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1 

Chapter I 

Introduction 

Alexander Graham Bell made the first telephone call on the 1 O'h 
March 1876 by accident. This call marked the birth of telephony, 
a revolutionary mode of communication, which has now become 
one of the most efficient and cost-effective ways of communicating 
with one another from and to any country in the world. 

Although many of us cannot remember life without the 
telephone, aad cannot fathom how it was ever possible for human 
beings to live without this instrument of communication, some 
people do entertain a love-hate relationship towards it. On the 
one hand, they consider the telephone to be a vital and indispensable 
piece of equipment that helps them to keep in touch with others, 
even when they are living on opposite ends of the globe. On the 
other hand, the telephone can cause anxiety since it may be the 
harbinger of bad news, as on occasions when relatives are informed 
of the death or near fatal accidents of their loved ones over the 
phone. Moreover, telephone calls can at times also cause the called 
to panic, when the caller makes a mistake and dials the wrong 
number. Indeed, such a common and mundane experience has not 
gone unnoticed even in literary works. Brooks (1975: 225) cites a 
play produced by Lucille Fletcher entitled Sorry, Wrong Number 

which reveals 'a hair-raising evocation of the telephone's ability to 
accentuate paranoia and terror.' 

Thus, it is hardly surprising that whenever the telephone rings, 
we are quick to lift up the receiver and answer the call, even when 
we are in the middle of a meeting. For Marshal Mc Luhan (1964: 
271) 'the telephone is an irresistible intruder in time or place.' Mc 
Luhan also notes that the ringing telephone instills a sense of 

1 



2 Keeping in Tottch 

expectation and urgency on the called. He likens the ringing phone 
to a calling bird in which a response is expected. Thus, even if 
there are times when we really do not feel like talking to anyone 
on the phone, or when we are busy, we still feel it is important to 

answer the phone. 
For most people, the telephone is an important part of their life 

and an instrument that helps to maintain and cement their 
relationships with theii: family and friends. For others, especially 
those who live on their own, or are confined within the four walls 
of their home due to illness, the telephone acts as the comforter of 
lonely and sick people. Many people consider the telephone as the 
instrument that ensures their safety and may act as a lifeline in 
emergencies. After all, help is only a phone call away. 

Notwithstanding the mixed feelings that individuals have 
towards the telephone, it is the one mode of communication that 
ensures maintaining contact with one another, regardless of age, 
gender, nationality and distance. 

Until the middle of the twentieth century, in most countries, 
owning a telephone was the prerogative of the wealthy and of the 
professionals. In many respects it was a status symbol. However, 
as from the middle of the twentieth century, having a telephone 
line at home became the norm from which few deviated. In fact, 
nowadays, persons who do not have landline phones are marked 
and stand out because of this fact. It is often the case that for these 
individuals, not having a phone is a conscious decision on their 
part, to ensure that their privacy is respected at all times, 
throughout the day and night. 

Graham Bell's invention revolutionised the way we communicate 
with one another by using a landline phone. Though this 
monograph also discusses the use of this phone by the Maltese, its 
main focus is a later modification to Bell's invention, namely, the 
mobile phone that has now become ubiquitous in many countries 
in the world. 
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General background to Malta 
Since this study focuses on telephone use in Malta, a brief 
background to the island, its linguistic landscape a.nd an overview 
of the telecommunications systems operating in Malta will be 
given. 

The Maltese islands comprise Malta, Gozo and Comino and have 
a population of slightly more than one third of a million. The 
largest island of this group is Malta whose total surface area is 246 
square kilometres and whose largest distance from the northwest 
to the southwest is about 27 kilometres. The greatest width is 14 
kilometres in. an east-westerly direction. Gozo, which has a 
population of around 30,000 is quite different from Malta, not 
only because of its smaller size (it is 14 kilometres long and 7 
kilometres wide), but unlike Malta, it is not the centre of an 
industrial way of life. Gozo enjoys a rural lifestyle as opposed to 
Malta's urban one. Gozo is effectively claiming to be an island 
region. Comino is an extremely small island that sustains only a 
handful of people. 

Malta is only 93 kilometres away from Sicily and 288 kilometres 
from the North African mainland. Since Malta lies at the very 
heart of the Mediterranean, its strategic position has been of 
considerable importance, as shown by the fact that over the 
centuries, Malta was conquered by numerous colonizers namely, 
the Arabs (870-1090), the Normans (1090-1266), the Angevins 
(1266-1283), the Castilians (1412-1530), the Knights of the 
Order of St John (15 30-1798), the French (1798-1800) and the 
British (1800-1964). Malta became an Independent state within 
the Commonwealth in 1964 and a Republic in 1974. Malta has 
been a member of the European Uni_on since May 2004. 

Malta's linguistic landscape 
The Maltese language, the indigenous language of the islanders, 
and which belongs to the Semitic language family, is co-official 
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with English. Although Maltese had been spoken by the islanders 
for a long time, it did not obtain official status until 1934, when 
Maltese became the language of the courts and English the language 
of administration. When Malta obtained its Independence from 
Britain in 1964, Maltese became the national language of Malta 
and one of its two official languages. 

Effectively, Maltese and English are the two official languages of 
Malta. Though Maltese is a Semitic language, its lexicon is replete 
with loan words mainly derived from Italian, French and English, 
a reflection of Malta's chequered past. The most recent language 
survey revealed that a staggering 98.6% of the Maltese claimed 
Maltese as their native language, while a mere 1.2% of the 
respondents stated that both Maltese and English are their native 
languages. Indeed very few respondents claimed to be native 
speakers of either English (1.2%) or Italian (Sciriha & Vassallo 
2001). 

Telec:ommunkatfons systems in Malta 
Despite being miniscule in size, Malta became an important hub 
in telecommunications owing to its strategic position in the 
Mediterranean during World War II. In fact, during this period it 
'handled large volumes of telegraph traffic through its submarine 
cables which connected it to its neighbouring countries in the 
south of Europe and in the northern coast of Africa of the 
Mediterranean' (Grech 2003: 3). 

Prior to 1974, communication services in Malta were provided 
by Cable and Wireless Ltd., Rediffusion Ltd., and the Posts and 
Telephones Departments. It is apposite to remark that the services 
by Cable and Wireless date back to 1928. In 1975, the Maltese 
government nationalised the telecommunications services and gave 
birth to Telemalta corporation, a wholly government owned and 
run organisation. Telemalta was partially privatised in 1998 and 
renamed Maltacom (Grech 2003). 



6 KeejJing in ToNch 

Telemalta was the sole communications operator until 1989, 
when the Maltese government gave a licence to Racal-Telecom of 
the UK to provide mobile cellular telephony in Malta. Telecell as 
the local company was then called, had four-fifths of its shared 
owned by Vodafone Europe Holdings B.V., while the remaining 
one-fifth of its shares was owned by Telemalta. It is apposite to 
highlight the fact that 'Telecell was Vodafone Europe's first venture 
outside the U.K. and paved the way for what was to be the 
beginning of the global expansion which makes Vodafone the 
largest mobile company in· the world' (Grech 2003: 4). Telecell 
first started to operate using analogue technology but switched to 
GSM network in 1989. All mobile phone subscribers were then 
on a contract basis and until the late 1990s the subscriber base 
mostly comprised businessmen and professionals, for whom it was 
important 'to be in when they are out.' In view of the low 
penetration levels of mobile phones during that time, having a 
mobile was viewed by many as yet another status symbol, one 
which according to Goffman (1968: 23), 'carries categorial 
significance, that is, it serves to identify the social status of the 
person.' 

In 2000, another company was given a license to operate by the 
Telecommunications Regulator. In fact, Go Mobile, a subsidiary 
ofMaltacom, the only telephone company which runs the landline 
phones in Malta so far, started its mobile phone operations in 
December 2000. Since Maltacom previously had one-fifth of the 
shares in Vodafone, within six months of operating its mobile phone 
network, it was expected to dispose of its shares in Vodafone Malta. 
This actually happened much later when Vodafone bought 
Maltacom's shares. 

Vodafone and Go Mobile telephone companies both have pre­
paid phone cards. This fact, coupled by inore affordable mobile 
phones sets, effectively meant that virtually everyone, from the 
teenager to the pensioner, could own a mobile phone. 
Unsurprisingly, in 2001, a newspaper article noted that, 'the mobile 
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telephony industry has reported sky-high sales with a staggering 
190,000 local persons owning a mobile phone' (Malta Today: 2002). 

Furthermore, according to the Information Society Indicators 
for mobile phone subscriptions by the National Office of Statistics, 
in March 2002 there were 252,670 persons, that is, 64% population 
of the Maltese who are mobile phone subscribers (NSO, 2002: 1). 

The numbers of subscribers has since then risen even more and 
thus, nowadays, it is not easy to find persons who do not own a 
mobile phone. In fact, in most families, both parents own a mobile 
and so do their teenage children. 

The sociolinguistics of telephony in Malta 
This study addresses sociolinguistic issues arising from the use of 
the fixed and mobile lines by the inhabitants of Malta. Topics that 
will be discussed in the ensuing chapters include telephone 
conversational openings and how the Maltese identify themselves 
when answering the phone, whether they use pleasantries such as 
'How are you?' and whether the Maltese know who should 
terminate the conversation when using both fixed and mobile lines. 
What is the duration of telephone calls on fixed line phones and 
on mobile phones? Other aspects that will be zoomed into are 
mobile phone etiquette and the use of short text messages (SMS). 
How often do mobile phone users send SMS messages to one another 
and why? How long do they expect to wait for an answer to their 
urgent and not so urgent SMS messages? Do the Maltese adhere to 

common conventions regarding mobile phone use? Do language 
and culture affect the way they interact with one another on the 
mobile? Studies by Sifianou 1989; Godard 1977; Carrol 1987; 
Houtkoop-Steenstra 1991 have shown that fixed line telephone 
conversation openings and closings are culture specific. However, 
these studies address only fixed line telephone conversations. Are 
conversational openings by the Maltese also culture-specific and 
do they differ from other fixed line telephone studies? Do they 
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depart from the aforementioned studies? What about using the 
mobile? Are there differences when the Maltese use the fixed line 
as compared to the mobile? 

