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Brand in the Hand or Sand in the Hand?  A Contextualized Account of Adolescents’ Mobile
Phone Consumption

Ian Grant, University of Strathclyde, Scotland
Stephanie O’Donohoe, University of Edinburgh, Scotland

ABSTRACT
This paper contributes to the movement away from the “soli-

tary subject”, offering a contextualized account of adolescent
experiences of mobile phones. It reports on discussions with sixteen
small groups, informed by phenomenological principles. The an-
tipathy towards commercial applications suggest that the technol-
ogy brings marketers no closer to this elusive target. This is
attributed to the roles it plays in the social lives of adolescents: to
include and exclude, to organise, experience, re-live, and redefine
everyday experiences. Young people’s relationships with practitio-
ners were more akin to the elusive “sand in the hand” than the hoped
for “brand in the hand”.

INTRODUCTION
The mobile phone has had a profound effect on social behaviour

over the last decade (Pedrozo and Wilska 2004), quickly becoming
essential to contemporary living. Mobile phone penetration was
recently estimated at 89% of all households in the UK (Office of
Communications 2005), with almost universal use by adolescents
beyond the most deprived of communities (Harper and Hamil
2005). Indeed, by March 2006, there were on average 103 mobile
phones in use for every 100 people in Western Europe (Ahonen
2006). Given such high levels of penetration, and the convergence
of audio, video, and data services within a single device, Steinbock
(2005) echoes the belief of Anssi Vanjoki, executive vice president
of Nokia, that mobility will be the “glue” binding different media
together. However, consumer acceptance will play at least as
significant a role as technological capabilities in shaping the future
of mobile communications, and this highlights the need for con-
sumer research in this field. Indeed, as Agnelli et al (2004:1)
observe,

“The adoption of mobile communication devices has been as
fast as subtle, as radical as invisible: in the past ten years, a
number of battery powered devices, unconceivable only a few
years before, have come to constitute such an intrinsic part of
everybody’s life (at least in first world countries) that it has
become difficult to imagine a world without them. The conse-
quences of this worldwide invasion have still to be properly
mapped and understood.”

Young people’s consumption of mobile phones merits par-
ticularly close attention. Adolescents are highly literate consumers
of media and advertising in general (Ritson and Elliott 1999), and
have been dubbed the ‘electronic generation’ in light of their
considerable exposure to, and consumption of, new forms of media
(Buckingham 2002). For these reasons, the ‘youth market’ has
become extremely attractive to mobile phone marketers, and mo-
bile phones are increasingly seen as an exciting medium for
targeting and interacting with young people (Rohm and Sultan
2005).

Research on mobile phone consumption is still in its infancy,
however, with many studies treating consumers as “solitary sub-
jects” (Ritson and Elliott 1999:260), isolated from their social and
cultural contexts. This is particularly problematic when the focus is
on young people, whose primary use for mobile phones appears to
be connecting with and mobilizing peer networks (Berelowitz

2005). In this paper, we offer a critical review of existing research
in this area, particularly amongst young people, and present find-
ings from an interpretive study of British adolescents’ consumption
of mobile phones in the context of their everyday lives.

RESEARCH ON MOBILE PHONE CONSUMPTION
Research to date has largely been influenced by individualistic

theories concerning personal demography, lifestyles and motiva-
tions for media use. Researchers have sought to link mobile
consumption with age (Mante-Meyer and Haddon 2001), gender
(Igarashi et al. 2005), social background and technological literacy
(Skog 2002), and lifestyle traits (Leung 1998). Studies of user
motivations are typically grounded in uses and gratifications theory,
assuming a positive mediated experience, and an active, goal
directed orientation. Leung and Wei (2000), for example, identified
seven gratifications: ‘fashion/status,’ ‘affection/sociability,’ ‘re-
laxation,’ ‘mobility,’ ‘immediate access,’ ‘instrumentality,’ and
‘reassurance’.

Recent studies into mobile consumption point to more nega-
tive consumer experiences, in terms of personal concerns and
relationships with external agencies. Problematic issues identified
include the potential for increased surveillance and the difficulties
of drawing boundaries between spaces for work, leisure and con-
sumption, or between the private and public domains (Dholakia and
Zwick 2003; Agnelli et al. 2004). Feelings of anxiety and ambiguity
(Moisio 2003) have also been reported, as has irritation at commer-
cial communications (Monk et al. 2004).

