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This study investigates the now-common action of looking at a mobile phone display, thereby offering
insight into the present communication situation in an era in which the use of high-performance mobile
phones has become ubiquitous. In this study, the action of looking at a mobile phone display is consid-
ered nonverbal behavior/communication. This study applies a basic, general model to elucidate the pres-
ent situation of face-to-face communication in light of the increasing prevalence of social interaction via
mobile phone use. The results derived from the model include mobile phone users’ increasing social
power and an accumulation of potential discontent in relation to different interpretations. This study
concludes that in an era of high-performance mobile phones, the social context in face-to-face commu-
nication can be influenced by the act of looking at a mobile phone display.
� 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
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1. Introduction highlighted as a growing concern. One reason cited for decreasing
In 2012, the ITU reported that the number of mobile cellular
subscriptions in the world had reached 6.8 billion, which corre-
sponds to a global penetration of 96% (Press Release in ITU
official page). As the number of mobile phone users (including
smartphone users in this study) increases, we have observed that
individuals look at their mobile phone displays with significantly
greater frequency than previously. Prior to 2000, a majority of
users employed only the talking function of their mobile phones.
Currently, however, mobile phones are used for a variety of func-
tions including reading mail, accessing web and location-based
services, and playing music. The convenience and portability affor-
ded to users by their mobile phones has supported a trend among
users to look at their mobile phone displays regardless of whether
they are within range of mobile service.

Previous studies have raised concerns over the action of looking
at mobile phone displays, citing potential physical harm to users.
For example, both pedestrians and drivers could cause traffic acci-
dents while being distracted by texting (Nemme & White, 2010;
Schwebel et al., 2012). Recently, however, mobile phone use has
also raised concern in a social context. The Wall Street Journal pub-
lished a column (Shellenbarger, 2013), ‘‘Just Look Me in the Eye
Already: The Workplace Perils of Staring at Our Phones and
Elsewhere; The Ideal Gaze Lasts 7 to 10 Seconds’’,’ in which
declining eye contact as a consequence of mobile phone use was
eye contact is the frequency and repetition with which individuals
check their mobile devices. The column emphasized that decreas-
ing eye contact negatively influences individuals’ sense of emo-
tional connection and their ability to influence or impress others.

Baron and Campbell (2012) investigated gender-based differ-
ences in mobile phone use, finding that female users employed
mobile phones more frequently than male users to intentionally
avoid interaction with strangers or acquaintances. The authors also
observed a trend in which experienced users, when faced with
undesirable social interactions, looked at mobile phone displays
rather than pretending to talk. Nakamura (2007) studied the
behavior of Japanese mobile phone users, claiming that the action
of looking at a mobile phone display deserves further study in the
context of face-to-face communication.

In the present study, the action of looking at a mobile phone
display is considered nonverbal behavior/communication. We
therefore propose a model integrating motivations for and interpre-
tations of this action. The model draws on the results of previous
studies to define relevant variables. The results are subsequently
discussed in the context of face-to-face communication theory.
2. Research on mobile phone use

2.1. In public spaces

Current research on mobile phone use in public spaces
is divided into two camps. The first focuses on physical threat.
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Pedestrians or drivers using their mobile phones are unaware of
their surroundings and can thus cause accidents while distracted
by handheld devices (Nemme & White, 2010; Schwebel et al.,
2012). Many previous studies have cautioned against mobile
phone use while in transit in an effort to avoid repeating incidents
ending in physical harm that have repeatedly been documented by
the media.

The second camp focuses on the sociability of mobile phone
users. By the middle of the first decade of the millennium, issues
related to mobile phone use in public spaces were raised regarding
telephone conversations, with studies highlighting factors such as
annoyance, discomfort, manners, and ethics, among others. Ling
and Donner (2009) reviewed the debate on emergent norms in
public spaces. Since then, the focus of research has gradually
shifted to include all elements of mobile phone use (e.g., texting,
browsing the web, using location-based services) that have
affected daily life and changed the nature of modern sociability.
Turkle (2011) asserted that mobile phone use in public spaces
diminishes sociability. In contrast, de Souza e Silva and Frith
(2012) proposed that mobile interfaces ‘lead to the construction
of new types of spaces filled with meaning and sociability’ and that
‘location-aware devices have the potential to connect people with
others nearby.’

This controversy is indicative of the rapid increase in the use of
mobile phone displays in public spaces and thus highlights the
need to investigate and define acceptable limitations surrounding
their use. Users’ motivations for looking at mobile phone displays,
for example as an intentional strategy to avoid acquaintances or
strangers, must therefore be classified.

