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Phubbing friends: Understanding face
threats from, and responses to, friends’
cell phone usage through the lens of
politeness theory
Lynne Kelly, Aimee E. Miller-Ott, & Robert L. Duran

The study examined friends’ phubbing (i.e., the act of snubbing a relational partner by using
a cell phone in his/her presence), through the lens of politeness theory. Quantitative and
qualitative data from 404 participants revealed that, although most accepted the behavior
and did not view it as a face-threatening act (FTA), others perceived it as face threatening,
particularly of positive face, eliciting varied negative emotions. Specific behaviors such as
repeatedly looking at the phone or playing a game alone had the highest positive face-threat
scores. Most chose not to respond to the FTA. Results indicated that increased perception of
the behavior as face threatening was associated with higher reported likelihood of responding
with politeness strategies, although no specific strategy emerged as the preferred response.

Keywords: Cell Phones; Face; Friendships; Phubbing; Politeness Theory

Cell phones are ever-present in social situations.Most people report using their cell phones
in public contexts and during private interactions (Rainie & Zickurh, 2015). Researchers
have coined the term “phubbing” (e.g., Roberts & David, 2016) to refer to the act of
snubbing a relational partner by using a cell phone in his or her presence. Many people
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report that phubbing is wrong but do it anyway (Harrison, Bealing, & Salley, 2015).
Phubbing is problematic because people expect conversational partners to be attentive
(Miller-Ott &Kelly, 2016); however, partners are challenged to give attention to the person
they are withwhile also feeling expected to be continuously reachable by cell phone (Bayer,
Campbell, & Ling, 2016). Thus, parties feel competition for attention (Turkle, 2008),
prompting researchers to investigate how cell phone use by co-present relational partners
impacts perceptions of communication quality (e.g., VandenAbeele, Antheunis, & Schou-
ten, 2016), relational outcomes like satisfaction (e.g., Kelly,Miller-Ott, &Duran, 2017), and
personal feelings and outcomes such as depression andostracism (e.g., Coyne, Stockdale,&
Summers, 2019; Hales, Dvir, Wesselmann, Kruger, & Finkenauer, 2018).

In friendships, the limited research thus far suggests co-present cell phone use nega-
tively affects friends’ perceptions of interaction quality (Brown, Manago, & Trimble,
2016), and interaction quality subsequently affects friendship satisfaction (Wilson, Harris,
& Vazire, 2015).What is it about phubbing that leads to negative interaction and relation-
ship outcomes in friendships? Hales et al. (2018) argued that phubbing negatively impacts
relational evaluation, defined by Leary and Baumeister (2000) as “the degree to which
other people regard their relationships with the individual to be valuable, important, or
close” (p. 9). Phubbing sends “disconfirming relational messages” (Caplan, 2018, p. 193)
which can create loss of face. Focus group participants perceived friends’ cell phone use
when spending time together as rude, disrespectful, and exhibiting a lack of care, in
essence threatening their positive face (Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2017). They also reported
negative face threats stemming from not wanting to tell their friends to stop using the
phone. Individuals whose co-present friends use their phones report feeling ostracized and
that their needs for inclusion are unmet (Hales et al., 2018). However, when experiencing
a high degree of face threat, friends are less likely to confront the person engaging in the
face-threatening act (FTA) than partners in other relationship types (Bernhold, Dunbar,
Merolla, & Giles, 2018). Bernhold et al. (2018) argued that friends do not want to violate
each other’s negative face by imposing an unwanted behavior on them.

These studies suggest that friends see co-present cell phone use as problematic and
possibly face threatening but may avoid directly confronting a friend about the use, even
though usagemay reduce interaction quality and satisfaction. Considering that friendships
contribute to individuals’ happiness (Li & Kanazawa, 2016) and well-being (Sherman,
Lansford, & Volling, 2006), and that cell phones are ever-present in time spent with
relational partners, it is important to understand the extent to which individuals view co-
present friends’ phone use as face threatening and whether they attempt politeness
strategies in response. Examining phubbing as face threatening may contribute to under-
standing why it is tied to negative outcomes or what people do to respond. The present
exploratory study utilized a quantitative and qualitative approach to examine the extent to
which friends perceive cell phone use when together as face threatening and, if so, which
politeness strategies they use to manage the situation. Politeness theory, with its focus on
management of one’s own and other’s face needs for both acceptance and autonomy
(Brown & Levinson, 1987), provided the analytical lens for the study.
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Cell phone use with co-present others

Cell phone use in social situations is pervasive, with 90% of respondents in a Pew survey
reporting using their phones during their most recent social activity (Rainie & Zickurh,
2015). Using covert naturalistic observations in a university student restaurant, Vanden
Abeele, Hendrickson, Pollmann, and Ling (2019) found phubbing occurred in 62 of 100
dyads. The more people experience phubbing, the more likely they are to perceive it as
normative (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016). A study of college students revealed
that most believe it is unacceptable to text others while with friends but do it anyway
(Harrison et al., 2015), suggesting that phubbingmay be viewed as expected but negative
(Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2015). In focus groups with college students who reflected on cell
phone usage when spending time with romantic partners, Miller-Ott and Kelly (2016)
uncovered two sets of competing discourses, one set that may illuminate why people use
cell phones even when they know they should not: the discourses of community and
romance.Within this set of discourses, participants voiced that they are expected to have
cell phones on and that they should be reachable by others at all times (i.e., community)
but that they are expected to be completely attentive toward their partners when
spending time together (i.e., romance). Relational partners are being pulled in opposite
directions—they are expected to be attentive to each other but also reachable by their
other contacts.