Adopting a personal-cognitive perspective, many previous
studies of mobile phone consumption fail to acknowledge the wider
socio-cultural context of consumption practices (Holt 1995). In-
deed, social theorists such as Geertz (1983) have argued that
conceptualizing practices as contextualized, local understandings
offers a richer understanding of phenomena. Given the nature of
mobile phone use, it is surprising how few studies have recognized
mobile consumption as contextually influenced, socially constructed
and at times contradictory in nature. One exception to this was
Moisio (2003), who discussed the irritations, anxieties and ambigu-
ities surrounding mobile consumption.

A contextualized understanding of mobile consumption is
increasingly important as mobile devices attract increasing interest
from commercial advertisers: mobile interactivity, personalisation
and timeliness provide powerful incentives for marketers seeking
new forms of engagement with consumers (Rohm and Sultan 2005;
Spurgeon 2005). As Morris (2000:49) has observed,

“The old advertising mantra of creating relevant, distinctive
and involving messages…was only ever applied to the content
of the advertising. In the new media world it will have as much
to do with the context of the message and how the connection
is made with the target”.

Practitioners and academics seeking to improve advertising
media effectiveness have long studied media context (Dahlén
2005). Unfortunately, most studies continue to focus on “the
semantic context that surrounds the message rather than the social
context in which the reader or viewer (of the advertising message)
is located” (Ritson and Elliott: 1999: 260), privileging the cognitive
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interpretation arising from a particular context rather than the socio-
cultural interplay of medium and environment.

Furthermore, many studies of mobile phone use aim to im-
prove commercial communication effectiveness rather than to
deepen our understanding of consumption phenomena. Research is
needed that recognises consumers as “interpretive agents” in this
context (Arnould and Thompson 2005), allowing them to voice
potentially critical accounts of mobile consumption experiences,
not least as a counterpoint to the existing literature which is often
practitioner-orientated and largely celebratory.

TOWARD AN EXPERIENCE-BASED
UNDERSTANDING OF ADOLESCENTS’ MOBILE

PHONE CONSUMPTION
In this paper, we seek to explore adolescents’ mobile phone

consumption experiences, both positive and negative, as they are
woven into rather than separated from their social and cultural
context. The paper draws on a broader study which aimed to explore
young people’s relationships with contemporary forms of media in
the context of their everyday lifestyles. Mobile phone consumption
was therefore never isolated from other aspects of their lives,
including other forms of mediated activity.

Thompson et al (1989) argued that an approach based on the
principles of existential-phenomenology allows for analysis of
context-dependent, ‘lived-in’ experiences; researchers ask partici-
pants to articulate their own “personalised understandings of con-
sumption phenomena” (Thompson and Haytko 1997: 19). This
implies that any meanings derived from an experience are always
situated in their current experiential context. For this study, expe-
riences of mobile consumption were recounted in the context of
adolescents’ everyday lives beyond school hours, in order to
provide thematic descriptions of the consumption phenomena in
question (Thompson et al 1989: 137). Our focus on adolescents
reflects not only their status as media- and marketing- literate
(Buckingham 2002) and as heavy, enthusiastic and sophisticated
users of mobile phones (Harper and Hamil 2005), but also their role
as barometers of social change, impacting on society and surround-
ing culture (Widdicombe and Woffitt 1995). In a new media
context, Tapscott (1998) emphasized that young people are often
the opinion formers and market mavens in markets for cultural
commodities such as mobile phones, mp3 players and games
consoles. More broadly, this age-group merits particular attention
since the transition from adolescence to adulthood leads to the
constant questioning and development of identities, behaviors,
attitudes and values (Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2000), with attendant
implications for consumption practices.