What are the effects of such high levels of mobile phone owners 
and users on the way they interact with one another? Are people 
communicating more than before because they can contacc most 
people by mobile phone? Do females talk more than males on the 
phone (both fixed line and mobile line)? What is the role of 
teenagers in the high penetration levels of mobile phones) \'Vhy 
do they use their mobile phone? 

To enable the researcher to answer these questions, a quantitative 
survey, representative of the population of the Maltese islands, was 
conducted in November 2002, the results of which are given in 
Chapters 4 - 8. 

The data chapters are in turn preceded by two chapters. Chapter 
II discusses telephone usage as an instrument for the acquisition 
and maintenance of power. Chapter III in turn focuses on the 
methodology used in the empirical research that this monograph 
is based upon. 
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Chapter 2 

The Politics of Telephone Calls 

The telephone is a very popular and convenient mode of interacting 
with others, since we can communicate with people who may be 
living thousands of kilometres away from us, or who may just be 
down the corridor from our office. 

Most of us have been using the telephone since we were just 
toddlers, and the fact that we have been doing so for such a long 
time might lead us to consider a telephonic conversation to be as 
easy as speaking our native language. Deborah Schiffrin (1994) 
considers conversations to be hard work, and since there are no 
visual cues to help telephone interlocutors, this difficulty is further 
compounded in telephone conversations. 

It is somewhat aphoristic to note that parents do not formally 
teach their children their native language. They do not learn their 
native language through formal teaching, but acquire it by being 
immersed in an environment in which the native language is 
continuously spoken. Greetings and goodbyes are among the first 
things that children learn. In modern societies, toddlers start using 
the telephone around the same time as when they start to string 
words into sentences. 

Although for some individuals speaking on the phone is as natural 
as interacting face-to-face, others feel uncomfortable speaking to 

relatives or friends on the phone. Why is this so? Reasons usually 
cited for such unease range from 'feeling uncomfortable speaking 
to someone one cannot see', to 'there are too many pauses between 
one turn and another', to 'one does not know how to start and/or 
how to end the call.' 

9 
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callers feel that they are brushed aside when the called says that 
Tm at a meeting' or Tm busy'. 

The fourth peril results from the fact that during a telephone 
conversation it is easy to be distracted or do something else at the 
same time. 'You don't suddenly go blind for the duration of the 
phone call, and are therefore, prey to all sorts of visual distractions 
- people walking past the window, someone coming in to see you 
and so on' (Honey 1986: 5 ). 

On the phone it is easier to have misunderstandings and for this 
reason, the information given on the phone tends to be inaccurate. 
This can be considered to be the fifth peril. In view of the fact that 
people tend to remember more when there are visual cues, 
information relayed by telephone increases problems in 
communication. 

Thus, the telephone embodies both advantages and disadvantages 
to its users. Using the telephone is not a simple task and the 
mishandling of telephone calls can result in miscommunication 
and resentfulness of both the callers and the receivers. 

Structure of the telephone call 

Caller Hegemony 

Telephone conversations are characterised by the asymmetrical 
relationship between the caller and the answerer. 'The caller acts, 
the answerer must react' (Hopper 1992: 9). This asymmetrical 
relationship constitutes 'caller hegemony' and according to Hopper 
(1992) this manifests itself particularly in two distinctive parts of 
the telephone call, namely, the opening and the dosing of the 
telephone conversation. 

ID Caller 

In the opening of the telephone conversation the caller dials the 
number and thus knows exactly the person they are calling. 
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However, the answerer does not know who is calling him/her, unless. 
the telephone set has the ID Caller installed and a recognisable 
telephone number of the caller is displayed on the telephone screen. 
In this way, the answerer might refrain from answering the call if 
s/hc does not wish to speak to the caller. Thus, having an ID caller 
installed on the telephone helps to neutralise caller hegemony. 
1 his notwithstanding, caller hegemony exists if the caller's 
telephone number is ex-directory, since the answerer has no way of 
knowing the caller. One way of neutralising caller hegemony is 
for the called to refrain from answering the phone when 
'anonymous' or 'private' comes up on the telephone screen. This 
system of blocking out calls with 'anonymous' or 'private' on the 
ID caller screen effectively also blocks other callers who might be 
relatives or friends and whose telephone number is ex-directory. 
So, in truth, caller hegemony still exists when the number is not 
listed in the directory. The answerer can only filter some of the 
calls, but not those that are 'ex-directory'. 

Answering machines 
The telephone answering machine is yet another device to screen 
calls. However, as in the case of the ID Caller, the answering 
machine is not always an effective gatekeeper. The called can filter 
the incoming phone calls not only by checking the telephone 
number, since these machines also have the ID caller installed, 
but, when the telephone number does not show up on the screen, 
then the called may put on the answering machine to filter calls. 
But this machine is not foolproof. Some individuals do not like 
talking to, or leaving messages on an answering machine. Once 
again, an attempt to neutralise caller hegemony is foiled when the 
caller does not leave any message and the caller's number is ex­
directory. 

Thus, as in the case ofID caller and the answering machine, new 
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telephone devices have helped to remove, to some extent, the 
'unknown' aspect as regards caller identity. But even so, the 
answerer usually has no idea as to the topic of conversation the 
caller has in mind, since the onus lies on the caller to give the 
reason for calling. 

Structure of telephone conversation: telephone openings 
Hopper (1992:68) considers the study of telephone openings and 
closings as important since it provides 'a tell-tale on how we begin 
to speak to one another.' 

Schegloff (1986) proposes a telephone conversation template for 
the beginnings of telephone conversations in the United States. 
According to Schegloff's pattern the telephone interaction order 
is as follows: 

Phone rings - summons/answer sequence 
Answerer: Hello 
Caller: Identification/Recognition sequence 
Greeting sequence 
'How are you?' sequence 
Initial Inquiry (as cited in Hopper 1992: 218) 

However, such a canonical telephone conversation is common in 
some cultures, but not in others. Studies of telephone conversations 
across cultures reveal that the above canonical structure as devised 
by Schegloff (1986) for American callers and answerers does not 
always snugly fit into other cultures. Suffice it to refer to research 
on telephone conversations by Godard (1977) on the French, and 
by Sifianou (1989) on the Greeks, which reveal differences across 
both cultures and languages. While the French consider telephone 
calls to be an invasion of their privacy, the Greeks enjoy talking on 
the phone, as it is one way of maintaining relationships with their 
relatives and friends. According to Sifianou (1989), for the Greeks, 
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the main function of telephone calls is 'interactional' and not usually 
'transactional', as is the case when the English phone one another. 
Moreover, even the way the French and the Greeks answer the 
summons of the telephone ringing differs. The French respond to 
the summons by reciting their telephone number, the English do 
likewise but sometimes also add their name together with their 
telephone number, whereas according to Venardou (1988) the 
Greeks have a variety of ways of answering the phone such as leyete 
'say' or 'speak', parakalo 'please', oriste 'order' or 'what do you want?', 
enzbros 'go ahead' and ne 'yes.' From Venardou's research, ne 'yes' is 

·the most popular mode of answering the phone. 

Telephone closings 
Caller hegemony manifests itself not merely in the opening of the 
telephone conversation but also in the closing. Who should end 
the conversation: the caller or the called? The answer to this 
question is theoretically quite straightforward 'it is the initiator 
of the call who is its terminator' (Ball 1968: 64). But what happens 
when the called has to terminate the call himself/herself? The survey 
results in the present study will show us whether this conversational 
norm as to who ends the phone conversation, is actually known by 
the Maltese respondents. This study also explores how the Maltese 
feel as callers, when the called terminate the call themselves. 

Though the main focus of this study is how the Maltese interact 
when using the mobile phone, a comparison will be made as to 
how the respondents in the survey initiate and terminate 
conversations on both traditional fixed line telephones and on the 
newer mobile phones. Although in the introduction of the book 
Telephone Calls: Unity and diversity in conversational strztctztre across 
lang14c1ges and cztlture, Luke and Pavlidou (2002) mention the 
importance of the mobile phone and how this is changing the way 
we are communicating, in all three sections of this book, they 
discuss the traditional fixed line telephone and there is no study 
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on the way telephone calls are conducted on the mobile phone. 
The present monograph brings together both telephonic modes of 
communication. 
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Chapter 3 

Research Methodology & 
Sample Profile 

Qualitative and Quantitative methods of research 
Webb, Campbell, Schwartz & Sechrest (1966), consider the use of 
both qualitative and quantitative approaches for sociological 
inquiry to lend greater validity to survey results. Furthermore, 
according to Denzin (1978) the integration of both qualitative 
and quantitative methods used together in the same research 
project, sheds more light on the study under investigation. It is 
often important to have a mix of the two methodologies since as 
Wimmer and Dominick (1994: 140) note, 'Whereas quantitative 
researchers strive for breadth, qualitative researchers strive for 
depth'. 

In view of the importance of these two approaches, this study 
comprises (i) qualitative research that consisted of observations 
made by the researcher over a two-year period and (ii) quantitative 
research in which a large-scale representative survey was conducted 
in November 2002. It should be noted from the outset that the 
qualitative aspect of this work has been intertwined in the 
discussion of the quantitative data of the survey. For this reason, 
in the next chapters qualitative and quantitative methods will not 
be separated, but the data derived from two methodologies will 
mesh together. 

