
Journal of Leisure Research Copyright 2014
Vol. 46, No. 2, pp. 218–225 National Recreation and Park Association

•   218  •

Andrew Lepp is an associate professor  in the Department of Recreation, Park and Tourism Management 
at Kent State University, PO Box 5190, Kent, Ohio 44242, phone: (330) 672-0218, alepp1@kent.edu 

The Intersection of Cell Phone Use and Leisure

A Call for Research

Andrew Lepp
Kent State University

 

 

Abstract

Today’s college students are among the first cohort of young people raised entirely in the digital 
era and are rapid adopters of cell phone technology. An emerging line of research, from the 
broader social science and technology literature, is investigating the influence of cell phone use 
on college students’ behavior.  This research suggests that cell phone use may influence leisure 
as well. This paper reviews the emerging research, draws connections to leisure studies, and 
offers suggestions for future scholarship. It is argued that this broad topic would benefit from 
the unique perspective leisure scholars can provide. As cell phones become “smarter” and more 
deeply embedded in our lives, it is important to understand their influence on all aspects of hu-
man behavior, including leisure.
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The modern cell phone is no longer simply a utilitarian device for communication. Instead, 
today’s cell phones feature many of the same capabilities as an internet connected computer, 
allowing users to engage in a wide range of activities including surfing the web, multi-player 
gaming, watching videos and live sports, social networking through Facebook and similar sites, 
capturing and sharing photos and videos, text messaging, and phone calls. As such, the cell 
phone has become an influential social object which permeates nearly every aspect of life from 
work to leisure.  

Nowhere, it seems, do cell phones have greater social influence than on college campuses.  
Today’s college students are the vanguard of the first cohort of young people raised entirely in the 
digital era and are rapid adopters of cell phone related technologies.  According to a 2010 sur-
vey by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, 96% of undergraduate students and 99% of 
graduate students in the U.S. own a cell phone.  As a result, the cell phone has become an integral 
part of their culture and identity, earning them the moniker “digital natives” (Palfrey & Gasser, 
2008).  In short, the cell phone is pervasive among today’s college students and may be changing 
the way they perceive and consequently engage with the world around them.

Yet, to date, very few scholars in leisure studies have explored the relationship between 
cell phones and leisure. A notable exception is by Australian researchers Foley, Holzman, and 
Wearing (2007) who may be the first scholars to identify cell phone use as an influential leisure 
activity.  They argue that cell phone use has symbolic and functional importance for adoles-
cent women.  Symbolically, cell phone use can be a fashion statement thereby serving as a prop 
for identity development and maintenance. Functionally, cell phone use can increase access to 
leisure in public spaces.  Likewise, in tourism studies, emerging research has identified rela-
tionships between tourists’ cell phone use and their behaviors and experiences (Wang, Park, & 
Fesenmaier, 2012; White & White, 2007). 

This limited research points to an intersection between cell phone use and leisure which is 
not yet fully explored.  The purpose of this paper is to further an understanding of this topic by 
reviewing emerging research from the broader social science and technology literature.  Because 
college students are rapid adopters of cell phone technology, much of the existing research fo-
cuses on this demographic and suggests that cell phone use may be influencing their leisure in 
a number of ways. After examining the existing research, this paper suggests possible directions 
for leisure studies and concludes with a call for leisure scholars to consider this timely and so-
cially relevant subject.  As such, this paper makes two contributions to the field of leisure studies.  
First, this paper highlights the intersection of cell phone use and leisure among college students.  
Second, this paper provides the foundation for a more theoretical understanding of the topic 
which will allow research to expand to older and younger populations.  