RESEARCH METHOD
In keeping with phenomenological principles, this study used

a series of mini group interviews completed by Spring 2004 with
adolescents in the east coast of Scotland. Three schools were
selected on the basis of geographic area and socio-cultural back-
ground, incorporating McLoone’s (1997) deprivation criteria; the
resulting sites were a rural state school, a (less affluent) suburban
state school, and an urban fee-paying school with a more affluent
student profile. Across the three schools, a total of forty five 14-17
year-olds took part in the study. Naturally forming ‘friendship
triads’ were created by asking participants to select friends they
would like to join up with. Such mini groups provide for more
intimate discussion, with each individual given greater space to
express their ideas (Krueger 1994). Sixteen groups were recruited,
reflecting a range of social background, age, gender and attitudes
towards new media.

Each group met with the first researcher three times over a
period of several weeks. The first meeting served as an ice-breaker
and orientation to the study. Each participant was at that time given
a disposable camera, and asked to take photographs of a week in
their lives. The second meeting involved participants talking about
these photographs; this autodriving or photo diary approach (Heisley
and Levy 1991) allowed them to locate mobile phone consumption
in the context of their everyday lives, and offered them time and
space to reflect on their own experiences and interpretations of the
world (Russell and Tyler 2005). In the final meeting, participants
talked about their experiences of “new” media and their relation-
ships with brands and marketing communications.

Once transcribed, the data were analysed using phenomeno-
logical interpretation as advocated by Thompson et al. (1989). The
first stage sought an understanding of each transcript, identifying
broad themes emerging out of the photodiary discussion and media
consumption transcripts. Salient themes, recurring ideas and pat-
terns of beliefs linking people and cultural setting together were
identified. A second stage then involved relating patterns of com-
monality between different transcripts and seeking different inter-
pretations of similar phenomena. Wittgenstein (in Thompson et al.
1989) referred to this as ‘seeing as’-identifying similarities or
differences in how participants experienced a situation.

RESEARCH FINDINGS
Kline (2004) argued that patterns of contemporary media use

are diverse but intrinsically bound together by lifestyle and cultural
forces. Throughout these research discussions, it was evident that
mobile phones were an interwoven, omnipresent (Kopomaa 2000)
and normalised (Livingstone and Bober 2004) aspect of adoles-
cents’ everyday lives. Indeed, mobiles were taken for granted to
such an extent that few participants even considered taking photo-
graphs of them. The exception was the emerging generation of
multi-media phones which at the time of the fieldwork had novel
content features such as photo messaging and enhanced WAP
access.

It should not however be assumed that mobile omnipresence
translated into a stream of positive experiences. In and out of home,
young people’s experiences were both positive and negative, con-
tingent on the socio-cultural context rather than the attributes of the
consuming object. Four themes emerged from the analysis, each
showing the interaction between context and consumption.

Social Engineering: Including and Excluding
For most adolescents, their mobile phone represented a con-

stant companion, a social necessity that rarely left their side:

A: Mine is on 24/7 and through the night and everything and
if it’s charging, it is still on. I leave it on all the time. I know
a lot of people that do that, just in case something happens…
(female, 14, suburban state school)

Frequent texting, sometimes almost continuously, was re-
ported from very early in the morning till late into the evening.
Nightly sessions of texting back and forth were not uncommon,
characteristic of Pedrozo and Wilska’s ‘addictive texters’. For A.,
having a phone constantly at her side was as much about the fear of
missing out as about social gratification. The phone had become an
essential aid for negotiating everyday social relations, an ‘always-
on’ link to closest friends and wider peer networks. The dynamism
of youth culture requires constant synchronisation between peers
(Tully 2002). In this sense, mobile phone consumption enhanced



282 / Brand in the Hand or Sand in the Hand?  A Contextualized Account of Adolescents’ Mobile Phone Consumption

social relations, providing the stimulus to foster and sustain net-
works of relationships.

Social engineering through mobile consumption had differing
consequences dependent on geographic locality. For those living in
more rural contexts, mobiles were used to maintain social connec-
tions when distance was prohibitive. The ability to exchange gossip
and stories at any precise moment meant that texting was often
preferred to cheaper options such as the internet or landline phones
(which would typically be paid for by parents). It also acted as a
ready replacement for getting together. As two boys explained:

Researcher: Tell me why it is important to you then?
M: Because I can just talk to my friends and text my friends
A: It is a way of going out without going out
M: Yes, it’s a way of going out with your friends whilst you are
in your bedroom
( males, 14, urban fee-paying school)