Qualitative study 
Over a period of two years, the present researcher observed people 
from all walks of life and from different age groups, interacting 
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over the telephone and noted her observations in this regard. Plant 
(2000: 25) had also used observation to complement her interviews. 
In fact, she notes that 'In addition to these interviews, the research 
draws on extensive field studies involving the observation of 
people's behaviour and actions in relation to mobile phones and 
attention to the form and content of their conversations and 
messages.' 

From the present researcher's observations, the structure of the 
su·rvey instrument was devised. During the observations, the 
researcher noticed differences across genders, age groups and 
socioeconomic categories, when the Maltese answer a telephone 
call. Some people answer the phone by saying 'hello' or 'yes' or 
identify themselves by giving their name or their telephone 
number. How prevalent are these modes of answering a phone call 
in Malta? Are there gender and class differences? Although the 
main, though not exclusive focus of this study, is the use of the 
mobile phone, it is to be noted that there were differences when 
using the 'fixed line' as compared to the 'mobile' especially in the 
'openings' and 'closings' of telephonic conversation. Observations 
reveal that the duration of the calls on both 'fixed' and 'mobile' 
lines also differs between the genders. Another issue that was 
noticeable is the use of short text messages (SMS) by young people. 
The qualitative part of this study was used to prepare the questions 
for the instrument used in the quantitative survey, namely the 
questionnaire. 

Quantitative research 
A representative sample of 500 respondents who had been randomly 
selected from the different towns and villages of Malta and Gozo, 
were interviewed by a team of bilingual interviewers. 

A two-stage probability sampling technique was used to 
interview persons aged 14 years and over. The towns and villages 
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Personal interviews enhance 'respondent participation by guiding 
questioning, answering the respondent's questions and clarifying 
the meanings of responses' (Oishi 2003:8). Moreover, during face­
to-face interviews, the interviewer may also be the driving force to 
encourage respondents who are at first somewhat reluctant to be 
interviewed. Most important of all, the presence of the interviewer 
enhances the rapport between the interviewer and the respondent. 

In the present study, all the interviews were conducted in the 
respondents' homes and for this reason one of the hurdles the 
interviewer had to overcome was to convince the randomly selected 
respondents to participate in the survey. Unfortunately, new 
technology is making the interviewer's life more complicated. Until 
a few years ago, few people had an intercom or a video-corn installed 
in their homes. But nowadays, owing to a spate of burglaries, this 
new technology has become quite popular in some localities in 
Malta as it ensures the safety and security of the occupants by 
screening individuals who ring the doorbell.Just like the telephone 
ID caller that screens incoming telephone calls, the intercom and 
video-corn act as gatekeepers. 

Thus, the interviewer not only needs to have the required skills 
to conduct interviews, but must also know how to get his or her 
foot past the front door to conduct the interview. It is often the 
case that female interviewers are preferred over their male 
counterparts because their presence is not seen to pose a threat. It 
is because of this reason that the 50 interviewers, who conducted 
the interviewers for this survey, were predominantly female. 
Moreover, since they were all bilingual speakers of both English 
and Maltese, the respondents had a choice as to whether they wished 
the interview to be conducted in English or in Maltese. As noted 
earlier, since Maltese is the native language of the overwhelming 
majority of the Maltese, it is thus not at all surprising that most of 
the participants in this survey preferred to be interviewed in 
Maltese. 

In view of the previously mentioned problems related to face-
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to-face interviewing, the present researcher at first toyed with the 
idea of conducting a telephone survey instead, especially since this 
survey focused on the telephone as the medium of communication. 
However, the questionnaire was long and a telephone survey would 
not have been appropriate, since questionnaires for telephone 
surveys are usually brief to ensure that respondents do not get 
tired of answering questions and just hang up in the middle of the 
interview. 

Training Interviewers 
The fieldwork for this study was conducted over a two-week period 
in November 2002 by a team of fifty interviewers who interviewed 
people living in 20 localities in both Malta and Gozo. These 
interviewers were personally chosen from among 80 individuals. 
The final version of the research instrument was formulated 
following a number of pilot interviews. 

Once selected, the interviewers were given two intensive training 
sessions. During these sessions the present researcher presented 
the objectives of the survey and explained to the interviewers how 
to locate the interviewees. During the simulated interviews that 
were conducted during the training sessions, interviewers were 
also given materials that consisted of the sample questionnaire, 
lists of names from the electoral directory and show cards that 
they would use during the interviews. Furthermore, more 
experienced interviewers were also present to help in the training 
of the less experienced ones. 

Eligible Respondents 
Respondents were selected from among those who have the right 
to vote in local elections, including those non-Maltese residents 
with a resident permit. A number of persons aged 14 - 17 were 
selected in each block, in proportion to the presence of this age 
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cohort in the total population. 

Owning a Mobile Phone 
One of the objectives of this study was to determine how Maltese 
respondents interact when speaking on the 'fixed line' and/or on 
the 'mobile'. The sample chosen for this study is representative of 
the inhabitants of Malta and Gozo. Nevertheless, as mentioned in 
the first chapter, despite the high penetration of mobile telephony, 
it was expected that not all the respondents would own a mobile 
phone. 

Data Processing 
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to 
determine the correlation of age, gender, socio-economic category 
and education. 

Sample Profile 
As is evident in Table 3.1, the SOO respondents who took part in 
the survey were made up of 246 (49.2%) males and 2S4 (S0.8%) 
females. 

Respondents were grouped into six age cohorts: 14 - 17 (7.4% ); 
18 -2S (14%); 26 - 3S (16.8%); 36 - so (30.8%); s 1 - 6S (16.8%) 
and the last age group namely those who are 6S + comprised 14.2% 
of the sample. 
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Table 3.1: Sample Profile - by Gender & Socio-economic category 

Total Gender Socio-economic category 

Male Female AB Cl C2 DE 

N= 500 246 254 87 133 121 159 

% % % % % % % 

14-17 7.4 8.1 6.7 3.5 10.6 2.5 10.7 

18-25 14.0 14.6 13.4 5.7 24.8 9.9 12.6 

26-35 16.8 17. l 16.5 25.3 16.5 19.0 10.7 

36-50 30.8 31.3 30.3 32.2 31.6 34.7 26.4 

51-65 16.8 16.3 17.3 24.1 9.0 20.7 16.3 

65+ 14.2 12.6 15.8 9.2 7.5 13.2 23.3 

Base= All 

In line with Vassallo et al. (1994: 26) the socio-economic 
categories of the respondents were grouped according to their 
occupation. In the case of the non-gainfully active, the occupation 
of the main breadwinner was used instead. 

AB - professional, managerial and administrative 

Cl - persons in higher clerical, clerical, supervisors, technicians, owners 
and managers of small businesses 

C2 - skilled manual workers, foremen 

DE - semi-skilled, unskilled workers, labourers and casual workers or 
those whose income is provided by the State. 

The smallest number of respondents was found to belong to the 
highest socio-economic category (AB: 87), while the majority of 
the respondents (254) belonged to the Cl and C2 socio-economic 
categories. One hundred and fifty-nine respondents fell under the 
DE socio-economic grouping. 

Table 3.2 in turn gives the sample profile by gender and 
education. As is evident from this table, nearly the majority of the 
respondents ( 47 .8%) completed secondary school education, while 
33% of the respondents have post-secondary education. Nineteen 



24 Keeping in Touch 

point two percent of the respondents have primary level education. 
As one would expect the highest percentages of the respondents 
who have only primary education are over 65 years old (40.6%), 
in the 51 - 65 age cohort (30.2%) and who are between 36 - 50 
(24% ). Unfortunately, very small percentages are also registered 
for respondents who are between 14 - 17 years and 18 - 25 years 
(2.1 % each respectively). 

Table 3.2: Sample Profile - by Gender & Education 

Total Gender Education 

Male Female Primary Secondary Technical Tertiary 

N= 500 246 254 96 239 75 90 

% % % % % % % 

14-17 7.4 8.1 6.7 2.1 9.6 12.0 3.3 

18-25 14.0 14.6 13.4 2.1 11.7 16.0 31.l 

26-35 16.8 17. l 16.5 1.0 18.0 20.0 27.8 

36-50 30.8 31.3 30.3 24.0 36.4 34.7 20.0 

51-65 16.8 16.3 17.3 30.2 15.5 10.7 11.1 

65+ 14.2 12.6 15.8 40.6 8.8 6.6 6.7 

Base= All 

Mobile phone ownership 
As noted earlier in this chapter, since the sample is representative 
of the population of Malta, it was anticipated that not all the 
respondents would own a mobile phone. Table 3.3 gives a 
breakdown of mobile phone ownership by gender, age and socio­
economic category. 

However, the overwhelming majority (363: 72.6%) of the 
respondents own a mobile phone. In this regard, the differences 
between the two genders are slight (males: 36.8%; females: 35.8%). 
In the sample only 27.4% of the respondents are not mobile phone 
owners. Out of the 13 7 repondents who do not have a mobile, 
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Table 3.3 reveals that mobile phone penetration levels are quite 
high in Malta especially among the younger Maltese. Studies by 
Ling (1999, 2000), also reveal very high levels of mobile phone 
penetration among teenagers in Norway. 

Why do the Maltese own a mobile phone? 
In view of the high percentage of ownership of mobile phones, the 
respondents were asked to give reasons why they own a mobile 
phone. The results which are given in Table 3.4 add up to more 
than 100% since some respondents gave more than one answer. 

