of the students use the cell phones during academic sessions to check messages and 67% browse the internet and 
64% to respond to messages while 57 % use it to relieve boredom. 

The reasons for use of cell phones in academic sessions when compared in the two groups (one which uses and 
the other which never does) it is seen that most of them (69%) use it to access the internet and the least common reason is 
(15.1%) . However it is seen that about 23% of them claim to have used it to take pictures of a test , 16.6% use it to store 
info for tests and 15.1% use it to text answers to their friends. Though these percentages appear to be smaller compared to 
the whole, they are alarming due to their ethical implications. 

Contact 
a friend 

Visit 
social 
network
ing site 

Check 
message 

Answer 
incomin
g call 

Respon
d to text 
msg 

Text 
answers 
to 
classma
tes 

Call 
parents 

Relieve 
boredo
m 

Look at 
pictures 

Take 
pictures 

Take 
pictures 
of test 

On the 
internet 

Search 
interne
t for 
test 

Store 
info for 
test 

Listen 
to music 

No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % No.  % N
o. % No.  % No.  % 

A
lw

ay
s 

11 7.9 5 3.6 16 11.
5 11 7.9 11 7.9 2 1.4 18 12.

9 12 8.6 10 7.2 10 7.2 4 2.9 16 11.5 8 5.8 4 2.9 10 7.2 

Fr
eq

ue
nt

ly
 

12 8.6 13 9.4 10 7.2 8 5.8 12 8.6 3 2.2 9 6.5 11 7.9 8 5.8 7 5 6 4.3 17 12.2 6 4.3 5 3.6 6 4.3 

O
cc

as
io

na
lly

 

15 10.
8 14 10.

1 34 24.
5 20 14.

4 27 19.
4 5 3.6 18 12.

9 24 17.
3 14 10.1 18 12.

9 11 7.9 30 21.6 9 6.5 10 7.2 12 8.6 

R
ar

el
y 

34 24.
5 24 17.

3 34 24.
5 27 19.

4 41 29.
5 11 7.9 29 20.

9 33 23.
7 29 20.9 22 15.

8 11 7.9 33 23.7 14 10.
1 4 2.9 17 12.

2 

N
ev

er
 

67 48.
2 83 59.

7 45 32.
4 73 52.

5 48 34.
5 117 84.

2 65 46.
8 56 40.

3 76 54.7 81 58.
3 107 77 43 30.9 10

2 
73.
4 116 83.

5 93 66.
9 
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Fig 4: Comparison for use of cell phones in academic setting 

Fig 5: Reason for fighting with Parents 
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The reason of the fights most frequently being talking for long hours (50% of African and 43.6% Middle eastern ). The 
fights over phone bills most frequently occurred in students belonging to the middle eastern (36.4%) and the western 
nationalities( 35%) and fights over cell phones being blamed for poor academic performance was seen most frequently in 
the middle eastern nationalities (32.7%) and were the fights to by new phones (30.9%). The association of nationality to 
fights for talking long hours and over phone bills were found to be significant 

Fig 6: Reason for fights in different nationalities 

The fights were more frequent among the female students (103 students) as compared to the male (38 students). The most 
frequent cause of te fight was poor academic perfomance in males (31.4%) and talking for long hours in females (38%). 
The association however was not found to be significant. 

The most frequent mode of use of the cel phone was in the silent  mode during class hours by 84.2% of the students as 
opposed to the switched on mode by 12.2%. 

The number of students who observe the etiquettes of cell phone use were analysed according to age groups and gender 
and differences were noted. The differences were however not significant except for avoiding personal topics and 
avoiding intimate conversation in public places where the students 18 years and younger scored higher. Gender 
differences were not significant.  
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Table 3: Etiquettes of cell phone users 

Age Gender 

≤18 years >18 years male female 

No % No. % Signi
. No. % No. % Signi. 