Multidisciplinary Research on Cell Phones and Behavior: Insights for Leisure Studies
Beyond leisure studies, a more general body of research exists exploring the relationship 

between cell phone use and human behavior.  A close reading of this research suggests that cell 
phone use may have multiple effects on leisure, some positive and some negative.  Certainly, any 
aspect of leisure that depends on communication is likely to be affected by cell phones. Indeed, 
cell phones have changed the way people communicate, particularly college students.  Research 
by Skierkowski and Wood (2012) found text messaging is now the most common form of com-
munication among today’s college students and restrictions on texting lead to feelings of anxiety 
and loneliness. Their research demonstrated that among this demographic the maintenance of 
peer relationships depends on text messaging. This appears to have clear benefits for individuals 
with social anxiety or who experience discomfort when talking to others face-to-face. A study 
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by Pierce (2009) found a positive relationship between social anxiety and text messaging; this 
relationship was moderated by sex as females reported more social anxiety than males.  

The importance of texting permeates college students’ romantic and sexual relationships.  
Drouin and Landgraff (2012) investigated the role of texting and sexting (sending sexually ex-
plicit text, picture or video via cell phone) in romantic relationships.  A sample of 744 college stu-
dents revealed 98% sent text messages to romantic partners, 67% sent sexually explicit pictures, 
and 54% sent sexually explicit videos. Romantic texting was predicted by a secure attachment 
while a fear of attachment (preference for independence) predicted sexting. While cell phones 
appear to have increased college students’ options for expressing romantic intent, they may also 
limit a romantic partner’s sense of freedom.  Burke, Wallen, Vail-Smith, and Knox (2011) found 
cell phones are often used by college students to control romantic partners. Controlling behav-
iors include sending threatening or harassing texts, sending excessive texts, monitoring a part-
ner’s whereabouts with cell phone GPS, stalking social networking sites, and checking call and 
text histories.  Indeed, 50% of the students in their study were involved with such behavior. 

Clearly, the cell phone can be both empowering and disempowering. Research by Foley, 
Holzman, and Wearing (2007) highlighted the significance of cell phones for empowering young 
women. Their research found that young women utilized cell phones to transform public space 
into private space, thereby defying the male gaze and increasing feelings of self-confidence and 
autonomy.  In addition, the study suggested the cell phone provides young women with a source 
of identity and self-worth.  Likewise, Wei and Lo (2006) found that especially for female college 
students, the cell phone is central to maintaining a sense that distant friends are near.  This “sym-
bolic proximity” (p. 57) can be an important source of confidence for female college students 
in unfamiliar leisure settings. In addition, Wei and Lo found the cell phone acts as a symbolic 
marker representing social status and membership with the popular crowd.

 Indeed, a number of studies suggest that cell phones are important for maintaining so-
cial relationships, enhancing feelings of belonging, and facilitating processes important for so-
cial identity development (Campbell & Kwak, 2010; Green & Singleton, 2009; Harley, Winn, 
Pemberton, & Wilcox, 2007; Walsh, White, & Young, 2009). Likewise, research shows that ado-
lescents’ and young adults’ cell phone behavior is predicted by in-group norms which further 
strengthens the relationship between cell phones and social identity (Burger, Riemer, Grafened-
er, Woisetschläger, Vidovic, & Hergovich, 2010; Walsh, White, & Young, 2009; Walsh, White, 
& Young, 2010; Walsh, White, Cox, & Young, 2011). Personal identity among adolescents and 
young adults has also been connected to the cell phone (Burger et al., 2010; Walsh, White, & 
Young, 2010; Walsh et al., 2011). The idea is that for some young people the cell phone symboliz-
es an important aspect of the self (Foley, Holzman, & Wearing, 2007; Wei & Lo, 2006).  Thus, the 
cell phone appears to be playing a role in the development and maintenance of young people’s 
social and personal identities. This is also an important role leisure plays in society (Haggard & 
Williams, 1992; Shaw, Kleiber, & Caldwell, 1995) and may be another area where cell phones and 
leisure intersect.  