Table 3.4: Reasons why respondents own a mobile phone 
- by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-_)5 36-50 51-65 

N= 363 184 179 33 61 76 119 47 

% % % % % % % q{) 

No Answer 0.3 - 0.6 - - 1.3 -

Everyone has a mobile 7.4 7 .1 7.8 18.2 8.2 10.5 4.2 2.1 

Ti:> be contactable 
everywhere 70.2 75.5 64.8 75.8 70.5 69.7 70.6 74.5 
To be free, no need to 

be tied to one place 13.5 14.7 12.3 9.1 18.0 14.5 10.9 17.0 

To feel secure 28.9 26.6 31.3 12.1 32.8 26.3 31.1 27.7 

Status symbol 1.9 3.8 - 3.0 3.3 3.9 0.8 -

Necessity 9.9 13.6 6.1 6.1 8.2 10.5 HU 10.6 

For emergencies 2.8 2.2 3.4 3.0 3.3 2.6 2.5 2.l 

Received as a gift 5.0 2.2 7.8 - 4.9 1.3 5.9 14.9 

For work 3.3 5.4 1.1 - - 7.9 5.0 -

Contact chiklren 1.1 0.5 1.7 - - 1.3 2.5 -

Base= All 

65+ 

27 

?11 

-

7.4 

55.6 

11. l 

40.7 

14.8 

3.7 

-

-

-

The data in Table 3 .4 shows that the most popular reason why 
the overwhelming majority of the respondents own a mobile phone 
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is to be 'contactable' wherever they might be. Of particular interest 
is the fact that the respondents in the youngest age group cited 
this reason the most when compared with the other respondents 
(14 - 17: 75.8%). This reflects the hectic lifestyle that young 
teenagers lead nowadays and their need to have a mobile for their 
parents and friends to be able to contact them. On account of the 
high levels of mobile phone penetration by teenagers, in this study 
an entire chapter (Chapter 8) discusses the impact of the mobile 
phone on teenagers. 

The reason that obtained the next highest mention was 'to feel 
secure' (28.9%). The mobile phone gives security to the respondents 
since others are only a phone call away, and, as one would expect, 
more females (31.3%) cited this reason than males (26.6%). The 
highest percentage of these respondents is over 65 years old 
(40.7%), followed by those who are in the 18 - 25 age group 
(32.8%). Palen et al., (2000) also cite safety as one of the reasons 
why individuals own a mobile phone. 

The third most popular reason given by the respondents was 
that they bought/ a mobile phone 'to feel freer since they do not 
need to be tied down to one place' (13.5%). What this effectively 
means is that they no longer need to stay in one place to be reached 
but can be contacted anywhere. One could say that this reason is 
virtually identical with the most popular reason cited by 
respondents, namely that they owned a mobile phone to ensure 
that they can be contacted anywhere. Although the respondents 
still mentioned that they could be reachable wherever they are, 
there is an important twist to this reason. The idea that the mobile 
phone gives the respondents a degree of 'freedom' runs counter to 
what some persons regard as being enslaved to the telephone, since 
one is always on call. Respondents do not need to be anywhere in 
particular but just need to carry the mobile phone with them. 
They are 'in when they are out' and no one would know where 
they are. Even if callers ask for such information Chihara (2000) 
reveals that some of the people called on their mobile do not say 
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the truth. This is why the mobile phone gives respondents a sense 
of freedom. Respondents who are between 18 - 2 5 years ( 18 % ) old 
cited this reason the most, followed by those who are in the 
51 - 65 age group (17%). Interestingly so, the lowest percentage 
(9 .1 % ) in respect of this reason was registered by the youngest 
respondents. 

Chapter 4 compares traffic on fixed line with traffic on the mobile 
system. 
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Chapter4 

Telephone Traffic 

Making phone calls across cultures 
The essence of telephone communication is that it enables people 
to communicate frequently with one another despite distances. In 
many cultures phoning people or being phoned is an important 
ingredient that helps to cement relationships. As previously noted 
in Chapter 3, in her comparative study of telephone conversations 
in the United Kingdom and in Greece, Sifianou (1989) notes that 
in the Britain, telephone calls are of a more 'transactional' nature, 
while for the Greeks the telephone call is usually 'interactional' in 
that it is meant to solidify relationships. In fact, this difference is 
also reflected in the duration of phone calls and the beginnings 
and endings of the telephonic conversations. 

Malta, a tiny island in the centre of the Mediterranean with a 
population of around one third of a million, was a British colony 
for nearly two hundred years before it became an Independent 
nation within the Commonwealth in 1964. Have the Maltese been 
influenced by the British somewhat 'transactional' mode of 
communicating, or do they veer more towards other Mediterranean 
cultures, like the Greek one and consider the phone as a social 
occasion during which we maintain relationships with others? 

Do the Maltese enjoy phoning and being phoned? 
The respondents in the survey were asked to give their reasons 
why they phone others and whether they enjoy being phoned. As 
is evident in Table 4.1, the respondents gave an array of reasons as 
to why they phone others. Nevertheless, the reasons that obtained 
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high percentages were those in which respondents stated that they 
phone 'to maintain relationships' (5 3.4% ), followed by 'to obtain 
information' (47%) or 'to give information' (25%). Other reasons 
cited included phoning 'to make appointments' (21.8%) or 'out 
of necessity' (8%), or because the phone call is 'work related' (4%) 
or 'to communicate with family and friends' (0.8%), or because of 
an 'emergency' (1.6%). A very small number of respondents said 
that the phone to 'televote' (0.2% ). Since respondents could give 
more than one reason, the percentages in Table 4.1 add up to more 
than 100%. 

Table 4.'I: Reasons why respondents phone each other 

N=500 % 

No Answer 1.0 

To maintain relationships 53.4 

To obtain information 47.0 

To make appointment 21.8 

Out of necessity 8.0 

Work related 4.0 

Emergency 1.6 

Communicate with family and friends 0.8 

To televote 0.2 

To give information 25 

Base=All 

Gender and age factors 
Research by Tannen (1990, 1993), Coates (1998) Holmes (1986, 
1988), Maltz and Borker (1982) reveal that women value 
maintaining relationships more than men. Quite interesting is 
the fact that the reason that was most cited by the respondents is 
that they phone others to maintain relationships. Table 4.2 gives a 
breakdown of the results by gender and age. 
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In line with previously cited sociolinguistic research, more female 
participants than their male counterparts gave 'maintaining 
relationships' as a reason for phoning others (females: 63% vs. 
males: 43.5%). Also, respondents who are in the second youngest 
age group gave this reason ( 18 - 2 5: 67 .1 % ) the most, followed by 
the oldest respondents (65+: 63.4%). 

Only one other reason that relates to the socialisation on the 
phone aspect, namely 'to phone family and friends', was mentioned 
by a mere 0.8%. The other reasons given are all somewhat 
utilitarian and transactional such as, either 'to obtain information' 
(47%) or 'to give information' (25%), 'to make an appointment' 
(21.8%), '.out of 'necessity' (8%), or 'work related' (4%). 

Of the 25% respondents who said that they phone 'to give 
information', more females (26%) cited this reason than males 
(24%), but of the 47% of the respondents who stated that they 
phone 'to obtain information' more males than females gave this 
reason (males: 52% vs. females: 42.1 %). Furthermore, of the 4% 
of the Maltese who said that they phoned because of 'work related 
issues' (4% ), only males (8.1 % ) cited this reason and most of them 
belong to the 26 - 35 age group (8.3%). They are followed by 
those in the 36- 50 age cohort (5.8%). Unsurprisingly, the youngest 
respondents, who are probably still at school, and the oldest 
respondents, who are now enjoying their retirement, did not cite 
this reason. 

According to Rutter (1987) telephone conversations tend to be 
task oriented especially when compared with face-:to-face 
communication. The fact that a call on the mobile is more expensive 
than one on the fixed line tends to increase the task orientedness 
of the phone calls. 

However, since telephone calls can be intrusive, not everybody 
enjoys being summoned by the ringing of the phone. For this 
reason, the Maltese who participated in the survey were first asked 
whether as a general rule, they enjoyed receiving phone calls. 
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Table 4.2: Reasons why respondents phone others - by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 500 246 254 37 70 84 154 84 71 

% % % % % % % % % 

No Answer 1.0 0.8 1.2 - - - 1.3 1.2 2.8 

Maintain relationships 53.4 43.5 63.0 54.1 67.1 48.8 48.7 46.4 63.4 

Obtain information 47.0 52.0 42.1 48.6 58.6 48.8 44.2 48.8 36.6 

Give information 25.0 24.0 26.0 18.9 31.4 32.1 24.7 25.0 14.1 

Make an appointment 21.8 25.2 18.5 40.5 18.6 20.2 21.4 26.2 12.7 

Necessity 8.0 6.9 9.1 - 4.3 9.5 9.1 9.5 9.9 

Work related 4.0 8.1 - - 2.9 8.3 5.8 2.4 -

Emergency 1.6 2.0 1.2 - - - 5.2 - -
Family & friends 0.8 0.8 0.8 2.7 1.4 - - 1.2 1.4 

Televoting 0.2 - 0.4 - - 0.6 - -

Base= All 

Whether the Maltese enjoy receiving phone calls 
Though the majority of the Maltese (77 .6%) enjoy receiving phone 
calls, Figure 4.1 reveals that female respondents enjoy being called 
more than males (females: 83.9% vs. males: 71.1 %) and this result 
tends to reinforce the socialisation aspect that telephone calls have 
for females. 
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Figure 4.1: Whether the Maltese enjoy receiving phone calls - by Gender 

Table 4.3 also gives a detailed breakdown of the results by gender 
and age. The results reveal that not only is gender an important 
variable, but so is the age of the respondent. In this regard, the 
respondents in the youngest category (14 - 17: 89.2%) are the 
ones who are most positive about receiving telephone calls. Least 
positive are those who are in the 36 - 50 (70.1 % ) and 51 - 65 
(75 %) age cohorts. While the highest percentage of respondents 
who claimed that they enjoyed receiving telephone calls were the 
youngest respondents, the second and third highest percentages 
in this regard were obtained by respondents in the 18 - 25 age 
group (87.1%) and by the oldest respondents (65+: 83.1%). 