2.2. With familiar persons

Today, individuals often rely on their mobile phones to main-
tain or develop relationships with familiar people (parents, sib-
lings, children, peers, and friends). For example, parents may
ensure that their children carry mobile phones to assuage safety
or other parental concerns (Matsuda, 2008), and college students
may similarly use mobile devices to connect with their parents.
In addition, it has been argued that students need mobile phones
to fulfill their familial roles, to share experiences, and to receive
emotional support from their parents (Chen & Katz, 2009). Pierce
(2009) established a positive correlation between the absence of
social anxiety among teenagers (feeling comfortable when talking
with others) and their ability to make friends online. Although it is
widely considered unacceptable behavior, some young adults in
intimate relationships use mobile phone functions to monitor their
partners (Burke et al., 2011).

Though many studies characterize mobile phones as indispens-
able tools in the construction and/or maintenance of familiar rela-
tionships, the mobile phone itself is intrinsically ambivalent.
Mobile phones can be used to connect with individuals who are
otherwise unable to engage in face-to-face communication for geo-
graphic or social reasons. Some people may therefore become
uncomfortable when their conversation partners look at the dis-
plays of their mobile phones without permission, a sentiment that
often goes unexpressed. However, others accept such ‘looking’ and
do not feel uncomfortable when their conversation partners do this
(Nakamura, 2013). Thus, there are various, sometimes contrasting,
ways in which familiar persons perceive the action of looking at a
mobile phone display. Therefore, a ‘normative guideline’ of the
action remains to be constructed.

2.3. Nonverbal behavior/communication

Subjects of nonverbal communication are diverse, and nonver-
bal signals can be expressed through multiple channels ranging
from subtle (e.g., voice intonation) to more obvious signals involv-
ing gestures. Knapp et al. (2013) summarized historical trends in
nonverbal research (pp. 21–25). Since the 1950s, the amount of sci-
entific research has significantly increased. The 1960s showed an
explosive increase in the number of research topics. For example,
Goffman (1959) and Goffman (1963) analyzed human behavior
from a social performance/presentation perspective. Hall (1966)
identified four types of informal spaces, whereas Kendon (1967)
highlighted the significance of eye movement as behavior. Based
on their psychological experiments, Argyle and Dean (1965) pro-
posed an equilibrium theory regarding compensation behavior to
adjust spaces and eye movements. Such research related to socia-
bility, body movement, space, and gaze supports the basic idea that
the action of looking at a mobile phone display is an example of
nonverbal behavior/communication. In the 1950s and 1960s,
scholars proposed many basic theories about face-to-face commu-
nication and developed several tenets of nonverbal behavior/com-
munication that inform research on this subject today. In the
1970s, nonverbal research attempted to address public interest
and summarize as well as synthesize related literature. After the
1970s, scholars continued to specialize or identify ways in which
a variety of nonverbal signals worked together. However, they
have consistently focused on ‘raw’ physical movement rather than
gestures, e.g., using a hand tool such as a mobile phone. Even as
recently as 2010, the social implications of mobile phone display
use had yet to be adequately addressed.

The action of looking at a mobile phone display has become a
ubiquitous part of modern life, occurring in public and private
spaces alike. As an action that necessitates some degree of physical
movement, the act of looking at a display screen thus necessarily
involves nonverbal signals. Moreover, users may look at their
mobile phone displays with strong intent even when this action
is non-essential (Nakamura, 2007). Research has indicated that
some users intentionally look at their mobile phone displays to
avoid unwanted conversation, similar to the way in which one
may have traditionally used a device or read a newspaper (de
Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012; Baron & Campbell, 2012). Currently,
the action of looking at a mobile phone display should be regarded
as a complicated nonverbal behavior that occurs either intention-
ally or unintentionally. Further research focusing on the action of
looking at a mobile phone display as nonverbal behavior/commu-
nication is therefore needed.

