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Relationship Matters -  Podcast Number 14 

 

       

 

[Start of recorded material] 

 

Interviewer: From Champagne College in Burlington, Vermont, this is 

Relationship Matters.  Hello, and welcome to Relationship Matters, 

the podcast of the Journal and Social and Personal Relationships.  I 

am your host, Dr Bjorn Holmes.  Welcome to podcast number 14 and 

a brand new season of podcasts.  We’re very excited to get the Fall 

2000 season underway, aren’t we Matt? 

Male: We got picked up like a TV show.  We got picked up for a new year.  

We’re all excited to have a newfound energy. 

Interviewer: Ladies and gentlemen, Matt Grouso, our studio technician, with me 

here in Vermont.  And we like to use Matt as our anecdotal 

springboard on all things relational and we’ll be checking in with 

Matt later to hear some of his always interesting personal examples.   

 We’ve probably all had that experience over the last few years of 

talking to someone and noticing that their attention is half on us and 

half on their smart phone checking a text message, updating 

Facebook status or searching the internet or whatever.  Well, our 

guest today is going to help us to understand exactly what’s going on 

in that situation and he’s been doing some really cool research on the 

topic. 

 All the way from Colchester, Essex in the United Kingdom, also 

known as Britain’s oldest recorded town, we’ve got Dr Andrew 

Shibilski with us on the phone today.  Dr Shibilski, welcome to 

Relationship Matters. 

Respondent: Hi, I’m happy to be here. 

Interviewer: And how are things in Colchester today? 

Respondent: They’re quite nice actually because we’re quite a bit further north 

than you are in North America, the days are starting to get 

increasingly short. 

Interviewer: Dr Shibilski is a lecturer at the Department of Psychology at the 

University of Essex and the paper we’re going to talk about today is 

Can you Connect with Me Now, How the Presence of Mobile 

Communication Technology Influences Face to Face Conversation 

Quality.  And it’s free to download from the website of the Journal of 

Social and Personal Relationships, courtesy of Sage Publications.  It 

was published first online in the journal back in July and will appear 

in hard copy in an upcoming issue.  The paper is co-authored by 
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Netta Weinstein, also at the University of Essex.  So, Andy, is this a 

problem? 

Respondent: Well, actually that’s part of the reason why we did the research.  I 

think my co-author and I noticed an increasing trend in pubs, bars 

and restaurants, both here in the United Kingdom and in the United 

States of people leaving their phones out, just on tables, when they 

were meeting up and sharing a meal.  Actually, initially we were 

curious about why people were doing this, so we were brainstorming 

all the reasons that this could happen.  Maybe to broadcast status, 

people having an individual difference, an oppressing desire to stay 

in touch, or maybe a simple habit.  But in the course of debating this 

we actually settled on wanting to look at what kinds of effects this 

might be having on intimacy and on relationship formation. 

Interviewer: Well, let’s drill down on that first before we get to the more meat of 

this particular study, why are people doing that? 

Respondent: My hunch is that it’s either a habit or it’s an important thing for 

people to stay in touch with their friends and with their colleagues.  

And mobile phones, especially smart phones, offer a pretty wide 

range of ways for doing that.   So part of being a social creature 

might be with smart phones having them always within arms’ reach. 

Interviewer: Yeah, because you do get the sense nowadays that – I mean I think 

we all recognise this, that you’re in a room and for some reason 

people aren’t talking to each other and instead it’s a social moment 

when everybody seems to be grasping for their phone and checking 

it. 

Respondent: And just even having it out, like to be momentarily autobiographical 

I do have a smart phone and I do keep it on me most of the time, but 

I actually don’t particularly experience the urge to leave it out.  I’m 

perfectly happy with it in my pocket where it can make noises and 

vibrate and do all the things it does. 

Interviewer: So you guys wanted to see if this is influencing how we 

communicate face to face? 

Respondent: We wanted to know to what extent does it actually influence 

relationship formation and kind of the correlates of that. 

Interviewer: So what did you do? 

Respondent: Well, we connected two experiments actually.  Taking a look at how 

the presence of a mobile phone influenced three kind of indicators of 

relationships.  The first being relationship quality, the second being 

emotional closeness, and the third being trust.  So we put pairs of 

strangers, people who had never met before into a lab room and we 

manipulated the presence or absence of a mobile phone.  And then 

following these conversations we used a number of different self-
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report instruments to try to get an idea about what was going on in 

the relationships. 