N = 

Yes 

No 

Table 4.3: Whether respondents enjoy receiving telephone calls 

- by Gender & Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 

500 246 254 37 70 84 154 84 

% % % % % % % % 

77.6 71.l 83.9 89.2 87.1 76.2 70.l 75.0 

22 .4 28.9 16.l 10.8 12.9 23.8 29.9 25.0 

Base= All 

65 + 

71 

% 

83.l 

16.9 
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These findings reveal that the age factor is an important variable 
to be considered. The younger the respondent, the more enjoyable 
he/she finds receiving telephone calls. This enjoyment seems to 
diminish, as one grows older, except when the respondent enters 
the twilight years when individuals have more time on their hands. 

Why respondents enjoy being called 
Since a total of 77.6% of the respondents stated that they enjoyed 
receiving telephone calls, these respondents were then asked to 
give reasons for their choice. As is evident in Table 4.4, some 
respondents gave more than one reason and so the total percentages 
add up to more than 100%. 

Table 4.4: Reasons why respondents enjoy being phoned 

N=388 % 

No Answer 2.8 

People who phone me think of me 64.2 

I enjoy phone calls as I don't feel lonely 24.5 

Speaking to relatives and friends is relaxing 14.2 

Enjoy talking to family and friends 3.4 

Phone calls relay good news 3.1 

To gossip 0.3 

It is useful to be called 1.0 

Base = All who enjoy being phoned 

The reason that dominates the enjoyment in receiving phone 
calls is the fact that being phoned evidences care and that 'someone 
is thinking of you.' In fact, 64.2% stated that it is the thought 
that they are only a phone call away from their relatives and friends 
that counts. It is also quite unsurprising that 24.5% of the 
respondents stated that being phoned keeps loneliness at bay. A 
total of 14.2% of the respondents enjoy being phoned because 



Telephone Traffic 35 

'speaking to relatives and friends is relaxing.' A mere 0.3% of the 
participants were willing to admit that they enjoy phone calls 
because they provide them with the opportunity to gossip. 

A further breakdown of the results by gender and age as shown 
in the Table 4.5 reveals that respondents enjoy being phoned 
because callers think of them. This reason was cited most by the 
youngest respondents (14 - 17: 69.7%) followed by respondents in 
the 26 - 35 age cohort (67.2%). Moreover, more females (66.7%) 
cited this reason than males (61.1 %). 

Once again more females (30%) than males (17.7%) said that 
when people call them on the phone 'they don't feel lonely' and 
this reason was given mostly by the respondents in the oldest age 
group (65 +: 30.5%) followed by those in the youngest age group 
(14 - 17: 27 .3%). Talking on the phone as a means of relaxation 
obtained the highest mention by male participants (males: 14.9% 
vs. females (13.6%). 

Table 4.5: Reasons why respondents enjoyed being phoned 

- by Gender & Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 18-25 

N= 388 175 213 33 61 64 108 63 

% % % % % % % % 

People think of me 64.2 61.1 66.7 69.7 62.3 67.2 63.9 65.1 

Don't feel lone! y 24.5 17.7 30.0 27.3 23.0 21.9 23.1 23.8 

Speaking on phone 
relaxes rne 14.2 14.9 13.6 21.2 26.2 12.5 9.3 9.5 
Speak to friends & 

relatives 3.4 4.0 2.8 3.3 4.7 3.7 3.2 

Good news 3.1 2.3 3.8 - 6.6 1.6 1.9 1.6 

Gossip 0.3 - 0.5 - - - - 1.6 

Useful 1.0 1.7 0.5 - - - 1.9 3.2 

Base = All who enjoyed being phoned 

65+ 

59 

% 

59.3 

30.5 

13.6 

3.4 

6.8 

-

-
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Why respondents do not enjoy receiving phone calls 
Those respondents who had answered that they do not enjoy 
receiving phone calls (22.4%) were asked to give their reasons for 
doing so. Table 4.6 lists the reasons that ranged from 'phone calls 
are intrusive' (28.6%) and a sheer 'waste of time' (44.6%) to 
discomfort experienced by the respondent since he is 'unable to 
see the caller' (13 .4% ). Other reasons given reveal that some 
respondents are daunted when receiving phone calls since phone 
calls may be the harbingers of 'bad news' (8.9%) or because the 
ringing phone alerts them to an 'emergency' (0.9%). Of the 
respondents, a total of 0.9% said that they do not enjoy receiving 
phone calls since they are unnecessary for them since 'they are not 
lonely'. Since some respondents gave more than one reason, the 
percentages in the Table add up to over 100%. 

Table 4.6: Reasons why respondents do not enjoy being phoned 

N=l12 % 

No Answer 4.5 

Waste of time 44.6 

Intrusion 28.6 

Uncomfortable as I don't see the caller 13.4 

Bad news 8.9 

Phone calls are work related 7.1 

Emergency 0.9 

·Don't feel lonely 0.9 

Base = All who do not enjoy being phoned 

Table 4.7, which is a further breakdown of Table 4.6, gives the 
results by gender and age and reveals that more females (53.7%) 
than males (39.4%) cited 'waste of time' as the reason why they do 
not enjoy receiving phone calls. The lowest percentage registered 
in respect of this reason was by the youngest respondents (25%), 
as opposed to respondents who are in the second youngest age 
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phoned a mobile number even though they would be incurring 
more charges than if they were to phone a person on a fixed line. 
This question was asked to all the respondents regardless of whether 
they own a mobile phone. The answers reveal that virtually everyone 
has had the opportunity to phone someone on their mobile. Thus, 
as shown in Table 4.8, which gives a breakdown of the reasons, 
only 6.8% of the respondents claimed that they never call anyone 
on the mobile. Since respondents could give more than one reason, 
the percentages add up to more than 100%. 

What is ifl_lmediately striking about the reasons given by the 
respondents is the need for them to make direct contact with the 
addressee in case of emergency ( 15 % ) or when the addressee is 
outdoors (11.6%). It also seems to be the case that respondents 
loathe being kept on hold when phoning a person on a fixed line. 
A total of 15. 2 % gave this reason and for them the mobile is indeed 
a direct line to contact the person they wish to speak to. 

However, the results of this survey (Table 4.8) reveal that the 
most important reasons given by respondents as to why a person 
would spend more money on a call and phone the addressee on the 
mobile number revolve around the privacy that the mobile phone 
affords both the caller and the called. Knowing that by phoning 
someone on the mobile the called will be the only person to answer 
the call seems to be one of the mobile phone's strongest selling 
feature. In fact, 28% of the respondents stated very clearly that by 
phoning a mobile number 'only the person I am phoning will 
answer the call.' Thus, they are able to speak to the addressee 
without needing to go through the gatekeepers, who might be 
the secretaries or telephone operators at work, or if a person were 
to phone the fixed line at home, the husband or wife or parents of 
the addressee. Another reason given, which is also tied to the privacy 
issue, is that people phone on the mobile 'so that only addressee 
knows I am calling' (7.2%). Furthermore, 5.6% of the respondents 
stated in unequivocal terms that they 'would like the conversation 
to be private'. So, a total of 39.8% of the respondents use the 
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mobile to ensure that their calls remain private and no other person 
needs to know that they are phoning the addressee. 

Table 4.8: Reasons why respondents phone a mobile line 

N=500 % 

Only rhe person I call will answer rhe phone 28.0 

I don'r need to wair on hold to speak to the addressee 15.2 

To make urgent calls 15.0 

So that only addressee knows I am calling 7.2 

When addressee is outdoors 11.6 

Will definitely find the addressee 7.8 

I want the conversation to be private 5.6 

To contact children 1.0 

Don't worry about expense since my 
company pays for my calls 0.8 

Work relared 0.6 

Never phone mobile line 6.8 

Don't make a difference between mobile and fixed line 0.4 

Base= All 

Thus, the mobile phone empowers its users since it gives them 
the opportunity to circumvent gatekeepers and to retain their calls 
as private ones, away from such prying ears. 

In view of the high percentages registered regarding privacy, 
how old are the respondents who feel so strongly about this issue? 
The results show that the two youngest age group respondents 
feel very strongly about the privacy that the mobile phone affords 
them. Table 4.9 gives a breakdown of the results by age. Some 
respondents gave more than one reason why they use their mobile 
phone. 
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Table 4.9: Reasons why respondents use a mobile phone - by Age 

Total Age 

14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 500 37 70 84 154 84 71 

% % % % % % % 

Never phone anyone on mobile 6.8 5.4 2.9 3.6 3.2 8.3 21.1 

So that addressee knows I am calling 7.2 8.1 4.3 10.7 5.2 7.1 9.9 

Only the person I am phoning will 
answer the phone 28.0 37.8 42.9 27.4 29.2 17.9 11.3 

Don't waste rime phoning other 
numbers 20.0 10.8 27.1 21.4 18.8 20.2 18.3 

Would like the conversation to be 
private 5.6 10.8 4.3 3.6 5.8 4.8 7.0 

Don't need to wait on hold to speak to 
the person 15.2 16.2 15.7 15.5 17.5 17.9 5.6 

To make urgent calls 15.0 10.8 14.3 9.5 17.5 15.5 18.3 

Will definitely find addressee 7.8 5.4 5.7 8.3 8.4 10.7 5.6 

To contact children/parents 1.0 2.7 - - 0.6 1.2 2.8 

Company pays for calls 0.8 2.7 2.4 0.6 - -

Base= All 

Duration of phone calls 
As shown earlier on in this chapter, the majority of the respondents 
enjoy receiving telephone calls, since they consider the act of being 
phoned a sign that someone is thinking of them. Some of the 
Maltese also said that interacting on the phone relaxes them. Since 
most of them view the telephone in a positive light, one would 
expect that they spend quite a lot of time speaking on the phone. 
In this regard, participants in the survey were asked to give the 
average duration of their phone calls on both the fixed line and on 
the mobile. 