3. Mobile phone use in Japan

In Japan, mobile phones spread widely and rapidly in the 1990s;
subscription numbers equated to about half of the total population
until the end of the decade. In 1999, the largest telecommunica-
tions company, NTT docomo, started its ‘i-mode’ service, which
enabled e-mail and web access by providing Internet capabilities
on mobile phones. Thereafter, the most popular use of mobile
phones shifted from telephonic communication to e-mail (Okada,
2005). Such usage inevitably forced many people to use their
mobile phones while looking at the displays but not talking. In
the first half of the 2000s, the number of e-mail and web users
on mobile phones rapidly increased, and they soon began to
involve mobile phone usage in all circumstances of their daily lives.
Okabe and Ito (2005) indicated that many passengers in Japanese
trains silently operated their mobile phones without talking. Fur-
thermore, it became concurrently popular to use the camera func-
tion installed on many mobile phones. Some users learned to share
their daily information with colleagues (Kato et al., 2005), increas-
ing opportunities to look at mobile phone displays. Before the
worldwide popularity of smartphones such as the iPhone 3G in
2008, the multitasking high-performance mobile phone was
widely used in Japan.
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Beginning in the first half of the 2000s in Japan, it became an
ordinary occurrence to see someone operate his/her mobile phone
in public spaces while walking, sitting, waiting and so on. Fujimoto
(2005) discussed ‘multitasking’ mobile phone usage from the per-
spective of Japanese culture, using the term ‘nagara’ (while doing
something else). By introducing Japanese historical persons who
carried out great works through ‘nagara’ actions, he emphasized
that ‘nagara’ action, such as incessant transmissions of e-mail
while walking, symbolized an aspect of Japanese culture.

In the meantime, Nakamura (2007) investigated the action of
looking at a mobile phone display as nonverbal behavior/commu-
nication. It declared that many users in Japan learned to act as
though they were intentionally looking at their mobile phone
displays to signal ‘co-present’ persons, even though such usage
was not originally installed in mobile phones. Such usage was
sometimes performed not only as a ‘nagara’ action but also as a
purposeful intrigue to react to a current situation.

Nakamura (2008) indicated that many users intentionally
looked at their mobile phone displays not only to avoid engaging
with others (acquaintances or strangers) but also to inform them
of a sort of social message in public spaces. Nakamura and Oe
(2009) investigated the demographic tendency in Japan to perform
a nonverbal action with mobile phones in certain common situa-
tions in public spaces. The rate of the female informant’s intention
to use a mobile phone as described was higher than that of the
male, and that of the young was higher than that of the old. In pub-
lic spaces, many people intentionally looked at their mobile phone
displays in various situations because they knew that their body
actions would inevitably send messages to others as nonverbal
behaviors. Nakamura and Oe (2010) indicated that many users
came to perform the action of ‘showing’ their own mobile phone
displays to others as nonverbal behaviors. The ‘showing’ action
could be interpreted as the message, ‘I am trusted’ by the observ-
ers. Many users understood such an interpretation by observers
from their own experience; sometimes, they intentionally utilized
the ‘showing’ action to prove their friendships and to construct/
maintain social relationships with the observers. Nakamura
(2013) investigated the demographic tendency in Japan to inter-
pret a familiar person’s action of looking at his/her own mobile
phone display without permission. Interpretations of the action
were broadly trifurcated (refusal, holding and allowance). Many
users changed their interpretations according to the ‘actor,’ and
some users would change their interpretation based on the experi-
ence of their own nonverbal behavior/communication. Even in
face-to-face communication with familiar persons, the action was
intentionally used; the interpretation of the action would depend
on the relation with the actor.

In the 2010s, high-performance smartphones have become
widespread; it is quite common to see someone looking at his/
her mobile phone display anywhere in the world. Whether inten-
tionally or not, an actor inevitably sends a message as nonverbal
behavior; how an observer interprets such actions should be con-
sidered. To understand such nonverbal behavior and interactive
communication, a primitive and theoretical model should be
constructed. Previous studies are integrated into the model as
mentioned below, although they could be biased toward Japanese
culture.
4. Classifying motivation

For human communication to exist, a source must send a mes-
sage, and a receiver must receive and interpret that message.
According to Richmond et al. (2011), nonverbal behavior occurs
when a message is intentionally or unintentionally transmitted by
a sender independent of language, and nonverbal communication
occurs when a receiver receives and interprets nonverbal behavior
as a message. From a nonverbal behavior/communication perspec-
tive, the motion of the body during mobile phone display use
corresponds to nonverbal behavior, whereas the reception and
interpretation of transmitted information corresponds to nonverbal
communication. In this section, the movement of the user’s body is
considered nonverbal behavior.

4.1. Distant communication

Mobile phone users are often visually alerted to incoming dis-
tant communications by their phone displays. Distant communica-
tion, which occurs through a mobile phone’s essential function, can
be distinguished from interpersonal communication (i.e., voice
conversation or text message) and communal communication
through a web service (i.e., information from a web server or social
media notification). Motivations for looking at a mobile phone dis-
play for its essential function can thus be classified as follows:

1-A: To answer the ringing and/or vibrating for interpersonal
communication.
1-B: To answer the ringing and/or vibrating for communal com-
munication via a web service.