This example illustrates how mobiles have further contributed
towards the media richness of ‘bedroom culture’ (Brown et al.
2004), encouraging adolescents to retreat further into their own
personalised spaces, safe in the knowledge that their social partici-
pation can continue whilst at home. This suggests that new media
forms are creating new patterns of socialisation which no longer
rely on physical presence. This was not restricted to cases where
there were significant geographic barriers to meeting, however: one
14 year-old girl explained how one of her favourite activities on the
way home from school was exchanging texts with her cousin-even
though she lived in the same street and shared a bus home. Even
spending time with “best friends” did not preclude being in mobile
contact with others. S. for example, could not imagine spending any
time away from home without her mobile phone as this provided her
with her virtual link to a wider network of friends, and if needed,
parents.

S: … well most nights when I go out, I usually go down to A.’s
for a cup of tea. I usually go to her house for a cup of tea and
then into her back garden for a fag basically, most nights,
because no-one in her house smokes like….sometimes we go
into the kitchen and get the chocolate biscuits out when I’m
starving …
I don’t go anywhere without my phone, it’s always next to me
(female, 15, rural state school)

As Moisio (2003) points out, mobile phone consumption can
also have negative consequences. Ling (2000) suggested that from
mid-teens onward, a minority of young people are ideologically
opposed to mobile consumption, exhibiting cynicism towards such
status-driven attractions. The mobile phone can therefore be the
catalyst for rejecting social conformity. In this context, one group
was keen to explain that although they owned mobiles, they were
not “obsessed” by them, and had reservations about their social
impact:

Researcher: Tell me about why you haven’t taken pictures of
mobile phones then?
B: I don’t have one but my brother lends me one
S: Mine is about sixth hand, I do use it sometimes when we go
out to keep in contact with my friends
Researcher: Describe how important it is to you…
E: We aren’t obsessed with it
S: E. used to be obsessed with it!
E: I wasn’t obsessed with it but I realised that I don’t really
need to use one now. But we wanted to have a phone because

my brother is always on the internet. Or his phone is engaged.
We can hardly ever get through
E: But I think phones are anti-social… because everyone that
has got a phone, is just sitting there, speaking with the phone.
I get annoyed when T. always has his on. His is a video camera
on his phone, which is quite sad that people can’t live without
their phone.   (mixed group, 16, rural state school)

For this group of older adolescents, mobiles represented an
almost unwanted necessity, at odds with their identity and underly-
ing values, and perhaps even stimulating a search for alternative
ways of expressing their sense of self. They also expressed concern
about using mobile phones in company. As Agnelli et al (2004)
observe, mobile phone etiquette is not particularly well established.
This was the only group which appeared troubled by such matters
however.

Social Facilitation: Organising, Enhancing and Re-Living
Experiences

Mobile phones facilitated the organisation, enhancement and
re-living of cultural experiences. Two contrasting examples show
how cultural context influenced out of the home mobile consump-
tion. The first example relates to the use of mobiles to organise the
activities of larger groups of adolescents, referred to by Petersen
(1996) as ‘gangs’ or ‘cliques’. In this case, adolescents from a
radius of over fifty miles got together for a snowboarding ‘expres-
sion session’ at their local dry ski slope (Hillend):

D: This is us on snowboards [looking at photograph]. We hike
the jump at Hillend, getting the toll, to hike up three hundred
meters up the slope and jump
Researcher: Tell about who goes to these sessions?
D: Anything up to fifty people really. I mean there’s a lot of
people you don’t know as well who come up for it. Maybe
twenty you know by name. We go on a Friday night after
school…
Researcher: …so how do such evenings happen?
D: Well, we all exchange numbers and when someone makes
the first call, well it just goes from there. It’s a spontaneous
kind of thing.       (male, 15, urban fee paying school)