Studies of co-present cell phone usage and phubbing have produced consistent
results. In a study of friend and unacquainted dyads, participants rated partners as
less polite and attentive if they sent a text message or checked an incoming one and
perceived the conversation to be of lower quality (Vanden Abeele et al., 2016).
Studies report that interaction quality suffers when conversational partners use
their cell phones (e.g., Brown et al., 2016; Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018).
Individuals feel distracted when cell phones are used during interaction (Dwyer,
Kushlev, & Dunn, 2018), may view partners as distracted (Vanden Abeele et al.,
2019), and experience less enjoyment (Dwyer et al., 2018) and lower conversational
intimacy (Vanden Abeele et al., 2019). Moreover, phubbing is associated with lower
relationship satisfaction (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018). Halpern and Katz
(2017) found a reduction in the perceived quality of romantic relationships when
partners engaged in constant texting because attention to their phones, rather than
the partner, produced conflicts and decreased intimacy.

Although most studies measure cell phone usage dichotomously (i.e., phone was used
or not), two studies suggest that the quantity of phubbing is relevant. Chotpitayasunondh
and Douglas’s (2018) findings indicated lower perceived communication quality and
satisfaction when phubbing occurred most of the time compared to part of the time.
Vanden Abeele et al. (2019) reported higher ratings of distraction and lower ratings of
intimacy associated with greater frequency of phubbing. The type of phone behavior also
seems to be important in determining relational impact of the usage, but in only one study
was this examined systematically and only in romantic relationships (i.e., Kelly et al.,
2017). In focus group studies, Miller-Ott and Kelly (2015, 2017) found people’s percep-
tions of cell phone usage did vary by what people are doing on the phone. For example,
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participants perceived a quick text as much more acceptable than scrolling through social
media or playing a game. Moreover, context mattered in that participants felt more
negatively about phone use in situations like a restaurant compared to “hanging out.”
Certain behaviors (e.g., playing a game on the phone) are considered negative expectancy
violations at a restaurant but not while at home (Kelly et al., 2017).

The research reviewed thus far reveals that phubbing occurs often and is associated
with lower conversational quality and decreased relationship satisfaction, particularly if
the phone usage is extensive and occurs in a context in which relational partners expect
to be interacting with each other. These negative outcomes may be due, at least in part,
to phubbing being perceived as devaluation of the relationship and the individual.
Participants in Miller-Ott and Kelly (2015, 2016, 2017) studies suggested they felt
devalued when the other used the phone more than briefly. One participant, for
example, remarked, “‘Friends are supposed to show that I am important and what I’m
saying is important,’ but using the phone indicates the device is more important”
(Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2017, p. 197). Hales et al. (2018) argued that phubbing among
friends is a form of ostracism because cell phone usage threatens an individual’s four
basic needs (i.e., belonging, self-esteem, control, and meaningful existence). Hales et al.
(2018) assigned participants to one of three conditions (control, eating breakfast alone;
inclusion, having a serious talk with a friend during which the friend is giving full
attention; and phubbing, having a serious talk with a friend during which the friend uses
the phone). The researchers found that compared to the control and inclusion condi-
tions, the phubbing condition was related to decreased need satisfaction, increased pain,
and increased feelings of ostracism. They concluded that phubbing interferes with
people’s basic psychological needs to belong but the effect is partially mediated by
relational evaluation. Relatedly, Chotpitayasunondh and Douglas (2018) found that
phubbing threatened individuals’ need to belong, whichmediated the effect of phubbing
on perceived communication quality and relationship satisfaction.

In sum, phubbing creates a context in which friends can feel devalued, uncared for,
and ostracized; in essence, phubbing is potentially face threatening. However, friends
may be unlikely to confront directly their friend after a face threat (Bernhold et al.,
2018) and may instead choose other options for responding, if they respond at all.
Politeness theory, with its focus on face needs and responses to face threats, was the
theoretical framework for this study. The theory posits politeness strategies individuals
may use to manage potentially positive and negative face-threatening situations.

Politeness theory

Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, grounded in Goffman’s (1967) work,
advances the concept of face as “the public self-image that every member wants to claim
for himself [or herself]” (1987, p. 61). Brown and Levinson argue that face and face
concerns are universal and “politeness [conceptualized broadly] subsumes just about
every facet of the social world” (p. 47). A person’s positive face includes the desire to be
“appreciated and approved of,” and negative face reflects the desire to have “freedom of
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action and freedom from imposition” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 61). A speaker may
engage in behaviors that threaten the recipients’ positive face (e.g., advice, expressions of
strong negative emotions) and negative face (e.g., interrupting, showing non-attention)
(Brown & Levinson, 1987, pp. 66–67).

Brown and Levinson (1987) posit that two conversational partners will be concerned
with satisfying both of their face needs and that, unless one of the partners wants to fulfill
their needs at the expense of saving the other’s face, then they will try to minimize the
face threat of the other. When one partner’s communication may threaten the other’s
face, they will choose a politeness strategy that corresponds with how face threatening
they perceive their communication to be.

Individuals can use five different strategies to minimize face threats (Brown &
Levinson, 1987). When deciding which strategy to use, conversational partners take
into consideration how they may want to communicate what they want, how efficient
they wish to be, and how much they wish to maintain the other’s face. These strategies
are bald-on record, positive politeness, negative politeness, going off-record, and not
doing the FTA. Bald-on record is a direct, unambiguous response that does not address
face needs and is used when efficiency is more important than face-saving. “Redressive
action” involves attending to face and using positive politeness (i.e., confirming their
own or the partners’ positive face) or negative politeness (i.e., avoiding interference with
their own or the partners’ negative face needs). Going “off-record” is ambiguous and
indirect (e.g., hinting). Partners can also avoid doing the FTA altogether—this may help
avoid the face-threat but the partner does not meet their conversational goal(s). They
also argue for a sixth strategy, which is a mix of positive and negative politeness in
a “hybrid” form (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 230), through joking and apologizing, for
example.