Another line of research potentially connecting cell phones and leisure suggests that cell 
phones may affect perception of risk and thereby encourage participation in riskier activities.  
For example, Nasar, Hecht, and Wener (2007) found that 40% of the college students they sur-
veyed had walked in strange and unfamiliar places because of their cell phones. Likewise, Pain, 
Grundy, and Gill (2005) found cell phones play a central role in how young people manage and 
negotiate safety in urban spaces. As Foley, Holzman, and Wearing (2007) discovered, the cell 
phone appears to make a variety of social spaces more accessible for young people, including 
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spaces recognized as risky before the widespread use of cell phones. This may have positive and 
negative impacts for leisure. Perhaps cell phone induced reassessment of risk may encourage 
more people to participate in beneficial activities which have often been perceived as slightly 
risky such as international travel or backcountry camping.  On the other hand, this reassessment 
of risk may lead to more young people becoming victimized or injured in their pursuit of leisure. 

Finally, there is a line of research investigating phenomena known as “cell phone depen-
dence” and “problematic cell phone use.”  Cell phone dependence has been defined as “the recur-
rent craving to use a mobile phone” (Ezoe et al., 2009, p. 231). Similarly, problematic cell phone 
use has been described as an addiction-like behavior leading the individual to use the cell phone 
compulsively in situations where it is banned such as the classroom or where it creates danger 
such as texting while driving (Takao, Takahashi, & Kitamura, 2009). In a large sample of Span-
ish adolescents, Sánchez-Martínez, and Otero (2009) found 20% to be cell phone dependent.  
Cell phone dependence and problematic cell phone use have been linked to a variety of nega-
tive behaviors such as smoking, excessive alcohol consumption, poor dietary habits, lower self-
reported levels of physical activity, and poor sleep habits (Ezoe et al., 2009; Sánchez-Martínez, & 
Otero, 2009; Toda, Monden, Kubo, & Morimoto; 2006; Yuan-Sheng, Ju-Yu, Chih-Hung, Chung-
Ping, & Cheng-Fang, 2010) as well as psychological disorders such as depression, anxiety, low 
self-esteem, and aggression (Beranuy, Oberst, Carbonell, & Chamarro, 2009; Bianchi & Phillips; 
2005; Jenaro, Flores, Gómez-Vela, González-Gil, & Caballo, 2007; Sánchez-Martínez, & Otero, 
2009; Yen et al., 2009; Yuan-Sheng et al., 2010).  Cell phone dependence and problematic cell 
phone use appear to be moderated by personality traits (Bianchi & Phillips; 2005; Billieux, Van 
Der Linden, D’Acremont, Ceschi, & Zermatten, 2007; Billieux, Van der Linden, & Rochat, 2008; 
Ezoe, et al., 2009; Takao, Takahashi, & Kitamura, 2009) and sex with females being more prone 
to excessive use (Beranuy et al., 2009; Jenaro et al., 2007; Pierce, 2009; Walsh et al., 2011).  Among 
the college students’ characterized by these conditions, cell phone dependence and problematic 
cell phone use appear to be linked to leisure behavior as well as the outcomes leisure produces 
(benefits and disbenefits).

In summary, there appears to be a number of areas where cell phone use and leisure may 
intersect. As such, leisure scholars may be interested in applying their unique perspective to the 
relationships identified in this paper. The research detailed above suggests cell phone use could 
affect the maintenance of peer relationships, social identity development, personal identity de-
velopment, female empowerment, and the experience of psychological benefits such as feelings 
of self-esteem, autonomy, self-worth and confidence.  Cell phone use may also influence percep-
tions of risk and therefore participation in leisure activities perceived as risky.  Lastly, cell phone 
use may be “problematic” for some individuals. As such, it may be associated with potentially 
negative activities such as substance abuse, unhealthy lifestyle choices, and undesirable social 
interactions.  As this is an emerging area of research, this list is not meant to be exhaustive or 
definitive but rather an invitation to pursue the topic further.