Grellhesl and Punyanunt-Carter (2012) analyzed seven gratifi-
cations from texting in their Uses and Gratification theory. They
found that the highest gratification from texting was accessibil-
ity/mobility, in line with the findings of Leung and Wei (2000).
Accessibility/mobility is also needed for the action of looking at a
mobile phone display because it realizes motivations 1-A and 1-B.

As is well known, because of the accessibility/mobility of
mobile phones, mobile phone users have not only obtained greater
power to connect to others but have also been required to be pre-
pared for such connections at any time. They are required to check
frequently for notifications received by their phones. Actions
derived from motivations 1-A or 1-B are caused by external calling;
they reflect the sociability of mobile phone users.

A mobile phone can be considered as insensitive and forcible
media because external calling could disturb the user anytime,
anywhere, regardless of whether it is convenient for him/her. How-
ever, it gives him/her a reason to pick up the mobile phone and to
look at the display. Conversely, utilizing the insensitivity and forci-
bility of external calling, a mobile phone user can perform the
action of looking at his/her mobile phone display anytime, any-
where, unless circumstances prevent doing so (Nakamura, 2007).

4.2. Internal functions of mobile phones

Mobile phones record received and sent text messages, and
maintain a history (or ‘log’) of spoken conversations and other
communications. Users may therefore refer to a phone’s visual
log (Ling, 2008) to instantly reinitiate or continue communications
via their mobile phones. In addition, many users utilize the inte-
grated scheduling functions of their mobile phones to reference
their calendars or plan events. Mobile phones thus become tools
by which individuals manage human relationships by surveying
past, present, and future communications. For many users, this
management function is an important motivation for the action
of looking at mobile phone display in their daily lives.

Mobile phones (especially smartphones) can store a large vol-
ume of photographs, books, games, and videos, allowing users to
retain preferred content in a convenient, mobile format. The desire
to revisit this content is, therefore, another important motivator
driving the action of looking at a mobile phone display. Another
source of motivation, concurrent with the trend toward the man-
datory use of mobile phones for business and education purposes
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is the use of mobile phones as a tool for work or learning. Further-
more, many users utilize additional features, such as built-in cam-
eras and information exchange units (e.g., IC chip), to fulfill those
daily demands that cannot be satisfied through distant communi-
cation or information storage. Motivations to look at a mobile
phone display based on internal functionality can be classified as
follows:

2-A: To manage personal human relationships.
2-B: To use the storage function for enjoyment.
2-C: To use applications for work or learning.
2-D: To use incorporated devices.

The classification from 2-A to 2-D was performed with regard to
the installed functions in a mobile phone. The instrument’s
resources are suitably allocated to meet users’ demands associated
with the accessibility/mobility of the device. The most favorable
functions are preferentially equipped and provide increasing occa-
sion to look more frequently at the mobile phone display in users’
daily lives.

Motivation 2-A can be realized with a feature phone if the text
function is installed and the communication log can be viewed.
Motivations 2-B, 2-C and 2-D require high-performance resources
in a mobile phone. In the 2010s, many types of smartphones can
supply such functions, and many users have bought smartphones
to use them in their daily lives. Smartphones have apparently
increased opportunities to gaze at displays.

Importantly, the function of managing human relationships
(motivation 2-A) to some degree involves a user’s private informa-
tion; therefore, users are required to operate their mobile phones
without their actions being overtly visible. Many users attempt
to keep their mobile phone displays unviewable by others as a
matter of course, even when it is obvious that they are focusing
on their mobile phone displays. To cause an intentional action to
be interpreted as nonverbal behavior, the ability to manage human
relationships is essential. In other words, such a user needs the
ability to intentionally gaze at a display to control the surrounding
situation, even with a feature phone with text and communication
logs.

4.3. Surrounding context I: Being alone in public spaces

Mobile phones can bring enjoyment to users through web ser-
vices and/or games. Many users look at their mobile phone dis-
plays when alone in a public space as a source of entertainment;
others do so in the company of friends or other familiar persons
– a phenomenon that will be discussed later. As Nakamura
(2007) has noted, individuals looking at their mobile phone dis-
plays in public are perceived as busy and less approachable.
Although some users access their mobile phone only for enjoy-
ment, others do so intentionally to send a nonverbal message to
surrounding persons indicating that they are not to be disturbed.
The use of the auditory function of mobile phones in intentional
nonverbal messaging (i.e., pretending to talk and/or intentional
talking) has been noted by mobile communication researchers
(e.g., Caronia & Caron, 2004). However, the intentional action of
looking at a mobile phone display has not really been a key point
of focus.