Research questions

The research on phubbing to this point, largely focused on romantic partners and
spouses (e.g., Halpern & Katz, 2017; Wang, Xie, Wang, Wang, & Lei, 2017), indicates
that it is common and has negative impacts on interaction quality, relational outcomes,
and individual outcomes such as need fulfillment. Researchers have given less attention
to phubbing in friendships and have not examined specific types of usage engaged in by
co-present friends even though the type of behavior makes a difference in how romantic
partners perceive and respond to phubbing (Kelly et al., 2017). Research has also ignored
how people respond communicatively to others’ use of phones in their presence, but
what people say or do when they are phubbed undoubtedly affects their relationship and
their own feelings and need fulfillment. There is limited evidence that phubbing is
associated with perceptions of relational devaluation (Hales et al., 2018) and is seen as
face threatening (Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2017), but more research is needed. Thus, polite-
ness theory as a framework is appropriate for examining cell phone use with co-present
friends to examine whether individuals do indeed perceive phubbing as a face threat to
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positive and/or negative face and, if so, which politeness strategies they use in response.
The present study was designed to explore these issues, posing the questions:

RQ1: To what degree are specific types of cell phone usage in the presence of
a friend perceived as threatening positive and negative face?

RQ2: What politeness strategies do individuals report using in this context?

RQ3: Are politeness strategies associated with perceived face threats (i.e., positive
or negative) across a number of phone usage behaviors?

RQ4: Do participants’ open-ended responses based on an actual experience with
a friend support and/or extend the quantitative results?

Method

Participants

Participants (n = 404) were recruited through nonrandom network sampling (e.g.,
word of mouth, social media posts) and through an online research announcement
board at a mid-sized public Midwestern university. Participants enrolled in commu-
nication courses earned extra or course credit for completing the online survey.

The sample consisted of 99 males and 304 females (1 preferred not to answer), ages
18–70 (M = 25.90, SD = 11.15). Most were white (80.4%), with 9.7% black, 1.5% Asian,
4.7% Hispanic, and the remaining mixed race or other. On average, participants
reported receiving/making 3.19 (SD =5.06) calls in a typical day, sending/receiving
75.72 (SD = 108.68) text messages, engaging in 1.65 (SD = 3.74) video chats, and
29.78 (SD = 53.15) times posting/checking social media.

Measures

The four-part, anonymous survey was administered online and took approximately 15–20
minutes to complete. The university’s Human Subjects Committee approved the study.

The first part consisted of demographic questions and items asking for estimates
of how much participants used their cell phone/smartphone for calling, texting,
video chatting, and posting/checking social media.

Part two measured degree of perceived positive and negative face threat posed by
eight cell phone behaviors (e.g., “Your friend answers a call from a family member,”
“Your friend plays a game alone on his/her phone”). The behaviors were adapted from
Kelly et al.’s (2017) study of co-present romantic partners. Participants were instructed
to: “Imagine you are with a close friend for the purpose of spending time together
(NOT a romantic partner or a person you are romantically interested in). You and this
friend could be anywhere but it is just the two of you; you are NOT with other friends
although there may be other people around who are strangers (for instance, you might
be at a coffee shop or restaurant).” They were given the list of phone behaviors and asked
to rate, using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), how they
would perceive each. The three positive face-threat items (i.e., My friend’s action: is
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rude; is insensitive; shows disrespect toward me) and three negative face-threat items
(i.e., My friend’s action: limits my choices; takes away my independence; invades my
privacy) were adapted from Cupach and Carson’s (2002) 14-item measure of perceived
face threat and selected because they had the highest factor loadings. Alpha reliabilities
were all high, ranging from a low of .82 to a high of .97.

Part three measured likelihood of using six responses to the same cell phone
behaviors, again using 7-point scales. The directions stated: “The next items present
behaviors a close friend might engage in while you are together for the purpose of
spending time with each other AND responses you might have to those behaviors.
Mark the line that best reflects how likely you are to respond that way to each
behavior.” The first response, “I would say/do nothing,” was from Kelly et al. (2017)
who found this to be a common response by co-present romantic partners, even when
they viewed the use negatively. Saying or doing nothing in response represented not
engaging in an FTA (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Authors generated four responses
based on Brown and Levinson’s descriptions of politeness strategies: going off record
(“I’d give a nonverbal signal, for instance, rolling my eyes or clearing my throat as
a hint to my friend to stop using the phone”); bald-on-record (“I’d tell my friend to get
off the phone and pay attention to me”); positive politeness (“I’d say something like
‘It’s so good to hang out with you. Could you listen to this for a minute?’”); and
negative politeness (“I’d say something like ‘Would it be ok if you stopped using your
phone for just a minute?’”). The sixth response, “I’d start using my own phone so my
friend wouldn’t feel bad about using his/hers,” represents a hybrid strategy addressing
both positive and negative face as identified by Miller-Ott and Kelly (2017) in their
focus group study. A participant explained that when a copresent friend is using
a phone, “’I don’t want to make them feel bad because it has the potential to be
awkward so I kind of pull out my phone’” (Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2017, p. 201). Thus, the
behavior addresses positive face but also, as Miller-Ott and Kelly concluded, “both
parties’ time is not wasted because both are able to use their phones” (p. 201).

The final section asked open-ended questions. Participants were instructed to “tell
us about the most recent time when you were with a close friend for the purpose of
spending time together and he/she used his/her cell phone in some way. What was
he/she doing on the phone?” Then, participants were asked how they felt about the
phone use and what, if anything, they did in response.

Data analysis

To address RQ1, a one-sample t-test compared the means of perceived positive and
negative face threat posed by specific cell phone behaviors (e.g., receiving a call from
a family member) in the presence of a friend to the mid-point of the response
options (4.00, “Undecided/No Opinion”). To address RQ2, descriptive statistics were
computed for the politeness strategies in response to phubbing.