As is immediately evident in Table 4.10, phone calls made to 
mobile numbers tend to be very short indeed. In fact, it is apposite 
to note that in Malta both mobile phone companies (Vodafone 
and Go Mobile) charge calls per second and not per minute as is 
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the case of other international companies in North America or in 
Australia. Thus, just like in the days of the telegram when every 
word would cost money, the two mobile phone companies in Malta 
charge calls by the second and thus every spoken word costs money. 
This effectively means that if one is direct and to the point, the 
call will be cheaper than if the calls were charged by the minute. 

It has been observed that in other countries where calls are charged 
per minute, callers and the called tend to have longer telephone 
openings. During a stay in Australia, the present writer has 
observed that the calls she received on her mobile were not as curt 
and brief as the ones she would receive when in Malta. It is 
important to highlight the fact that the duration of the calls was 
longer because mobile calls in Australia are as cheap as they are in 
other European countries such as Italy. In fact, when in Melbourne, 
the present writer was immediately struck by this fact. Moreover, 
her Australian friends were often amused and at times also irritated 
with her since she tended to cut short the conversation and get 
straight to the point by briefly saying 'tell me!' It is noteworthy to 
document that such a mode of answering is very similar to the 
way other Mediterranean people such as the Greeks answer the 
phone, as Venardou's (1988) research revealed. In fact, Venardou's 
research revealed that 15 % of her respondents answered in a similar 
way, namely by saying embros 'go ahead.' Such a mode of cutting 
short the pleasantries was commented upon especially by the 
present researcher's Australian colleague who would often remark 
in jest, 'I need to get used to your way of communicating with me 
on the mobile!' It seems that several Maltese respondents are aware 
of this brief mode of speaking on the mobile. In fact, 44.8% of the 
respondents claimed that on average, their mobile phone calls do 
not exceed 60 seconds. The highest percentage of respondents 
(28.2%) stated that their mobile phone calls do not exceed 2 
minutes, while 9.4% said that their calls are not longer than 3 
minutes. A mere 0.2% claimed that their mobile calls are more 
than 30 minutes long. 
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Table 4.10: Duration of telephone calls from Fixed to Fixed andfrom 
Mobile to Mobile 

Fixed to Fixed Fixed/Mobile 
to Mobile 

% % 

N=500 0.6 2.8 

0-15 seconds 1.6 14.8 

16-30 seconds 2.2 14.8 

31-60 seconds 3.4 15.2 

More than 1 up to 2 minutes 12.4 28.2 

More than 2 up to 3 minutes 8.8 9.4 

More than 3 up to 4 minutes 4.8 3.2 

More than 4 up to 5 minutes 19.0 6.6 

More than 5 up to 10 minutes 19.6 3.8 

More than 11 up to 20 minutes 16.4 0.6 

More than 20 up to 30 minutes 5.4 0.2 

30+ minutes 5.8 0.4 

Base All 

As one would thus expect, this trend is reversed when one analyses 
the data given in Table 4.10 and Figure 4.2, in respect of calls 
made from fixed line to fixed line. Whereas only a total of7 .2% of 
the respondents claimed that their average calls are not longer 
than 60 seconds, 19.6% and 16.4% of the respondents' calls are 
between 5 - 10 minutes and 11 - 20 minutes long respectively. 
Furthermore, 5 .8% of the respondents' calls on and to a fixed line 
are more than half an hour long, as compared to a mere 0.4% 
when using the mobile. Indeed, when one compares fixed line 
duration of calls with its mobile counterpart, it is immediately 
striking that when the Maltese want to speak at length to someone, 
they phone on the fixed line and not on the mobile, as it is 
significantly more cost-effective. Only a total of 5 % of the 
respondents claimed to speak on the mobile for more than 5 
minutes, whereas a total of 47.2% of the respondents said that 
they speak for more than 5 minutes on a fixed line. 
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D Fixed ro Fixed D Fixed/Mobile ro Mobile 

Figure 4.2: Average duration of fixed line and mobile line calls 

Talk time by mobile phone owners 
In this survey more than the overwhelming majority of the 
respondents in this survey owned a mobile phone (363 respondents: 
72 .6%). Since this study focuses on this new mode of 
communication, Table 4.10 compares the results of mobile to 
mobile talk time by mobile phone owners as compared to non­
mobile phone owners. 

As is to be expected mobile phone owners call mobile phone 
numbers more frequently, although for as many 11.6% calls are 
quite short. It is known that with the advent of SMS, some owners 
might use their phones for voice communication more sparingly. 
Equally not surprising is the fact that, out of the sub-set of 137 
respondents who are non-mobile owners, 10.2% said that they 
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never initiate any calls to mobile numbers. Among those who 
actually use mobile telephony however, the usage patterns are not 
sharply different, although there is a general tendency for longer 
calls among mobile phone owners. One would have thought that 
there would have been a disposition for much lengthier usage 
among mobile phone owners than among non-owners. The data 
however does not uphold this and suggests that arnong actual users, 
the length of time is similarly spread. 

Although the percentages of use are in general, higher for mobile 
owners, as from a 46 second phone call onwards, the percentages 
for the non-mobile owners are not much lower. For example, while 
7. 7 % of mobile owners make calls that are on average 4-5 minutes 
long, 3.6% of non-mobile owners likewise do so. The data reveals 
that while mobile owners are very careful to be short and possibly 
sweet, one would have thought that non-mobile owners would be 
even briefer when calling a mobile number, since the expenses one 
incurs are greater when calling a mobile number from a fixed line. 
It might also be the case that some of the non-mobile owner 
respondents might be labouring under the illusion that if they 
speak for up to 5 minutes to a mobile line, the call rate of phoning 
someone on the mobile is the same as that of a fixed line. Perhaps 
it could also be the case that since the reception is so good, they 
tend to forget that they are phoning a mobile number. A few of 
these respondents do not worry about expenses incurred when 
phoning from the office! 

Figure 4.3 portrays graphically the difference between mobile 
phone owners and non-owners, while Table 4.11 gives a breakdown 
of telephone call duration. 
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Table 4 .11: Duration of telephone calls - by Mobile and Non-mobile Owners 

Calls to Mobile Calls to Mobile Calls to Mobile 
(Mobile owners) (Non-mobile owners) (All) 

N= 363 137 500 

% % % 
No Answer - 10.2 2.8 

0-15 seconds 11.6 23.5 14.8 

16-30 seconds 13.5 18.3 14.8 

31-60 seconds 16.8 10.9 15.2 

More than 1 up to 2 min. 30.9 21.2 28.2 

More than 2 up to 3 min. 10.7 5.8 9.4 

More than 3 up to 4 min. 3.3 2.9 3.2 

More than 4 up to 5 min. 7.7 3.6 6.6 

More than 5 up to 10 min. 4.1 2.9 3.8 

More than 11 up to 20 min. 0.8 - 0.6 

More than 20 up to 30 min. - 0.7 0.2 

30+ min. 0.6 - 0.4 

Base= All 

Do females talk more them males? 
A much-disputed topic in sociolinguistics revolves around the fact as 
to whether women talk more than men. 'In conversations involving 
members of both sexes most researchers agree that men speak more 
than women' (Wardhaugh 1988: 308). Furthermore, Kramer (1974) 
analysed newspaper cartoons from the New York magazine (February 
- May 197 3) and discovered that though both male and females were 
equally represented in the cartoons, the male characters spoke twice 
as much as their female counterparts. Notwithstanding such research 
folklinguistic tales on the verbal incontinence of women still abound. 
Where does the truth lie? In Malta, do females talk more than males 
when speaking on the fixed line or on the mobile? 
As regards phoning from and to a fixed line, more males than females 
talk for up to 5 minutes. However,. the situation is reversed when 
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more than 5 minutes (5 minutes to over 30 minutes) of talk time is 
taken into consideration. In this regard, it is female respondents who 
spend more time talking on the phone than male respondents. Thus 
when communicating using a fixed line phone, males usually spend 
less than 5 minutes on the phone. 

In view of the this data, one would expect a similar situation to arise 
when respondents speak on the mobile. More males (92.7%) than 
females (91.8%) use their mobile for up to 5 minutes. However, more 
males than females interact on the mobile for 5 - 10 minutes and for 
21 - 30 minutes. Thus, the results of the survey reveal that while on 
the one hand, females speak more than males on the fixed line, on the 
other hand, more talk time is spent by males than by females when 
interacting on the mobile phone. 

Table 4.12 and Figure 4.4 give a breakdown of the results by gender 
and reveal interesting differences between genders when respondents 
phone on both the fixed and mobile lines. 