Lower your voice 65 86.7 43 74.1 NS 28 80 81 81 NS 

Avoid personal 
topics 70 93.3 46 82.1 0.04 32 91.4 86 87.7 NS** 

Avoid calls when 
engaged in a 
conversation 

61 81.3 49 84.5 NS 29 82.9 83 83 NS 

Take permission to 
receive a call 65 86.7 47 81 NS 30 85.7 84 84 NS 

Avoid texting when 
engaged in a 
conversation 

53 71.6 45 78.9 NS 27 77.1 73 74.5 NS 

Put phone in a silent 
mode in public 
places, classrooms 

67 89.3 56 96.6 NS 30 85.7 95 95 NS 

Avoid using cell 
phones or use a 
hands-free device 
while driving 

64 85.3 48 82.8 NS 27 77.1 86 86 NS 

Avoid inappropriate 
profile pictures 69 93.2 52 89.7 NS 32 91.4 90 90.9 NS ** 

Keep a distance 
when talking on a 
cell phone 

44 58.7 29 50 NS 18 51.4 56 56 NS 

Avoid using
annoying ring tones 59 78.7 47 81 NS 26 74.3 81 81 NS 

Offer your cell 
phone to a stranded 
person 

40 53.3 35 61.4 NS 20 57.1 56 56.6 NS 

Avoid cell phones 
while eating 41 54.7 30 51.7 NS 18 51.4 53 53 NS 

Use abusive 
language on cell 
phone in public 
place 

18 24.3 23 39.7 NS 10 28.6 31 31.3 NS 

Intimate 
conversation on cell 
phones in public 
places 

16 21.3 21 36.3 0.05 8 23.5 30 30 NS 

** Fischer test 
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5. Discussion

A study conducted by Lee showed that cell phones were viewed as a necessity and were important for communication, 
security and for seeking information.  In our study most students felt it was important to be in the possession of a cell 
phone for use in emergencies. The study showed that females were more likely to carry cell phones for safety reasons 
(Lee, et al.2009)..  Most students acquired their first phones in the adolescent age which was also found in a study 
conducted by Ling, where the reason stated was that the participants in that age group had for the first time started to live 
or spent greater time out of their own homes and need to build connections with people other than their family (Ling 
2010).  A study showed that the adolescents were particularly inclined to follow trends and fashions, however in our 
study it was the least frequent reason cited for possession of a cell phone (Ling 2001).  A large number of participants in 
our study indicated their possessiveness and emotional attachment to the device. A similar finding was cited in a 
qualitative study from Australia, which stated that the adolescents had a very strong attachment to their cell phones 
(Walsh,et al. 2008).  A study conducted by Chen, showed that the participants preferred MMS over text messages to 
communicate with their family member. However, this difference was not found for friends, quite similar to our study 
where the participants also rated MMS/ Wifi to be very important in a cell phone. The study also found that the 
participants used their cell phones more frequently to call their mothers than their fathers (Chen, et al. 2009). In another 
study cell phones were found to be an aid in a stronger parent-teen relationship where parents were actively involved in 
the activities of their adolescents through the medium of cell phones (Weisskirch 2009). The social group that is most 
frequently contacted using a cell phone were the parents in our study has found in another study by (Ling in 2010).  A 
very large cohort of the study group used the cell phone to take photos and use it to relive memories with family and 
friends, a finding that is found to be similar to a study that further endorsed that this made sharing the moments with 
friends by the MMS feature of the cell phone more rewarding (Koskinen 2008).    Studies show that adolescents use cell 
phones most frequently for SMS (text messaging), gaming, picture messaging, and “moblogging” (mobile blogging), a 
finding reflected in our study as well (Ling 2002).Adolescents very commonly use cell phones to communicate with their 
peers. A study conducted among students showed that 54% of the participants used text messaging to socialize with 
peers. This finding was also found in our study where 70 % students used it to communicate with their peers (Lenhart, 
and Campbell, et al. 2010).Importance given to advanced cell phone features is a determining factor in the purchase of 
cell phones and also contributes to cell phone dependence. In our study the features that enable better communications 
were rated highest, as found in a study (Valor and Sieber 2003). 
In our study it was found that nearly all students carried their cell phones everyday, which reflected their dependence on 
their electronic devices. This dependence stems from excessive use of the device which then integrates in their daily life 
to such an extent that it induces addiction behavior and dependence (Walsh, et al. 2008).  Dependence however comes at 
a cost and could lead to friction between the user and the financer, which in our study are the parents. The most frequent 
cause of fights are long hours of talking on cell phones and consequently a higher phone bill, a finding that is similar to a 
study conducted by (Geser 2006) The usual mode of use of cell phones in classroom settings in our study was that of the 
silent type. Studies have shown that class rooms are among the least tolerable spaces for cell phone use (Katz 2005).  
Use of cell phones for purposes other than studies in the classroom is found in another studies and it also states that 85% 
of instructors felt that a ban on their use in the classrooms must be in place.   A disturbing fact also reported is the use of 
cell phones for cheating purposes, though in our study it is reported by a smaller percentage of the participants (Ling 
2003). A survey conducted by Intel showed that among the leading inapt cell phone etiquettes were talking loudly in 
public places and being unaware of surroundings while using the device (Sawsou 2013). In our study we found that there 
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were differences in the etiquettes followed in public places, but these were not significant generally. However, the 
evasion of intimate conversations in public places was significantly more frequent among participants below 18 years of 
age. 

6. Conclusions

§ Students use cell phone for maintaining social identity, self esteem, security and connectivity with friends and 
family 

§ Emotional attachment to the device and the information stored also leads to a convinced level of anxiety and 
reassurance in events of loss or emergencies 

§ The study of attitude have increasingly indicated their possessiveness and dependence on the device 
§ There is a marked difference in the etiquette and usage of device among students in various situations 

Limitations 

Academic use and effects were not a part of the study 
Inherent limitations of a cross-sectional survey 
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