To test RQ3, canonical correlation was performed. Canonical correlation was
chosen because as Tucker and Chase (1980) expressed, “The general conditions
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under which Rc might be an appropriate choice are those in which the goal is the
assessment of the relationship between two sets of linearly related variables” (p. 212).
Canonical correlation assesses the relationship between a linear combination of one
set of variables, positive and negative face threats, with another set of variables,
politeness strategies. The canonical loadings, which indicate the correlations of the
individual variables with their canonical variates, were used to define the variable
sets. Tucker and Chase (1980) stated that “we advocate interpreting canonical
variates by examining the canonical component loadings. Loadings represent the
correlations of the original data with the derived canonical variate” (p. 208). Further,
a redundancy analysis was performed to assess the amount of set overlap between
the variates. The redundancy index indicates the proportion of variance accounted
for in one set by the other set of variables (Tucker & Chase, 1980). The .05 level of
significance was required for all statistical tests.

To address RQ4 we used phubbing behaviors, feelings about phubbing, and
responses to phubbing from the survey as a priori categories during analysis. We
first met to discuss the coding categories, applied them to example data, and con-
firmed that we had a shared understanding of the coding scheme. Once we were
comfortable with the coding scheme and our ability to apply it similarly, we divided
the data into thirds, and we each examined our respective responses. During analysis,
we looked for any evidence that the open-ended responses reflected the same cate-
gories included in the closed-ended items and also noted any new behaviors, feelings,
and responses that emerged that did not fit into our preexisting categories as evidence
that open-ended data extended the quantitative results. We then compared analyses
with one another (a form of triangulation) to develop an understanding of how the
qualitative findings supported and extended the quantitative data.

Results

RQ1 asked to what degree specific phone behaviors in the presence of a friend are
perceived as threatening positive and negative face. With a scale midpoint of 4.00,
with two exceptions, cell phone behaviors were not perceived as threatening positive
or negative face (See Table 1). Based on one-sample t-tests, positive face-threat
scores were significantly above the scale midpoint for two behaviors: “repeatedly
looking at the cell phone” [t(400) = 6.99, p < .001, M = 4.58, SD = 1.67] and “playing
a game alone on the cell phone” [t(401) = 5.812, p < .001, M = 4.52, SD = 1.81].
Positive face-threat scores for all other behaviors were significantly below the mid-
point (p < .001). The behavior least threatening to positive face was “using your
phone to contact your boss” (M = 1.99, SD = 1.24), followed by “sending or
responding to a text from a family member” (M = 2.08, SD = 1.21). No behaviors
were perceived as negative face threatening as all means were significantly below the
mid-point (p < .001).

RQ2 asked which politeness strategies individuals report using when facing
potential face threats. In general, descriptive statistics revealed the two most
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common responses to a potential face threat were to “say/do nothing,” (i.e., not
engaging in an FTA) followed by the hybrid strategy, “I’d start using my own phone
so my friend wouldn’t feel bad” (See Table 2).

Addressing RQ3, separate canonical correlation analyses were performed to
examine the association between choice of politeness strategies with the type of
perceived face threat for each phone usage behavior (e.g., receiving a call from
a family member, playing a game). Politeness strategies comprised one set, while
positive and negative face-threat scores comprised the other.

Three of the phone behaviors are solitary and likely involvemore usage: playing a game
alone, scrolling through social media, and repeated checking of the phone. For a friend
playing a game alone on the cell phone, the analysis yielded one significant canonical root
[Rc = .50, Rc2 = .25, Wilks’ λ = .73, F(12, 778.00) = 10.86, p < .0001]. Set 1 was primarily
defined by positive face threats (−.98), followed by negative face threats (−.70). Set 2 was
defined by the strategies of going off-record (−.81; i.e., using a nonverbal signal as a hint),
negative politeness (−.80; i.e., asking the friend if it would be ok for him or her to stop
using phone for aminute), positive politeness (−.79; i.e., expressing to friend how good it is
to be together and request that he or she listen), and bald-on-record (−.79; i.e., telling my
friend to get off the phone and pay attention to me). The total redundancy for set 1 given
set 2 was .18 and set 2 given set 1, contained .12 overlap. Playing a solo game on the phone,
thus, was seen as more of a threat to positive than to negative face and was associated with
varied politeness strategies in response, with no strongly preferred response.

The analysis, for the behavior of a friend scrolling through social media sites, produced
one significant canonical root [Rc = .52, Rc2 = .28, Wilks’ λ = .70, F(12, 778.00) = 12.64,
p < .0001]. Set 1 was primarily defined by positive face threats (−.97), followed by
negative face threats (−.76). Set 2 was defined by the strategies of negative politeness
(−.90), positive politeness (−.87), bald-on-record (−.86), and going off-record (−.83).
The total redundancy for set 1 given set 2 was .21 and set 2 given set 1, contained .15

Table 1 Perceived Degree of Positive and Negative Face Threat by Cell Phone
Behaviors.

Cell Phone Behavior

Positive Face Threat

M(SD)

Negative Face Threat

M(SD)

Repeatedly looking at phone 4.58 (1.67) 2.90 (1.47)

Playing game alone on phone 4.52 (1.81) 3.02 (1.39)

Scrolling through social media 3.89 (1.78) 2.75 (1.37)

Contacting romantic partner 3.48 (1.74) 2.65 (1.40)

Sending/responding to text from friend 2.95 (1.58) 2.38 (1.27)

Answering call from family member 2.14 (1.26) 2.11 (1.16)

Sending/responding to text from family 2.08 (1.21) 1.98 (1.11)

Contacting boss/supervisor 1.99 (1.24) 1.93 (1.14)

Note: Based on a 7-point scale.
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Table 2 Likelihood of Using Politeness Strategies by Cell Phone Behaviors.