Table 4.12: Duration of calls on fixed and mobile lines - by Gender 

Fixed to Fixed Fixed/Mobile to 
Mobile 

Total Male Female Total Male Female 

N=500 % % % % % % 

No Answer 0.6 0.8 0.4 2.8 2.0 3.5 

0-15 seconds 1.6 2.8 0.4 14.8 13.4 16.1 

16-30 seconds 2.2 3.7 0.8 14.8 17.1 12.7 

31-60 seconds 3.4 6.1 0.8 15.2 18.3 12.2 

More than 1 up to 2 minutes 12.4 19.9 5.1 28.2 28.1 28.4 

More than 2 up to 3 minutes 8.8 11.8 5.9 9.4 8.1 10.6 

More than 3 up to 4 minutes 4.8 5.3 4.3 3.2 2.4 3.9 

More than 4 up to 5 minutes 19.0 19.1 18.9 6.6 5.3 7.9 

More than 5 up to 10 minutes 19.6 17 .1 22.0 3.8 4.1 3.5 

More than 11 up to 20 minutes 16.4 5.7 26.8 0.6 0.4 0.8 

Mote than 20 up to 30 minutes 5.4 4.1 6.7 0.2 0.4 -

30+ minutes 5.8 3.6 7.9 0.4 0.4 0.4 

Base = All Respondents 





Chapter 5 

Openings and Closings of Telephone 
Conversations 

49 

Telephone conversations are such mundane and frequent 
interactions that it might come as a surprise to many that there is 
a particular structure to a telephone conversation, and that rules 
govern telephonic conversations. 
It is usually the case that the person who is called is the one who 

first answers by saying 'Hello' or his/her name or the telephone 
number. After the initial greetings, it is the caller who needs to 
introduce the topic of conversation. According to Sacks, Schegloff 
and Jefferson (1974) there needs to be a defined turn taking rule 
between the interlocutors in face-to-face and telephone conversa­
tions. Schegloff 2002, describes this two party talk as the 'ababab' 
formula where a and b are either of the two parties. Furthermore, 
it is the caller who should terminate the telephone conversation. 
'It is the initiator of the call who is its terminator' (Ball 1968: 64). 
However, in some cultures such as the French (Godard 1977), 
being phoned is considered an intrusion and for this reason the 
caller should excuse himself/herself for phoning the called. So, 
research shows that the structure of a telephone conversation is 
culture-specific. 

A Cc:monical telephone opening 
Schegloff (1986: 115) gives the following canonical opening of a 
telephone conversation: 

49 
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Phone rings - summons 
R: Hello (answers with a greeting) 
C: Hello Ida? (recognition) 
R: Yeah 
C: Hi, this is Carla (self-identification) 
R: Hi Carla 
C: How are you? (greeting) 
R: Okay 
C: Good 
R: How about you? 
C: Good, Ron wants to know ... (Initiation of topic) 

(As cited in Hopper 1992: 52) 

In telephone conversations the person who is called answers the 
summons, the ringing of the telephone, by saying 'hello'. According 
to Schegloff (2002) this is the most frequent answer to a summons, 
though some may answer the call by saying their name or by 
reciting their telephone number instead of by saying 'hello', but 
such openings are culture specific as has previously been noted. In 
general, the French answer the phone by reciting their telephone 
number, the Greeks simply say 'ne' (yes), whereas in Japan the 
caller is the one who speaks first and self-identifies himself/herself 
(Wardhaugh 1988). 

Hopper 1992:56 notes four sequential entities for telephone 
conversational openings: 

1. Summons-answer sequence, consisting of the telephone ring 
and the first thing said by the answerer; 

2. Identification/recognition sequences, consisting of each party 
self-identifying and displaying recognition of each other; 
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Table 5 .1: Whether respondents see any difference between Fixed - Fixed and 
Mobile - Mobile communication - by Gender and Age 

N= 

No differe nce 

On mobile calls are 
very brief 

Mobile calls are abrupt 

On mobile don't end 
conversation properly 

80 

70 

60 

50 

% 40 

30 

20 

10 

0 

Total 

500 

% 

28.0 

63 8 

19.8 

2.6 

No 
Difference 

Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 

246 254 37 

% % % 

33 .7 22.4 16.2 

57.3 70.1 73.0 

20.7 18 9 21.6 

4.1 1. 2 2.7 

Base= ALI 

Calls are 
very brief 

18-25 26-35 

70 84 

% % 

25 .7 26.2 

68.6 63.l 

21.4 16.7 

43 -

Calls are 
abrupt 

D Male D Female D Total 

36-50 51-65 65+ 

154 84 71 

% % % 

29 2 22.6 42 .3 

63.0 67.9 52. l 

25 .3 19.0 99 

3 2 3.6 1.4 

On mobile do not 
end conversation 

properly 

Figure 5.1: Whether respondents see any difference between Fixed - Fixed 
and Mobile - Mobile communication - by Gender 

The results in Table 5.1 and Figure 5.1 showed that more males 
than their female counterparts stated that there are no differences 
when communicating on either the fixed line or on a mobile line 
(males: 33.7% vs. females 22.4%). Also, more males than females 
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consider the interaction to be 'abrupt' (males: 20.7% vs. females: 
18.9%), while more females than males said that the telephone 
conversation on a mobile is 'very brief' (females: 70.1 % vs. males: 
57.3%). But more males (4.1%) than females (1.2%), said that 
they noticed that 'conversations are not ended properly' 
Furthermore, the youngest participants are also most sensitive to 
the brevity of the mobile phone conversations (73%) as opposed 
to those in the oldest age group (5 2 .1 % ) . 

Do conversational openings vary when using Fixed - Fixed 
and Mobile - Mobile lines? 
Following the general question as to whether the Maltese thought 
that there were any differences between Fixed - Fixed and Mobile 
- Mobile interaction, respondents were then asked specific 
questions regarding conversational openings from Fixed - Fixed 
and Mobile - Mobile. 
The results as shown in Table 5.2 reveal that 43% of the 

respondents did not notice any difference, while a total of 49.6% 
said that they do not use pleasantries such as self-identification 
and 'How are you?' but get straight to the point when speaking 
on the mobile. Another 3.2% consider it to be 'silly to use 
pleasantries', while another 2% do not use such pleasantries 'with 
people you know.' The fact that nowadays most fixed line 
telephones and mobile phones are equipped with caller ID means 
that the called usually knows who the caller is, and this results in 
'shorter pleasantries' (0.2%). 

Slightly more males (43.5%) than females (42.5%) answered 
that they see 'no difference' in conversational openings when Fixed 
- Fixed and Mobile - Mobile are compared. Of interest is the fact 
that as evident in Table 5.2 the introduction of caller ID seems to 
have made pleasantries such as 'how are you?' somewhat redundant 
especially when calling a mobile number. 
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Table 5.2: Whether Fixed - Fixed conversational openings differ from 
Mobile Mobile conversational openings - by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 500 246 254 37 70 84 154 84 71 

% % % % % % % % % 

No difference 43.0 43.5 42.5 37.8 40.0 36.9 42.9 46.4 52.1 

Don't use pleasantries 49.6 48.0 51.2 48.6 57.l 56.0 50.6 44.0 39.4 

Silly to use pleasantries 
on mobile as every 3.2 3.7 2.8 5.4 
second counts 

1.4 4.8 3.2 3.6 1.4 

Sillh to use pleasantries 
2.4 wit people you don't 2.0 2.0 2.0 - - 1.2 3.2 2.8 

know 

Addressees are family 
and friends 6.6 5.3 7.9 5.4 5.7 2.4 8.4 7 .1 8.5 

ID caller identifies me 0.2 0.4 - - - 1.2 - -

Shorter pleasantries 0.2 0.4 - 2.7 - - - - -

Base= All 

How addressees usually answer calls on a fixed line and 
on a mobile 
Participants were in turn asked how addressees usually answer their 
calls on both fixed lines and mobile lines. 

As is evident in Table 5.3 the overwhelming majority said that 
addressees answer the summons by simply saying 'hello' (93.6%), 
while 10.4% identify themselves. Low percentages were recorded 
with other variations such as 'Bongu' (Good morning) (0.4%) or 
by immediately identifying caller (0.6%) or by bluntly asking 'Min 
int' (who are you?) (0.6%). The last two variations of answering a 
call is all restricted to males, while 'kif int' (how are you?) is used 
by females only (0.2%). 

Whereas the vast majority of the Maltese simply say 'hello', 
10.4% said that they identify themselves. Of these, those in the 
18 - 25 age group, use this mode.of answering the most, when 
compared with members of the other younger age groups. Since 
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more than one mode of answering the telephone call could be given, 
the percentages add up to more than 100%. 

Table 5.3: How addressees usually answer respondent's call on a fixed line 
- by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 500 246 254 37 70 84 154 84 71 

% % % % % % % % % 

No Answer 1.0 1.6 0.4 - 1.4 - 0.6 2.4 2.4 

Hello 93.6 93.5 93.7 97.3 95.7 96.4 92.9 90.5 91.5 

Phone number 0.4 0.4 0.4 - - 2.4 - - -

Identify themselves 10.4 8.1 12.6 2.7 7.1 4.8 11.7 15.5 15.5 

Ask caller's name: 
'Min Int?' 0.6 1.2 - - 1.4 - 0.6 - 1.4 

By saying 
'How are you?' 0.2 - 0.4 - - - - 1.2 -
By saying 'Bongu!' 0.4 0.8 - - - - 0.6 1.2 -
Identifies caller 0.6 0.4 0.8 - - 1.2 1.3 - -

Base= All 

Table 5 .4 gives a breakdown of the results on the way calls on 
the mobile are answered by addressees, by gender and age group. 
Once again, 'hello' is the most popular way of answering the phone 
(83:2%), while 9.8% said that they identify themselves by saying 
their name. A mere 0.6% answer the phone by giving their 
telephone number. 
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Having the ID caller in-built in all mobile phones means that 
most of the time, the caller is identified by the addressee (3.8%). 
Very low percentages were recorded with regard to other modes of 
answering the telephone namely 'what's up' (0.6%), 'tell me' 
(0.8%), 'aw' (here) (1.2%) and 'what do you want?' (0.8%). Since 
more than one mode of answering could be given, the percentages 
in this table add up to more than 100%. 