Interviewer: All right.  Well, what did you find? 

Respondent: And we found that the presence of mobile phones can actually have 

an influence.  Overall, the presence of a phone was shown to have a 

negative influence on relationships. 

Interviewer: In what way? 

Respondent: Well, overall we found that having a phone around had a negative 

effect on relationships and this was reflected in lower ratings of 

relationship quality, more emotional distance and lower levels of 

trust. 

Interviewer: So basically in this experiment or in this series of experiments I 

presume this is with strangers, the experiment… 

Respondent: Yeah.  

Interviewer: … then just having a person who is having a phone out, not 

necessarily using it, is that right, just it being around, is causing 

people because it is an experiment, causing people to report later that 

they have had a less quality of interaction with that person and that 

they trusted them less, am I getting this right? 

Respondent: Yeah.  That they trusted the person, they felt less kind of 

empathically connected to the other person.  They felt the 

conversation quality was lower.  In fact we found that this effect was 

easiest to detect in our second experiment when we also manipulated 

the kind of conversation that our pairs of strangers were having.  

When it was a conversation that wasn’t very important, when it was 

trivial, I think it was a debate about what of the goodness versus 

badness of using plastic Christmas trees.  Participants – the presence 

or absence of a cell phone actually didn’t make much of a difference.  

But when we asked people to talk about the most important thing that 

had happened to them in the past year the effects were most 

pronounced. 

Interviewer: So is this just that you want somebody’s attention when you talk to 

them and you want to feel that in that moment if you have something 

important to say you want their undivided attention. 

Respondent: I think so.  And one thing that these studies actually didn’t look at or 

we didn’t report on were the mechanisms kind of through which the 

relationship quality is reduced, like is it that the phone is distracting, 

is it that the phone reminds people about all the other conversations 

they could be having.  And because the article is very short we had to 

compress a lot of our findings into the published paper.  Basically the 

result of the studies indicates that there might be a potential pitfall 

here for people having a conversation and having their mobile 
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phones out on the table, but the results of the study don’t really dig 

into why that might be, what are the mechanisms at play. 

Interviewer: So we know basically that there’s a problem with this, we know 

people are feeling distracted.  We don’t necessarily know why yet, 

but I presume that you’re going to do more research on this and I 

presume that you have a lot of hypothesis or ideas to why, so 

speculate. 

Respondent: Yeah, well, I guess the direction that this research is taking for us is 

we are trying to look at the mechanisms.  And we think that having a 

mobile phone out on the table that it might prime people to think 

about the other relationships that they have and that that kind of 

activation of social connections that aren’t in the here and now, that 

aren’t in the room, that those might be distracting people from kind 

of connecting in the moment.   

Interviewer: Wait, so can you explain that a little bit more, so what do you mean 

prime other relationships? 

Respondent: So I think that mobile phones might – we might build very strong 

associations between ourselves and our smart phones in terms of the 

kinds of social functions that phones enable us to do, to reach out to 

all of those people in our address book, and all of those people in our 

recent calls, and all those people we can text and so I think that what 

might be happening is that the mere presence of a phone is kind of 

priming people, is preparing people for conversations that aren’t 

happening in real space.  They’re potential conversations that could 

be happening virtually, either through calling people, through 

emailing them or through checking their Facebook.  

Interviewer: So while you should be giving your potentially devoted attention to 

the moment you are potentially in the future thinking about, because 

you’re literally texting somebody or reading an email or something, 

you’re thinking about conversations or social relationships that you 

could have with other people in the future instead, is that what you’re 

saying, potentially? 

Respondent: Yeah.  And this could really come down to that little blinking light 

that tells you have an unlistened to voicemail or a unread text 

message that this kind of continual beat of the social world outside of 

the here and now might actually be something that’s distracting.   

Interviewer: And is this different than I mean it seems in our society we’re often 

faced with the idea of multitasking and there’s been a lot of research 

that says that necessarily multitasking isn’t such a great thing to be 

doing.  Is this different than anything else? 