Such sessions allowed adolescents to demonstrate their skill
and creativity in social, often sport-related contexts, as members of
loose ‘subcultural’ or tribal groupings (Maffesoli 1996), bonded
together, even temporarily, over common interests. Sometimes,
groups could be half a dozen; other times almost one hundred
people strong, depending on formality of arrangement and chosen
location. As D. suggests, mobiles played a peripheral role in the
actual event but an essential one in organizing it. D. went on to
discuss how on the way home, participants constantly exchanged
texts to re-live and dissect the evening’s experiences. This example
shows how intrinsically linked mobile consumption is to adoles-
cents’ out of home experiences. Gillard et al (1998) referred to this
constant adjustment of everyday activities as ‘micro-coordination’,
using the flexibility of mobile texting to respond almost immedi-
ately to an ever-changing cultural context. A more extreme ex-
ample in which mobiles have moved from the periphery to the
forefront of cultural experiences as been the ‘flash-mobbing’ phe-
nomenon, the orchestrated formation of apparently ‘spontaneous’
crowds of people through their mobiles.

A second example involved the use of camera phones to
disseminate visual images of cultural experiences. Images taken
from a musical concert were swiftly disseminated to best friends
and sometimes wider networks of peers, even before the event had
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finished. Such practices show vividly how new forms of media such
as camera phones extend cultural experiences to a wider audience,
offering visual as well as verbal exchange. Such practices were
conducted with complete disregard for any legal contraventions;
the risks involved might even have heightened the consumption
experience. Furthermore, they appeared to provide an outlet for
asserting peer group credibility, contributing to an enhanced sense
of self- identity. The subsequent texts and postings on bulletin
boards continued the practice, intensifying word of mouth through
either positive or negative feedback. This illustrates how new forms
of media speed up and broaden the process of consumption, altering
the consumption context almost instantaneously.

Social Reconstruction: Re-Defining ‘Private Space’
Mobile consumption can also be understood as a means of

reconstructing social norms and space. Ling and Campbell (2006)
argue that wireless communication is contributing to new spatio-
temporal contexts, changing definitions of public and private space.
Texting transformed what might have traditionally been considered
a public place into an intensely private one:

A: You can say what you want without having to say, it’s more
private. If you want to say it to someone and maybe they are
in a public place, they can beep and they can read it without
anybody else hearing that conversation   (female, 15, suburban
state school)

This can have both positive and negative consequences, de-
pending on the nature of that communication and the impact on
significant others nearby. In this research, young people valued the
increased intimacy such communication allowed, enabling them to
conduct social interchange in contexts that might discourage face-
to-face communication. Texting in this example allowed young
people to conduct social conversations in public places sometimes
in close proximity to those not included-friends, teachers, or of
course parents. Notwithstanding one group’s concerns about the
etiquette of this, using mobiles in this way can be understood as a
way of circumventing social barriers and potential embarrassment.
Indeed, a recent study amongst British 11-21 year-olds found
texting to be preferred over talking by phone or emailing for flirting,
arranging a first date, and even ending a relationship (Haste 2005).

Mobiles also allowed young people to extend their ‘private
space’ well beyond the home, safe in the knowledge that they had
a tangible link back to home and their parents. Mobiles were seen
an important way of increasing independence whilst maintaining a
virtual connection:

A: When I go out, I always make sure I have got my phone on
me, in case they need to contact me or I need to get in touch
with them. It makes them feel better and I know they won’t be
worrying about me    (female, 15, suburban state school)

Indeed, by reassuring parents that they were always within
reach, carrying a mobile phone may have allowed them to venture
further afield or even stay out later.

Social Screening: Resisting the Intrusion of the Commercial
Text

Adolescents recounted a torrent of negative experiences in-
volving text-based commercial communication, both solicited and
unsolicited. Even when they had granted permission, continual
commercial texting built up feelings of resentment. Attempts to
unsubscribe were seen as excessively complex. As J. and M

explained, commercial advertising through mobile phones were
intrusive, blocking the everyday exchanges of communication
between friends:

J. Because my phone only holds about ten text messages, and
then you are getting sent messages from others taking up your
whole box, and then you might get excited, because you think
your friends have texted you, and you get this boring phone
message from a company you don’t want to hear from…
(female, 16, rural state school)

M: You just want to hear the voice of the person you are talking
to, a mobile for me is like not receiving any junk mail or
whatever or just wasting your time. Whereas I use my mobile
phone to talk to my friends       (male, 14, urban fee-paying
school)