Previous studies have established several reasons for the inten-
tional use of mobile phone displays in public spaces, the primary
motivation being the avoidance of engagement with surrounding
individuals. de Souza e Silva and Frith (2012) described the deriv-
ative history of such mobile ‘interfaces’ as beginning with books,
newspapers, the Walkman, and iPods. According to the authors,
individuals have used these interfaces – including mobile phones
– to manage and control over-stimulation from the urban
environment. As Baron and Campbell (2012) noted, more than
60% of university students (and more than 70% of female students)
look at their mobile phone displays (referred to in their article as
‘playing with its functions, e.g., checking old text messages or play-
ing games’) to avoid conversation with acquaintances or strangers.
Such use of mobile phones to distract users or to ‘hide’ them in
public spaces is widely documented.

Another observed reason for the intentional use of mobile
phone displays in public is the desire in a user to communicate
nonverbally his/her ‘contextual multiplicity.’ For example, a mobile
phone user can look at his/her phone display to silently convey the
statement, ‘I am here because I have a reason to be’ (a phenomenon
reminiscent of the act of waiting in a predetermined meeting
space). Because a mobile phone user can interact with other users
at any time, he/she is always engaged in ‘contextual multiplicity.’
This means that he/she can connect with others, that others may
urgently need to connect with him/her, that he/she has some
high-priority social relationships and that, at any time, he/she
can simultaneously confront both the current situation and others
who exist elsewhere. The action of looking at a mobile phone dis-
play can nonverbally express that the user is busy with his/her
contextual multiplicity. Therefore, a user can sometimes intention-
ally pretend to express his/her contextual multiplicity with this
action, even when there is no need to use the mobile phone. Such
usage openly informs the user’s own presence; this is different
from the previous usage, which is employed to conceal him/herself
(Nakamura, 2008).

Motivations to look at a mobile phone display based on the sur-
rounding context can be classified as follows:

3-A: To avoid engagement with the surroundings.
3-B: To express the user’s contextual multiplicity.

4.4. Surrounding context II: In the company of familiar persons

While engaged in welcome face-to-face conversation, individu-
als often ignore the passage of time. Mobile phone displays may
therefore be used to discreetly check the time or receive message
notifications during the course of the interaction, a means of
mobile phone usage widely deemed socially acceptable. The use
of mobile phone displays during face-to-face communication
may occur, however, for additional reasons.

First, users may look at their mobile phone to enhance the
ongoing conversation with visual or informational anecdotes. For
example, individuals engaged in a conversation may reference
their mobile phones to search a webpage, call up a map service,
check a schedule, review stored photographs or movies, play new
music, demonstrate new applications, or use other functions.
Nakamura and Oe (2010) noted that ‘the action of ‘‘showing’’
mobile phone displays to others’ is becoming more popular in
face-to-face communication, creating an impression of friendliness
and sympathetic rapport between conversation partners. In such a
case, the action of looking at a mobile phone can be perceived as a
welcome addition to the conversation.

Second, users may take out their mobile phones to express or
conceal negative feelings toward the ongoing face-to-face conver-
sation, or to escape it entirely. Mobile users making use of this
strategy may feel uncomfortable with the topic of conversation
or have no interest in the interaction at all. Such behavior has been
observed among users espousing opinions different from others
present, users wishing to terminate conversations entirely, or users
attempting to avoid verbal abuse. Face-to-face communication
with familiar persons is not always positive and may thus instigate
the intentional action of looking at a mobile phone display
(Nakamura, 2007).
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Motivation to look at mobile phone displays according to sur-
rounding context can be classified as follows:

4-A: To check the time or receive communication notifications.
4-B: To enhance ongoing conversations with informational
anecdotes.
4-C: To express or conceal negative feelings or to escape from
an ongoing conversation.

Technological devices are often used in ways that differ from
their installed functions. Mobile phone users can thus exploit their
phones in unexpected ways such as to express or conceal uncom-
fortable feelings. Although other motivations for the action of look-
ing at a mobile phone display may exist, those described in
Sections 4.1–4.4 are the most common. Fig. 1 illustrates this model.
5. Action of looking at mobile phone display: A model

The action of looking at a mobile phone display has become
increasingly universal; many have witnessed these actions in daily
life and have occasionally engaged in such behavior themselves.
We therefore need a basic, general model of nonverbal behavior/
communication depicting mobile phone users’ typical motivations
for the action of intentional use according to situational context
and social relationships, and outlining receivers’ interpretation of
intentional messaging.