Cell Phone Behavior Politeness Strategy Mean (SD)

Repeatedly looking at phone Don’t engage in FTA 4.31 (1.98)

Hybrid 4.25 (1.90)

Off-record 3.70 (1.98)

Positive politeness 3.53 (2.01)

Bald-on-record 3.36 (2.04)

Negative politeness 3.48 (2.06)

Playing game alone on phone Don’t engage in FTA 3.93 (1.93)

Hybrid 4.39 (1.94)

Off-record 3.95 (1.96)

Positive politeness 3.98 (1.99)

Bald-on-record 3.74 (2.09)

Negative politeness 3.86 (2.08)

Scrolling through social media Don’t engage in FTA 4.74 (1.96)

Hybrid 4.77 (1.91)

Off-record 3.47 (1.95)

Positive politeness 3.30 (1.94)

Bald-on-record 3.23 (2.02)

Negative politeness 3.31 (2.02)

Contacting romantic partner Don’t engage in FTA 4.96 (1.85)

Hybrid 4.56 (1.83)

Off-record 3.29 (1.93)

Positive politeness 3.03 (1.84)

Bald-on-record 2.90 (1.90)

Negative politeness 2.93 (1.90)

Sending/responding to text from friend Don’t engage in FTA 5.20 (1.90)

Hybrid 4.62 (1.78)

Off-record 2.84 (1.78)

Positive politeness 2.76 (1.72)

Bald-on-record 2.53 (1.68)

Negative politeness 2.70 (1.77)

Answering call from family member Don’t engage in FTA 5.73 (1.80)

Hybrid 5.30 (1.61)

Off-record 2.21 (1.59)

Positive politeness 2.09 (1.54)

Bald-on-record 1.83 (1.41)

Negative politeness 2.00 (1.52)

Sending/responding to text from family Don’t engage in FTA 5.61 (1.86)

Hybrid 4.70 (1.98)

Off-record 2.10 (1.40)

(Continued)

10 L. Kelly et al.



overlap. Primarily perceived as threatening positive face, social media scrolling was
associated with varied politeness strategies.

For a friend repeatedly looking at the phone, the analysis yielded one significant
canonical root [Rc = .44, Rc2 = .25, Wilks’ λ = .19, F(12, 770.00) = 8.61, p < .0001]. Set 1
was primarily defined by positive face threats (−.97), followed by negative face threats
(−.69). Set 2 was defined by the strategies of negative politeness (−.92), positive politeness
(−.89), going off-record (−.83), and bald-on-record (−.83). The total redundancy for set 1
given set 2 was .14 and set 2 given set 1 contained .11 overlap. Participants perceived
repeated looking at the phone asmore of a threat to positive than negative face. Perceptions
of face threat were associated with greater likelihood of using politeness strategies, again
with no clearly preferred response.

The remaining five phone behaviors pertained to texting or calling with a friend, family
member, romantic partner, or boss/supervisor. For a friend sending or responding to texts
from a friend, the analysis yielded one significant canonical root [Rc = .53, Rc2 = .25,Wilks’
λ = .73, F(12, 778.00) = 10.86, p < .0001]. Set 1 was primarily defined by positive face
threats (−.94), followed by negative face threats (−.89). Set 2 was defined by the strategies
of negative politeness (−.87), going off-record (−.86), bald-on-record (−.81), and positive
politeness (−.79). The total redundancy for set 1 given set 2 was .24 and set 2 given set 1,
contained .15 overlap. Thus, sending/responding to texts from a friend was perceived as
more threatening of positive face and was associated with engaging the FTA by choosing
a politeness strategy.

For the behavior of a friend sending or responding to a text from a family
member, the analysis produced one significant canonical root [Rc = .49, Rc2 = .24,

Table2 (Continued)

Cell Phone Behavior Politeness Strategy Mean (SD)

Positive politeness 2.03 (1.41)

Bald-on-record 1.93 (1.35)

Negative politeness 1.99 (1.36)

Contacting boss/supervisor Don’t engage in FTA 5.61 (1.97)

Hybrid 4.76 (2.03)

Off-record 2.04 (1.45)

Positive politeness 1.95 (1.42)

Bald-on-record 1.84 (1.38)

Negative politeness 1.89 (1.40)

Note: Based on a 7-point scale.
Don’t engage in FTA = I would say/do nothing.
Hybrid = I’d start using my own phone so my friend wouldn’t feel bad about using his/hers.
Off-record = I’d give a nonverbal signal (for instance, rolling my eyes or clearing my throat) as a hint to my
friend to stop using the phone.
Positive politeness = I’d say something like “It’s so good to hang out with you. Could you listen to this for a minute?”
Bald-on-record = I’d tell my friend to get off the phone and pay attention to me.
Negative politeness = I’d say something like “Would it be ok if you stopped using your phone for just a minute?”

Communication Quarterly 11



Wilks’ λ = .76, F(12, 762.00) = 9.40, p < .0001]. Set 1 was primarily defined by
positive face threats (−.90), followed by negative face threats (−.82). Set 2 was
defined by positive politeness (−.95), negative politeness (−.89), bald-on-record
(−.86), and going off-record (−.85) strategies. The total redundancy for set 1
given set 2 was .18 and set 2 given set 1, contained .13 overlap. Primarily
perceived as a positive face threat, sending/responding to a text from family
was associated with greater likelihood of using politeness strategies rather than
avoiding the FTA.

The analysis, for a friend answering a call from a family member, yielded one
significant canonical root [Rc = .37, Rc2 = .14, Wilks’ λ = .86, F(12, 772.00) = 5.29,
p < .0001]. Set 1 was defined by positive face threats (−.92) and negative face threats
(−.91). Set 2 was defined by the strategies of going off-record (−.86), positive politeness
(−.82), and bald-on-record (−.59). The total redundancy for set 1 given set 2 was .11
and set 2 given set 1, contained .05 overlap. Answering a call from a family member
was viewed as a threat to positive and negative face and was associated with varied
strategies, with less likelihood of choosing a bald-on-record response.