Respondent: No, and I agree that the research shows that multitasking isn’t 

necessarily a good thing.  In fact I think a lot of research would 

indicate that multitasking really isn’t a thing at all and what people 
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do is they switch quickly back and forth between different activities 

and the activity of checking one’s voicemail or text messages or 

thinking about those things doesn’t indicate that – it indicates that 

perhaps you’re not doing both things well.  You might be doing one 

well and one poorly and when you try to mix those things together it 

can have a negative effect on kind of meeting a new person and 

feeling like you can trust the person and building a new relationship. 

Interviewer: So the irony with this, here in the studio just a second ago, I’m 

looking at Matt checking his iPhone, texting somebody, and Matt 

what do you say about that?  

Male: Well, the first thing is I’m texting the people in the studio next door 

because they’re making a lot of noise and I’m telling them can you 

please keep it down, we’ve got an important man from England on 

the line.  Second thing, Andy, I have a question for you, do you think 

any of this has any relation to the fact that there’s a digital clock on 

every device.  So I understand how if someone checks their phone 

you think why are they checking their email, why are they checking 

their voicemail.  But to me almost when people check their phone all 

the time I’m thinking is this conversation on a time limit, do they 

need to go somewhere.  That’s what’s annoying to me, I’m thinking, 

wait, I’m friends with this person why are they always checking the 

time.  Do I only get ten minutes today, and that’s what makes me 

mad.  

Respondent: Yeah.  No, I have definitely had parallel experiences in my life.  I 

haven’t really thought about in terms of the clock, but definitely in 

terms of feeling pressured, like almost that I need to perform because 

I’m competing in some way with all of the other kinds of stimuli and 

other kinds of experiences that my friend could be getting through 

their phone.  But I think that what you said about you’re using the 

phone right now to contact the people in the neighbouring booth to 

ask them about their questions – to ask them about their volume 

level, to maybe turn it down a bit, I think that really every generation 

has to grapple with the positives and negatives of innovations and 

communication technology.  Like Bjorn might be looking over at you 

typing on your phone, Matt, and have a very different interpretation 

of what you’re up to.  He might believe that you’re turned out, you’re 

not paying attention, you’re not on board with what’s happening 

right now, but that might also be because he hasn’t built the skills yet 

to understand that you’re really onboard and what you’re doing is 

you’re trying to clear the path for this podcast to be recorded 

efficiently.  And so I think that every generation kind of has to 

grapple with this, like trying to find the pitfalls but also the upsides 

of having these different forms of communication technology. 

Interviewer: So what’s your advice for people?  I mean should we be thinking 

more carefully about pulling our phone out or not in social 

interactions? 
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Respondent: Yes, I think these studies really point out that this is a potential 

pitfall, leaving their phone out during a meaningful conversation.  

And building on that I also think that these studies point out that you 

could really take advantage of that situation by putting your phone 

away, signalling that the current conversation is the most important 

one for you and then kind of delving deeper into your relationship in 

that conversation.  And I think that actually there are a number of 

technical things that are coming out that can help people do this.  

You suggested turning off your phone in order to communicate that 

this is an important conversation but the latest version of the Apple 

iPhone operating system has a do not disturb setting, specifically it 

will continue to collect emails and collect voicemails and do all this, 

but it won’t vibrate, it won’t make noises, and it can let you focus on 

whatever you’re up to so that the outside world doesn’t impinge.  

Interviewer: So there you have it folks, from the research directly, yes, there is 

some initial evidence that’s showing that the quality of interactions, 

the quality of social interactions is hampered by either you or the 

person or you’re talking about just having that phone out.  So put it 

away, unless of course you’re listening to this podcast in which case 

just pause it and listen later.  I want to thank you, Andy, for this 

enlightening conversation. 

Respondent: Thank you so much.  Any time. 

Interviewer: And we’ll talk to you some other time hopefully. 

Respondent: Great. 

Interviewer: Relationship Matters is a production of the Journal of Social and 

Personal Relationships in Sage Publications.  You can subscribe 

through iTunes by searching for Sage Podcasts or access the series 

from the webpage of the journal.  Send us an email at 

JSPRpodcast@gmail.com, follow us on Facebook by searching for 

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships or follow us on Twitter 

JSPR Podcast.  The music you’ve been hearing is by Urban Delights, 

more at Urban Delights.net.  Thank you for listening and remember 

we’re talking Relationship Matters because Relationships matter.  

 

[End of recorded material] 
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