Fig. 2 depicts one of the simplest communication models. Here,
the sender’s motivation and performed behavior corresponds with
the receiver’s interpretation. If receivers wish to better ‘read’ a sen-
der (in other words, to understand the sender’s motivation), these
receivers will most likely follow a model similar to that in Fig. 2.

Brunswik’s basic lens model (Brunswik, 1955) presented both
encoding and decoding processes with parallel paths for transmit-
ting information. In that model, communication is embedded
according to cultural convention frameworks, social relationships,
and situational contexts. Observing an individual engaged in the
act of looking at a mobile phone display, one may gather a variety
of information such as the actor’s facial expressions, his or her eye
movement, behavior, the duration or quickness of the action itself,
and other behavioral cues. Fig. 1 emphasizes that mobile phone
Fig. 1. Model for the action of look
display use stems from various types of motivations. To simplify,
social relationships and situational contexts are divided into two
groups: ‘being alone in public spaces’ and ‘staying with familiar
persons.’ Both cases involve similar motivations for distant com-
munication and internal function.

As mentioned in Section 4, motivations 1-A and 1-B are derived
from external callings (distant communication), while motivations
2-A to 2-D are dependent on the internal functions installed in a
mobile phone (a smartphone includes the high-performance func-
tions). Motivations 3-A, 3-B, 4-B, and 4-C are caused by surround-
ing circumstances, such as where mobile phone users are and
whether the use is intentional, although only motivation 4-A
should be considered as stemming from an internal function. These
three categories of motivation (distant communication, internal
function, and intentional use) are contained within the two subdi-
visions of ‘being alone in public spaces’ and ‘staying with familiar
persons.’

Even in the case of a feature phone with text and history logs,
the model can be applicable. Motivations 2-B to 2-D and 4-B need
a high-performance smartphone; however, the others can support
the three categories of motivation, both in the subdivision ‘being
alone in public spaces’ and in the subdivision ‘staying with familiar
persons.’ The action of looking at a mobile phone display as non-
verbal behavior/communication can be realized with a feature
phone, although it is much more obvious with a smartphone.

When considering the action of looking at a mobile phone dis-
play, it is difficult to judge whether the action is caused by the arri-
val of a message (external calling for distant communication)
because the onscreen image can be easily concealed (because of
the privacy inherent in the internal function). A user can intention-
ally take such an action at any time without observers verifying its
authenticity (intentional use). If he/she can perform the action at
his/her convenience, a mobile phone can be used as a tool adjust-
able to any communication situation as needed. Thus, the three
categories of motivations enable a user to perform the action of
looking at a mobile phone as a measure. On the other hand, the
ing at a mobile phone display.
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observer (receiver) of the action must be unaware of the type of
operation the actor has performed. The variety of motivations in
Fig. 1, compared to Fig. 2, depicts such asymmetry between ‘actor’
and ‘observer.’

In public spaces, a nonverbal signal such as the action of looking
at a mobile phone display might play an important role in territo-
rial defense and/or in controlling eye behavior. Although the recei-
ver’s perception of the action in public spaces undoubtedly
deserves further investigation, and the interpretation of this action
should be subject to more precise subdivision, we can adopt the
single interpretation used in Fig. 1: ‘He/She seems busy.’ Each of
these categorical motivations could be further subdivided into
specific situations encountered in daily life.

A receiver’s interpretation of communications transmitted as
the product of a sender’s action of looking at a mobile phone dis-
play may be classified into three distinct categories for actions
undertaken while in the company of familiar persons. The first
alternative (‘rejection’) and the third alternative (‘acceptance’) lie
in direct contrast to one another, thus indicating that the action
can result in different perceptions. The second alternative (‘hold-
ing’) includes a range of perceptions that depend on social relation-
ships (Nakamura, 2013). Further research is needed to develop a
more detailed classification system.

Because of the widespread use of mobile phones, a receiver of
intentional messaging may later become an intentional sender in
his or her own right. Receivers may alter their interpretation by
reflecting upon their own behavior, just as senders may adapt their
actions to suit the interpretation of the other’s action. Mobile
phone users are challenged to continually improve their nonverbal
behavior/communication. To achieve this, Fig. 1 requires a feed-
back loop. As Knapp et al. (2013) stated, nonverbal behavior must
be understood not only through the signals to which meaning is
attributed but also through the very process of attributing meaning
(p. 9). Although the model presented in this study can be devel-
oped further, it serves as a foundation for future research.
6. Advantage and discontent

Fig. 1 represents two considerations: mobile phone users’
increasing social power and the accumulation of potential discon-
tent. It is difficult to both identify a sender’s motivation and antic-
ipate the receiver’s interpretation of the action of looking at a
mobile phone display. However, it should be emphasized that
the power of mobile phone users is increased in face-to-face com-
munication in which people are physically ‘co-present’ (Goffman,
1963).