The analysis for a friend using the phone to contact a romantic partner
produced one significant canonical root [Rc = .56, Rc2 = .31, Wilks’ λ = .66,
F(12, 774.00) = 14.80, p < .0001]. Set 1 was primarily defined by positive face
threats (−.99), then by negative face threats (−.73). Set 2 was defined by going
off-record (−.89), positive politeness (−.85), bald-on-record (−.85), and negative
politeness (−.76) strategies. The total redundancy for set 1 given set 2 was .24
and set 2 given set 1, contained .17 overlap. Primarily perceived as threatening
of positive face, using the phone to contact a romantic partner was associated
with varied politeness strategies.

Lastly, the analysis, for a friend using the phone to contact his or her boss/
supervisors, produced one significant canonical root [Rc = .49, Rc2 = .24, Wilks’
λ = .75, F(12, 782.00) = 10.13, p < .0001]. Set 1 was primarily defined by
positive face threats (−.99), followed by negative face threats (−.67). Set 2 was
defined by the strategies of positive politeness (−.93), going off-record (−.85),
negative politeness (−.82), and bald-on-record (−.75). The total redundancy for
set 1 given set 2 was .17 and set 2 given set 1, contained .12 overlap. Using the
phone to contact a boss/supervisor was perceived as a greater threat to positive
than negative face and was associated with varied politeness strategies.

Together, the canonical correlations showed participants generally viewed phone
usage behaviors as more threatening to positive than negative face. Moreover, they
indicated that increased perception of the behavior as face threatening was strongly
associated with higher reported likelihood of responding with politeness strategies
rather than avoiding the FTA. However, for the various phone usage behaviors, there
was no clearly preferred strategy.

RQ4 asked if and how participants’ open-ended responses based on an actual
recent experience with a friend using the phone supported and/or extended the
quantitative results. Analysis of open-ended responses supported quantitative
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results in several ways. First, participants reported that friends texted, used
social media, played games, and made and received calls—the behaviors cap-
tured by the closed-ended items. Second, many participants wrote that they
were not bothered by their friends’ use of the phone, indicating they did not
see the behavior as threatening positive or negative face. For instance, Partici-
pant #158 wrote: “My friends can do whatever they want with their personal
phones. I don’t think anyone should be begging for attention.” However, both
quantitative results and qualitative data revealed some degree of perceived
positive face threat, particularly for the behaviors of playing a solo game on
the phone and repeatedly looking at the phone. Some participants were both-
ered by these behaviors. Participant #177 wrote that the friend was “responding
to texts and Snapchats and constantly checking phone when it would light up
with notifications,” and “I felt like what I was saying was not important to
them because they were too concerned with what was on their phone.” The
consistency of the qualitative and quantitative results is noteworthy because the
closed-ended items focused on how they felt in general when a friend phubbed
them whereas open-ended questions asked them to think of the most recent
time a friend had used the phone.

There are several ways in which the qualitative data extended the quantitative
results. First, two additional phone behaviors emerged from open-ended responses:
multiple uses and sharing behaviors. Some participants reported that the friend
engaged in multiple uses (e.g., texting and scrolling through social media), whereas
each closed-ended item measured only a single behavior. Participant #77 reported
that the friend was texting and scrolling through social media and, “It was annoying,
and I felt as if she didn’t want to hang out with me.” Multiple uses of the phone by
the friend could also be seen as a negative face threat, as illustrated by participant #2
whose friend “was texting her other friends and on snapchat the entire time.”
Describing how she felt, she wrote: “I was annoyed because I didn’t know what to
do. I couldn’t talk to her cause she wasn’t listening, but I didn’t want to go on my
phone cause that’s rude.” The closed item, “Repeatedly looking at the phone,” which
obtained the highest mean for perceived positive face threat, may suggest multiple
uses; the open-ended responses provided more explicit information. Participants also
reported sharing behaviors, such as the friend showing a video or photo or looking
up a place to go. Closed-ended items did not measure these behaviors, which
participants viewed as positive and non-face threatening. Only one participant
(#248) said the sharing was “annoying” due to a lack of interest in the videos.

A second way in which the qualitative responses extended the quantitative
results is in how participants felt about the friend’s phone usage. Quantitative
results indicate that, on average, participants only rated two of the phone
behaviors as positive face threats and none as threatening of negative face.
Open-ended responses present a more nuanced and varied view. Participants
fell into four groups expressing different viewpoints on phubbing. First, a large
group of them reported negative feelings with the most common being annoyed
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or irritated, or finding the behavior rude and frustrating. Less common were
feelings like lonely, sad, disconnected from them, hurt, disappointed, upset, and
mad. The responses of these participants did not provide enough detail to
determine whether they felt their negative or positive face was threatened, but
they expressed a variety of negative emotions. A second group expressed the
view that they were not bothered by the friend’s phone usage because they do
or wanted to do the same thing. Participant #21 wrote, “It didn’t bother me, it
gave me an excuse to go on my phone too.” A third group commented that
phone usage in this context is normal (#189, “I do not care. I am young and
this is the way that everyone is. Instead of being upset about it, I learned to just
accept it”). Some seemed to feel ambivalent about it (#26, “In my generation
today, using your cell phone is a normal thing while communicating with
others, it kind of sucks because it takes away from one on one communication
but I do not mind it that much.”), whereas others appeared to accept it at face
value (#110, “I was fine, it is just an everyday thing now a days”). The fourth
group cited specific circumstances that made the friend’s usage fine in this
particular situation such as the use was minimal, it was a family issue, it was
work-related, this friend is a busy person, or the friend was able to continue
conversing even while using the phone.