Considerations for Future Research within Leisure Studies
The relationship between cell phone use and human behavior is an emerging line of inquiry, 

and as this literature review suggests, this relationship is likely to extend to leisure.  Yet, this topic 
is relatively unexplored within leisure studies.  Thus, in an effort to further stimulate thinking, 
this paper now turns to a brief discussion of potential areas for future research. 

As a starting point, a better understanding of how cell phones affect actual leisure behavior 
is needed.  Certainly the cell phone has the potential to increase opportunities for leisure.  This 
can work in many ways.  For example, the cell phone provides instant access to a multitude of 
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social networks which can bring people together, sometimes in an instant, as is the case with the 
phenomenon of “flash mobs.”  To offer another example, access to electronic networks may in-
crease leisure opportunities for individuals with anxiety over face to face communication (Pierce, 
2009).  On the other hand, cell phones may decrease participation in some leisure activities while 
increasing participation in others.  Pergams and Zaradic (2006) explained a 16-year downtrend 
in national park visits with a corresponding increase in watching movies, playing video games, 
and internet use.  Today’s cell phones allow users to participate in each of these activities with a 
single device.  Furthermore, these activities have traditionally been defined as sedentary behav-
iors.  Abundant research shows people who participate in large amounts of sedentary behaviors, 
relative to those who do not, tend to be less physically fit and are more likely to be overweight or 
obese (i.e., Must & Tybor, 2005). Do cell phones encourage sedentary leisure behaviors?  From a 
health standpoint, this is certainly worth exploring.  

A second topic to investigate is the relationship between cell phone use and the leisure 
experience. Important aspects of the leisure experience such as solitude, relaxation, a sense of 
escape from the stresses of daily life, and the experience of natural outdoor settings, particu-
larly primitive settings, may all be related to cell phone use. On one hand, cell phone use may 
potentially enhance the experience of some traditional leisure activities such as visiting parks 
and museums through the use of augmented reality (Yovcheva, Buhalis, & Gatzidis, 2012) or 
by allowing one to instantly share a meaningful experience with others via texting or updating 
social networking sites.  On the other hand, a cell phone may potentially detract from the lei-
sure experience, particularly if the device leads to an increase in multitasking.  Today’s college 
students are avid multitaskers (Xu, 2008).  Multitasking during leisure, like time deepening, may 
increase feelings of stress and being rushed while decreasing one’s ability to fully experience the 
moment (Godbey, 1993).  Recent research on multitasking suggests the behavior has a negative 
impact on task performance while simultaneously changing the way a given task is experienced 
(Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010; Xu, 2008).  Understood in this way, cell phone use might affect a 
variety of leisure experiences.

Lastly, understanding how individuals use their cell phones to facilitate leisure could have 
important marketing implications. Certainly today’s college students are deeply connected 
through a variety of formal and informal social networks accessed through their cell phones 
(Walsh, White, Cox, & Young, 2011). Knowledge of how students use these networks during lei-
sure could be extremely useful as professionals strive to promote their services.  Leisure service 
providers have been quick to incorporate Facebook, Twitter and other social media into their 
marketing plans.  But it may be less formal networks which are the most salient and generate the 
most interest and support among today’s college students. To illustrate, a supervisor at Cuyahoga 
Valley National Park mentioned that one of the most effective forms of publicity for the park 
appears to be user generated social networks (informal communication with Chief of Interpreta-
tion, Education & Visitor Services, June 2011).  In other words, users (independent of the park) 
are promoting the park as they text friends or update their own social networking sites about 
park programs and events.  This trend may be related to an increase in participation and support.  

In conclusion, this paper argues that the cell phone may be influencing college students’ lei-
sure.  Considering the rapid adoption of cell phone related technologies among college students, 
resulting changes to leisure are likely to be swift and include positive and negative impacts.  With 
this in mind, there is a need for more and broader research in this area.  As cell phones become 
“smarter” and more deeply embedded in our lives, it is increasingly important to understand 
their influence on leisure, as well as their impact on the ability of professionals to design, imple-
ment and promote the leisure services needed in this rapidly changing world. 
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