In the early years of mobile phones, when functionality was
limited only to speaking, the motivation to look at a display screen
was restricted to checking the time or viewing notifications. After
the addition of text mail, mobile phone users were further moti-
vated not only to look at their mobile phone displays but also to
spend time reading messages. This evolution provided users with
a reason to look at a mobile phone display for as long as was
needed, and some users developed the ability to intentionally con-
trol their eye behavior while doing so. This action thus became an
act of ‘double concealment,’ which means that observers could not
see the onscreen image to determine whether the action was
authentic (Nakamura, 2007).

Double concealment is made possible by those social norms
that have created an environment in which mobile phone users’
privacy is respected, regardless of whether the phone is used for
distant communication (e.g., 1-A: To answer incoming interper-
sonal communications via ringing and/or vibrating alerts) or for
its internal functions (e.g., 2-A: To manage personal human rela-
tionships). Many mobile phone users enhance conversation in
face-to-face communications using web services, storage func-
tions, and other features (as in motivation 4-B). As the action of
looking at a mobile phone display has become an increasingly
familiar phenomenon, society has learned to accept public mobile
use despite having insufficient information to understand the
actor’s motivations or feelings at the moment of use (Nakamura,
2007). Consequently, we must wait for the actor’s next action.
Anticipating respect from observers, mobile phone users intention-
ally exploit social norms to maintain their advantage and adjust
relationships with surrounding individuals during face-to-face
communication.

Goffman (1959) claimed that ‘the arts of piercing an individual’s
effort at calculated unintentionality seem better developed than
our capacity to manipulate our own behavior, so that regardless
of how many steps have occurred in the information game, the wit-
ness is likely to have the advantage over the actor’ (p. 8). Here, the
witness (or observer) of the actor’s behavior holds an advantage
over the actor in face-to-face communication because the actor
cannot completely control the observer’s favorable impressions,
and the observer may easily sense the actor’s intention by inter-
preting nonverbal behavior. (In the sentence, the terms ‘informa-
tion game’ and ‘advantage’ mean that the balance of social power
between them should be assumed to be somehow even.) According
to Goffman, the observer may detect the actor’s true intention in
the information game. However, in the mobile phone era, relative
advantage is reversed through visual observation. Double conceal-
ment causes an actor’s nonverbal behavior during the act of look-
ing at a mobile phone display to remain unknown. Furthermore,
respect for the privacy of mobile users has become a social norm
because of the device’s potential as a conversation tool. Though
actors may intentionally manipulate mobile phones when desired,
observers remain unable to readily detect what an actor is thinking
at the moment of use. This disparity thus enhances mobile phone
users’ social power.

Foucault (1995) emphasized the power of sight. In Bentham’s
Panopticon, Foucault tells us that a guard has an advantage over
his prisoner. A prisoner cannot help feeling that he is under sur-
veillance, regardless of whether the guard is actually watching.
The Panopticon is designed so that the walls are parallel to the
sight line of the guard and the actions of the prisoners are con-
stantly observable. The behavior of a prisoner (actor) is restricted
by the sight of a guard (observer); likewise, an actor is disciplined
by the power of an observer’s sight. Foucault related the story of
the Panopticon, criticizing the modern social system in which sur-
veillance has become increasingly commonplace. However, in face-
to-face communication in the mobile phone era, it is the observer
who is disciplined. The action of looking at a mobile phone display
is obscured by double concealment. The observer must therefore
withhold judgment until the actor engages in a more telling behav-
ior following mobile phone use. An observer is thus prevented
from interpreting the actor’s behavior while looking at the actor’s
own mobile phone display with any certainty even if it is inten-
tionally misleading. Thus, actors rather than observers now hold
the advantage.

Currently, many observers have their own mobile phones. They
may therefore engage in their own mobile phone use to gain an
advantaged position. It has been reported that most people not
only experience constraint but also learn to use the action of look-
ing at their mobile phone displays to gain advantageous positions
during face-to-face communication. Such alternation occurs
silently, nonverbally, and efficiently. Thus, individuals have begun
using mobile phones to regulate face-to-face communications,
although the phones’ primary function remains distant
communication.