In general, the intensely private and time-sensitive nature of
mobile communication highlighted earlier left little room for com-
mercial communications. There were few examples of participants
responding to commercially orientated communication, and these
only occurred at a time and place that suited them; in this sense at
least, the asynchronous nature of digital forms of media (Ruggiero
2000) such as mobile phones could work in marketers’ favour. Such
positive examples, however, were far outweighed by accounts of
insensitive and persistent attempts to initiative or extend relation-
ships with young people. The concept of an active, skepical “reader
of texts” is a familiar one in traditional advertising contexts (Scott
1994), and these findings in relation to new media are consistent
with other forms of consumer resistance (Holt 2002). This is not a
case of pockets of resistance: most young people in this research
were deeply sceptical towards attempts at mobile (and indeed
internet) marketing, regarding such actions as invasive and intrud-
ing on their rights to personal privacy. Literally and metaphorically,
they “rejected the text”.

DISCUSSION
In keeping with this paper’s focus on the social context of

consumption, we recognise that the findings reported here are
specific to a particular group of adolescents, living in particular
parts of Scotland, at a particular time. Indeed, this market is so
dynamic that the technical capabilities and pricing structures of
mobile devices have changed considerably since these participants
talked about their experiences. Nonetheless, we hope that these
findings raise questions and challenge assumptions about mobile
phone consumption in other contexts, amongst other groups.

Ritson and Elliott (1999) have highlighted the range of social
meanings and uses surrounding British adolescents’ consumption
of advertising. This study suggests that social context is also
fundamental to their mobile phone consumption. In some respects,
this is hardly surprising: by definition, there can be no solitary
subject of mobile phones, since their key purpose is to connect
people to each other. Despite this, much prior marketing and
consumer research on mobile phone consumption has focused on
private and intrapersonal rather than interpersonal factors.

Although the social purpose of mobile phones is self-evident,
this paper highlights the different forms and meanings of social
connection it offered the adolescents in this study. Mobile phones
were their constant companions, but in contrast to marketers’
visions of an exciting new medium for reaching and engaging with
youth audiences, participants in this study resented and resisted
commercial messages intruding into the main business of mobile
phones: including or excluding their peers; organising, enhancing
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and reliving experiences; and redefining social spaces. This asym-
metry between marketers and their young audience resonates with
Gronröös’s (1994) argument that if relationship marketing is to
work, it must benefit companies and consumers alike. In this
context, marketers would do well to reflect on the following
metaphor:

“Relationships-of all kinds-are like sand held in your hand.
Held loosely, with an open hand, the sand remains where it is.
The minute you close your hand and squeeze tightly to hold on,
the sand trickles through your fingers. You may hold onto
some of it, but most will be spilled. A relationship is like that.
Held loosely, with respect and freedom for the other person, it
is likely to remain intact. But held too tightly, too possessively,
the relationship slips away and is lost.”      Anonymous
quotation, Thinkexist.com 2005

Commercial messages that respect the socially constructed
nature of mobile consumption–and offer young consumers some
form of social capital-may allow marketer-consumer relationships
to bear fruit. If, however, marketers’ enthusiasm for mobile phones
as a “brand in the hand” leads them to grip young people too tightly
through intrusive and insensitive mobile-directed messages, they
may find their market slipping away like the “sand in the hand”
depicted above.

These findings contribute to the ‘marketplace culture’ strand
of consumer culture theory (Arnould and Thompson 2005), in that
they illustrate how a group of adolescents “forge feelings of social
solidarity and create distinctive, fragmentary, self-selected, and
sometimes transient cultural worlds through the pursuit of common
consumption interests…” (p.873). The centrality of social net-
works and consumption communities to their consumption of
mobile phones resonates with Cova’s (1994) argument that in
postmodern societies, goods and services may be desired more for
their “linking value” than their functional or private symbolic
value.

Just as consumers’ responses to ads cannot be determined by
the texts themselves (Scott 1994, Mick and Buhl 1992), the patterns
of social exchange arising from these adolescents’ use of mobile
phones were wider, richer, and more nuanced than could be inferred
from their technical specification. This suggests little room for
manoeuvre by marketers seeking to communicate with adolescents
through this medium, or for researchers who examine such phe-
nomena through the lens of the “solitary subject” rather than that of
the agentic, socially situated consumer.
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