Finally, the qualitative data enriched the quantitative in the area of how
participants communicatively responded, again revealing more variability and
nuance. First, the closed-ended positive politeness strategy tested was not an
example of joking or friendly teasing even though Brown and Levinson (1987)
include these as positive politeness, yet some participants reported doing just
that (#108, “I made a joke about him being glued to his phone”). Second, the
closed-ended hybrid example was, “Use my own phone so the other doesn’t feel
bad,” but participants wrote that they would use their own phone, saying
nothing about doing so to make the other feel better. Last, what may be
a new type of response emerged from the data set—the participant reported
trying to get involved in some way with what the friend was doing on the
phone. Some participants asked about the well-being of the friend or the
receiver of the friend’s attention (#346, “Asked if everything was okay”; #296,
“I asked her what the problem was between her and her boyfriend”). In other
instances, they asked about what the friend was doing on the phone (#337, “ask
what they were looking at, asked to make a joint post”; #51, “I just asked her
how far she was in the game”). Sometimes they simply asked what the other
was doing or to whom they were talking. It is unclear if they were asking
because of sincere interest in joining in on the friend’s phone usage. If so, the
response might be considered a hybrid politeness strategy in that it appears not
to threaten positive or negative face of either interactant. On the other hand,
the question may have been an indirect way of telling the friend to stop using
the phone, in which case it represents a variation of the off-record politeness
strategy. In both cases, participants asked a question to try to draw the friend’s
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attention back to their co-present interaction but did so by integrating the
friend’s phone usage rather than ignoring or challenging it. This may be an
effective response for restoring conversation between co-present friends in
a satisfactory way.

Discussion

This study was designed to explore how individuals perceive and respond to cell
phone usage by co-present friends. Using the lens of politeness theory (Brown &
Levinson, 1987), the goal was to examine whether people perceive various cell phone
behaviors friends engage in when spending time together as face threatening and, if
so, whether they enact politeness strategies in response. The results suggest several
conclusions worthy of additional research.

First, perceptions of co-present friends’ cell phone usage were not uniform and, in
fact, varied greatly, from viewing it as threatening positive face and evoking negative
feelings to perceiving it as normal and not face threatening. Descriptive statistics
indicated only two behaviors were perceived on average as positive FTAs—repeatedly
looking at the phone and playing a game alone on the phone—and qualitative data
suggested that multiple uses of the phone were also often perceived as threatening
positive face, although multiple uses needs to be teased apart from “repeatedly looking
at the phone” in future research. These behaviors involve considerable attention to the
phone, consistent with previous research indicating more negative outcomes when
phubbing is more extensive (e.g., Vanden Abeele et al., 2019).

Open-ended responses based on participants’ actual experiences revealed impor-
tant variability in perceptions of friends’ cell phone usage, suggesting several view-
points. At one end is the perception that phubbing is a normal practice, although
some expressed ambivalence or reluctant acceptance. A second point of view was
represented by those who were unperturbed by a friend’s phubbing because they
wanted to be able to use their phones freely too (i.e., wanted to protect their own
negative face). A third perspective is that use in particular circumstances is accep-
table, such as the friend had a family issue or the use was work-related, similar to
findings of research on romantic relationships (Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2015, 2016). At
the other end is the perception that phubbing is threatening of positive face and
evokes negative emotions from mild annoyance to anger, hurt, and sadness. Some
participants used terms like “lonely” and “disconnected from them,” suggesting
feelings of being ostracized (Hales et al., 2018). There was very limited evidence in
the quantitative and qualitative data that phubbing threatened negative face in
contrast to Miller-Ott and Kelly (2017). For instance, all of the mean negative FTA
scores were significantly below the midpoints, although the measure of negative face
threats needs refinement as discussed in limitations.

The different viewpoints of co-present friends’ cell phone use expressed by
participants warrant additional research. Perhaps relational satisfaction and indivi-
dual outcomes are negatively impacted when friends hold points of view that are at
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odds, as when one perceives the behavior as a positive FTA and the other accepts it
as normal and expected. When both friends see the behavior as face threatening,
they may refrain from phubbing, or when they both view it as normal, they may
experience no negative feelings or consequences.

Results suggest two aspects of phubbing that may influence perceptions of it as
face threatening: the specific type of phone behavior and, when the behavior involves
non-present others, who the friend is contacting. Regarding behavior type, descrip-
tive statistics and open-ended responses indicated varying degrees of perceived face
threat across behaviors. Participants seemed to distinguish between phone activities
related to communicating with a specific other and self-indulgence (e.g., playing
a game). Repeatedly looking at a phone or playing games may convey boredom or
devaluing of the friend, threatening positive face. Phone behaviors used to stay
connected with others were perceived as less threatening of positive face and may
reflect acceptance of the expectation of continual availability (Bayer et al., 2016).
However, even if accepting use of phones for connectivity, there appeared to be
different perceptions of face threats based on who one is contacting. The rating of
positive face threats was lowest if the contact was with a boss, followed by family,
then friends, and lastly, romantic partners. Thus, what people are doing on phones
matters (Kelly et al., 2017) and with whom they are communicating also seems to
matter. The study design, however, in which participants responded to the face
threat and politeness strategy measures for each cell phone behavior did not enable
appropriate statistical comparisons of behaviors nor with whom the friend was
communicating. Moreover, sharing of content on the phone, a behavior revealed
in open-ended responses and viewed as positive, was not measured quantitatively;
thus, future research comparing degree of face threat for the full array of phone
behaviors and recipients is needed.