The second consideration is the accumulation of potential dis-
content. As mentioned earlier, an observer’s interpretation of a
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familiar person’s use of a mobile phone display can be divided into
three categories. Nakamura (2013) reported that approximately
half of Japanese survey respondents rejected the idea of interpret-
ing the actions of familiar persons without permission; thus, they
belonged to the first (X) group in Fig. 1. Nearly half of the remain-
ing respondents interpreted it as ‘hold.’ In other words, although
respondents feel slightly uncomfortable, they do not express their
feelings. Such respondents thus were considered as belonging to
the second (Y) group. The remaining respondents did not feel
uncomfortable and accepted the action; thus, they belonged to
the third (Z) group. Ultimately, Nakamura (2013) argued that more
than half of Japanese respondents feel uncomfortable when wit-
nessing without permission mobile phone use by familiar persons.
Even when observers experienced social pressure to respect pri-
vate mobile phone use by others, many expressed displeasure, thus
further advancing the potential for discontent.

In Fig. 1, the first (X) and third (Z) groups are shown to have
opposite interpretations for the same action. The distribution of
the trifurcated categories should be investigated in greater detail.

7. Conclusions and discussion

The purpose of the current paper was to utilize previous
research conducted in Japan to develop a general model for catego-
rizing and interpreting the meaning of the action of looking at a
mobile phone display. This model is premised upon the notion that
gazing at a phone display is a form of nonverbal behavior/commu-
nication and that such communication has four main aspects. First,
it can communicate to observers that one is busy and/or that one
belongs in a particular social context or physical location. Second,
when the phone user is interacting with one or more acquain-
tances or friends, gazing at a phone display can communicate that
the user is rejecting said acquaintances. That is, when someone
looks away from a face-to-face interaction to examine a phone, it
implies that the phone communication is more important than
the face-to-face interaction; otherwise, the phone user would
ignore the phone rather than their companion(s). Third, such
behavior can signal to observers that the user is asking/telling
the observers to ‘‘hold’’ or wait. Finally, the phone gazer may join
with observers by using the phone to collect information to use
collaboratively with observers (e.g., when a member of a face-
to-face dyad or social group looks up movie times or a restaurant
address in the service of facilitating a social activity). These are
not, of course, the only possible explanations of mobile phone
gazing; however, these themes are very likely universally valid.

What is also very interesting about this model is that it reposi-
tions the phone user behind something akin to the ‘‘fourth wall’’
(i.e., the imaginary wall that separates an audience from actors
on a stage during a play). From this vantage, phone users are
allowed to manage how they are perceived (i.e., they can use the
act of gazing at their phones to control their face-to-face interac-
tions in the manner discussed above, even if there is actually no
new data on their phone).

Given these four potential explanations for why someone might
look away from a face-to-face interaction to gaze at a phone, a
polite observer must wait and gather more information before
making attributions about the meaning of a mobile phone user’s
actions. Consequently, while the observer is disadvantaged by
not having an immediate and simple explanation for the behavior
of the phone gazer, the opposite is true for the gazer (i.e., the gazer
is empowered by this inherent ambiguity of intent; the user has
relevant information that the observer does not possess). There-
fore, the action has introduced a ‘disadvantaged position’ in face-
to-face communication for the observer, while the gazer gains an
advantage because the gazer has the power to keep the observer
ignorant of the true content of any mobile phone variables.
Parsing the dynamics of such interactions is the purpose of the
current paper, and our conclusions suggest that future work is
needed in this domain. Specifically, in addition to empirically val-
idating the current model with Japanese samples, future research
will need to address the cross-cultural validity of this theory.
Acar (2014) noted that the use of social media in many countries
correlates with some cultural barometers. Therefore, the meaning
of new behaviors that evolve from new media will likely also be
socially defined. As Farman (2012) described, ‘our bodies, our
spaces, and our technologies are all formed within culture, and
subsequently work within the bounds of culture to transform it’
(p. 25). Thus, the current paper lays the groundwork for future
work to explore more extensively how the use of mobile phones
is changing both our cultural mores and our languages. Our work
highlights the fact that even the simple act of gazing at one’s
mobile phone may influence not only face-to-face communication
but also power relationships between participants.

Such discussion should be recognized not only among research-
ers but also among people in general. It should be in the very nat-
ure of things that people desire to adjust to a situation involving
face-to-face communication. It is easy and convenient to use the
action of looking at a mobile phone display, and it would often
make an atmosphere more comfortable. However, the action influ-
ences not only the situation of face-to-face communication but
also the power relationships between participants. People should
be more conscious of the effects of such differences in communica-
tion, and researchers should explore in more depth the effects that
looking at a mobile phone display have on communication. Finally,
we anticipate that further research on power relationships can be
applied to compare the action of using other tools, such as
wearable devices.
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