This study also examined if and how individuals responded to friends’ phubbing
with politeness strategies. Results suggest the conclusion that most chose not to
respond to the behavior (i.e., not engage the FTA), but when they did, their
responses reflected the array of strategies (off-record, positive politeness, negative
politeness, bald-on-record) posited by Brown and Levinson (1987) with no clearly
preferred response. Inspection of the means for each phone behavior in the hypothe-
tical situation revealed that not engaging the FTA and the hybrid response as we had
operationalized it (i.e., using one’s own phone so the other doesn’t feel bad) were the
most likely responses and bald-on-record was the least likely. The high likelihood of
choosing not to engage the FTA is consistent with Bernhold et al.’s (2018) finding
that friends do not want to impose unwanted behaviors on each other. Moreover,
these results support Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theoretical claim that unless one
of the partners wants to fulfill their needs at the expense of saving the other person’s
face, then they will try to minimize the face threat of the other. A hybrid response is
designed to minimize both positive and negative face threats. The single quantitative
item used to measure a hybrid strategy, “I’d start using my own phone so my friend
wouldn’t feel bad about using his or hers,” was developed from Miller-Ott and
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Kelly’s (2017) focus group responses. We intended this item to measure hybrid
responses but in the open-ended responses from our data, none of the participants
viewed going on their own phone as an attempt to address face threats. Some even
expressed that they saw the friend’s use as an opportunity for them to use their own.
Because there was no qualitative support for reciprocal phone usage as a hybrid
strategy, it may be more accurate to view it as a way to avoid an FTA.

Future research should address this question and investigate other hybrid strate-
gies. For example, some participants tried to get involved with what the friend was
doing on the phone by asking about the person the friend was contacting or asking if
everything was okay. Trying to engage the friend about the phone usage appears to
be a hybrid strategy that minimizes positive and negative face threats and, unlike
using one’s own phone, may be more effective at redirecting attention back to the
co-present interaction. It is unclear, however, if attempts at involvement were sincere
or represented an off-record strategy. Research focused on responses to phubbing
and their effectiveness is warranted, including research using experimental designs.

This study not only contributes to understanding of co-present phone use or phub-
bing by friends and ways in which individuals respond, but it addresses two larger issues.
First, findings may help temper the moral panic, implicit or explicit in some writings
(e.g., Twenge, 2017), particularly about young people’s use of cell phones. Not all co-
present phone behaviors are perceived negatively (e.g., as face threatening) by inter-
actants. Some usage may be viewed as phubbing, particularly if enacted with high
frequency. In contrast, other behaviors involve sharing of phone content as when one
individual shows the other a photo or when the two jointly create a social media post.
Because widespread use of cell phones is a relatively recent phenomenon, individuals are
still working out norms for co-present use. These results suggest it is important for
researchers to take seriously the perceptions of young people as their practices continue
to evolve and recognize differences across phone usage and contexts.

Second, the context of co-present cell phone use presents a challenge to politeness
theory in that it is a dyadic theory, focused on the interaction between two individuals
and their use of language tomanage face and the potential for face threats. When Brown
and Levinson (1987) reference the concept of an audience, they are referring to possible
onlookers or bystanders present who may affect the politeness dynamic such as “defini-
tions of situational ‘formality’” (p. 16). Cell phones, however, may introduce other
interactants, multiplying face needs and the potential for face threats. That is, having
a cell phone present means that one may be contacted or engaged by others (through
calls, texts, social media posts) and be expected to respond. The individual now has the
dual task of addressing face needs with the co-present friend and with the other
person(s) initiating interaction via the phone. Perhaps, then, politeness theory should
be extended to address this new but very common context. Findings of our study and
that of Miller-Ott and Kelly (2017) indicate that individuals are, at least sometimes,
aware of conflicting and multiple face needs and face threats during co-present phone
use and may attempt politeness strategies in response, suggesting an extension of
politeness theory to address co-present phone use. For instance, in addition to politeness
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strategies used with the co-present friend, are they simultaneously attempting tomanage
face needs with non-present others and, if so, how?

The limitations of this study need to be considered when interpreting findings and
conclusions. First, each politeness strategy was operationalized in one way only. For
instance, the “off-record” response item used nonverbal signals (e.g., eye rolling) but
indirect verbal comments may also be an off-record strategy. Participants’ ratings of
politeness strategies may have differed had other enactments of them been provided.
Thus, the quantitative results reflect these specific exemplars of strategies, limiting the
ability to draw conclusions about the broader categories of strategies. Relatedly, negative
face threats did not emerge as important in contrast to Miller-Ott and Kelly (2017),
perhaps due to the measure used. We modified Cupach and Carson’s (2002) measure,
but participants may have had difficulty applying the language of the items (e.g., “My
friend’s action: limits my choices”) to the context. A future study should develop and use
a measure of negative face threat that better fits the context of phubbing.

Another limitation is the use of recalling and imagining experiences with being
phubbed. Participants may be unable to recall nuances of how they felt and
responded, and how they respond about hypothetical situations may not reflect
how they would actually feel or respond. The consistency in findings for the recalled
and imagined situations, however, increases confidence in the results. Using experi-
mental designs in future studies would be useful in overcoming this limitation.

The study is also limited by the imbalance of male and female participants, with
75% female. Although not rare in communication studies relying on volunteers, it
may also reflect sex differences in phubbing behaviors and responses. Hales et al.
(2018) found women reported lower need satisfaction and more feelings of ostracism
and pain when experiencing phubbing compared to men. Future research should
address the role of gender in studies of phubbing.

This study contributes to research on phubbing by focusing on co-present friends’
perceptions of phone usage behaviors as face threatening as well as the politeness
strategies they may enact in response. When viewed as face threatening, phone usage
was generally viewed as a threat to positive face, but perceptions of usage reflected
a range of viewpoints from non-face threatening and normal to face threatening and
evocative of varied negative emotions. The specific behavior (e.g., texting vs playing
a solo game) and with whom the friend is communicating via phone played a role in
perceptions of usage. The most common response to the friend’s phone usage was to do
or say nothing (not engage the FTA), in part because they did not view the usage as a face
threat. When they did, however, they used varied politeness strategies to address face
needs. Overall, these results suggest that norms for co-present phone use and appro-
priate and effective ways to respond to perceived phubbing are a work in progress.
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