Table 5.4: How addressees usually answer respondent's call on a mobile line 
- by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 500 246 254 37 70 84 154 84 71 

% % % % % % % % % 

No Answer 4.0 3.3 4.7 2.7 - - 1.9 4.8 16.9 

By saying 'Hello' 83.2 82.9 83.5 78.4 84.3 82.1 85.1 85.7 78.9 

By giving their 
telephone number 0.6 0.8 0.4 - - 1.2 0.6 1.2 -
By identifying 
themselves by name 9.8 11.0 8.7 13.5 11.4 11.9 9.1 9.5 5.6 

Does not say anything 0.4 0.8 - 2.7 - - 1.4 

ID caller installed, by 
caller's name 3.8 3.7 3.9 - 4.3 9.5 3.9 2.4 -

'What's up ?' 0.6 0.8 0.4 - - - - 1.2 2.8 

'Ghidli!' (tell me!) 0.8 0.4 1.2 - - 1.2 1.3 1.2 -
'Aw!' (here) 1.2 0.8 1.6 5.4 2.9 - 0.6 1.2 -

'Xi trid?' (what do you 
want)) 0.8 1.6 - - 1.4 - 1.9 - -

Base= All 

Table 5. 5 gives the results as to how addressees answer the phone, 
this time excluding all non-mobile owners. 



Openings and Closings of Telephone Conversations 57 

Table 5.5: How addressees usually answer calls on a mobile line 
- by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 

N= 363 184 179 33 61 76 119 47 

% % % % % % % % 

No Answer 1.7 1.6 1.7 3.0 - - 1.7 4.3 

By saying 'Hello' 84.3 82.1 86.6 78.8 83.6 82.9 84.9 87.2 

By giving their 
telephone number 0.8 1.1 0.6 - - 1.3 0.8 2.1 

By identifying 
themselves by name 11.0 13.6 8.4 12.1 13.1 13.2 9.2 8.5 

Does not say anything 0.3 0.5 - 3.0 - - - -

ID caller installed, by 
caller's name 3.6 3.3 3.9 - 3.3 7.9 3.4 2.1 

'What's up?' 0.8 1.1 0.6 - - - - 2.1 

'Gtlidli!' (tell me!) 0.8 0.5 1.1 - - 1.3 1.7 -

'Aw!' (here) 1.4 1.1 1.7 6.1 3.3 - 0.8 -

'Xi trid?' (what do you 
want?) 1.1 2.2 - - 1.0 - 3.0 -

Base Mobile phone owners only 

65+ 

27 

% 

3.7 

88.9 

-

11.1 

-

-
7.4 

-

-

-

How addressees answer calls originating from mobile 
phones by non-mobile and mobile owners 
Table 5.6 gives a breakdown of the results by non-mobile and 
mobile phone owners. There are only slight differences in the way 
non-mobile owners and their addressees answer the phone. While 
84.3% of mobile owners have their call answered by the addressee's 
saying 'hello', 80.3% of non-mobile owners addressees do likewise. 
Furthermore, there are more mobile owners whose addressees 
identify themselves by saying their name than non-mobile owners 
(mobile owners: 11 % vs. 6.6% non-mobile owners). Moreover, 
none of the non-mobile owners said that their call is answered by 
the addressee's saying the caller's name, while 3.6% of mobile 
owners said they did. Small percentages are registered, especially 
by mobile phone owners, as regards other modes of answering the 
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phone such as when addressees answer by saying 'aw' ('here') (1.4%) 
or 'xi trid?' (what do you want?) (1.1 %) or 'gnidli' (tell me!) (0.8%). 

Although such answers registered very low percentages, it seems 
that addressees are reacting to the fact that calls on mobile lines 
are very expensive and are effectively skipping a couple of stages 
in Schegloff's (1986) canonical telephone conversation structure. 
This also seems to be the case, but only for a few participants who 
are non-mobile owners. Since more than one mode of answering 
the phone could be given, the percentages add up to more than 
100%. 

Table 5.6: How addressees answer a mobile line call 
- by Mobile and Non-mobile Owners 

All Mobile phone Non-mobile 
respondents owners owners 

N= 500 363 137 

% % % 
No Answer 4.0 1.7 10.2 
By saying 'Hello' 83.2 84.3 80.3 
By giving their telephone no. 0.6 0.8 -
By identifying themselves by 
name 9.8 11.0 6.6 
Does not say anything 0.4 0.3 0.7 
ID caller installed, by caller's 
name 3.8 3.6 -

'What's up?' 0.6 0.8 -

'Ghidli!' (Tell me) 0.8 0.8 0.7 

'Aw!' (Here) 1.2 1.4 0.7 

'Xi trid?' (What do you want?) 0.8 1.1 -

Base= All 

Caller self-identification 
As noted by Schegloff (1986), following the answerer's reply to 
the telephone summons, it is usually the case that the caller 
identifies himself/herself. Those taking part in the study were asked 
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whether they do identify themselves at the beginning of the 
conversation. 

The overwhelming majority (82.6%) stated that they do identify 
themselves when phoning others, as shown graphically in Figure 
5.2. 

17.4% 

82 .6% 

D Yes 0 No 

Figure 5.2: Whether respondents identify themselves when phoning others 

Those who had stated that they do not identify themselves 
(17 .4%) were asked to give reasons for doing so. The reasons given 
by respondents for skipping one of the stages in Schegloff's (1986) 
canonical telephone call with reference to phoning from a fixed 
line or from a mobile are given in Table 5. 7. What is particularly 
interesting about the data in this Table is that many did not 
differentiate phoning from a fixed line or from a mobile number. 
A possible reason for this lies in the fact that most fixed line 
telephones are equipped with a Caller ID and of course so are mobile 
phones. 

The reasons given ranged from 'I call addressees I am familiar 
with' (50.6%), 'telephone sets have caller ID and so I am 
immediately identified' (31 % ) and that callers expect to be 
recognised by the answerers of the telephone on the basis of their 
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voices (31 % ). Quite interesting is the fact that 4.6% do not identify 
themselves on either Fixed to Fixed line and on Mobile to Mobile 
lines because 'I do not want to waste time introducing myself since 
every second counts' (4.6%). 

Table 5. 7: Reasons why callers do not identify themselves when 
speaking on the fixed line or on the mobile 

Fixed to Fixed Mobile to Mobile 

N=500 % % 

No Answer 6.9 6.9 
I call addressees I am familiar with 50.6 50.6 
Everyone has an ID caller and am 
thus identified 31.0 31.0 
I expect addressees to recognise 
my voice 31.0 31.0 
I don't waste time introducing 
myself because every second counts 4.6 4.6 

Base = All who do not identify themselves 

Summons Apology 
Hopper (1992) notes that at times, some telephone callers apologise 
for phoning. As previously mentioned, Godard's (1977) research 
in France reveals that the French apologise when phoning people, 
since telephone calls are considered to be an intrusion. Such calls 
are characterised by a summons apology. 

The results, portrayed graphically in Figure 5.3, reveal that 41 % 
said that they 'never' apologise. On the other hand some said that 
they 'sometimes' do so (37.2%), 'rarely' (9.4%) or 'always' (12.4%) 

do so. 



Openings and Closings of Telephone Conversations 61 

12.4% 

9.4% 

DNo D Yes, sometimes D Yes, rarely • Yes, always 

Figure 5.3: Whether respondents apologise when phoning others 

Reasons why the Maltese feel the need to apologise 
Table 5 .8 gives a breakdown of the reasons broken down by gender, 
as given by the Maltese, who had stated that they apologise when 
phoning people. 

Table 5.8: Reasons why Maltese telephone mers feel the need to apologise 
- by Gender 

Total Male Female 

N= 295 145 150 

% % % 

No Answer 1.0 1.4 0.7 

I might be disturbing the addressee 63.1 63 .4 62.7 

I have been raugh t to do so 3.4 1.4 5.3 

I am polite and educated 17.3 15 .9 18.7 

I fear I might intrude when I phone 29.2 28.7 30.0 

I apologise when I dial the wrong number 2.0 2.1 2.0 

When I phone late in the evening 0.7 - 1.3 
When I need a favour 0.7 1.4 -

Base = All who said that they apologise when phoning someone 
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Table 5.8 shows that the two main reasons the Maltese give for 
apologising when phoning are that they fear that they might be 
'disturbing the addressee' (63. l %) and that they 'might be intruding' 
(29.2%). Interestingly so, 3.4% said that they do so because they 
have been taught to do so and also because they are 'polite and educated' 
(17.3%). A very small percentage said they apologise only when they 
'dial the wrong number' (2.0%). 

The results show that for some of the respondents the very act of 
apologising indicates that a person is polite and educated (17 .3%) or 
else that he/she has learnt to do so (3 .4% ). Apologising for an intrusion 
is thus a learnt experience. 

Termination of telephone calls 
The final part to a telephone conversation is the closing. Research 
shows that ending the conversation is generally the prerogative of the 
caller. According to Ball (1968: 67) 'caller is terminator.' For this 
reason, this study wanted to discover whether the Maltese are aware of 
this rule in telephone conversations. Figure 5.4 graphically portrays the 
results to the question on who should end the telephone conversation. 
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Total Male Female 
0 Don't know 0 Caller 0 Addressee 

Figure 5.4: Who should end the telephone conversation? 
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Figure 5 .4 shows that there are virtually no gender differences 
in the answers given to this question. Only 25% did not know 
which of the two parties involved should terminate the telephone 
conversation. Participants were also asked how they feel when 
addressees end the conversation instead of the callers. Table 5 .9 
gives a breakdown of the results by gender. Since more than one 
reason could be given the total percentage adds up to more than 
100%. 

The data in Table 5 .9 show that 40.6% are not adversely affected 
by having their calls terminated by the addressee. Furthermore, 
0.2% said that they are 'happy' when this happens as they don't 
like receiving calls. However, the majority expressed feelings of 
'hurt' (7.2%), or felt that they were 'let down' (11.2%) or were 
'offended' (22.4%) and a few respondents clearly stated that they 
were 'embarrassed' (1.4%). 

Table 5.9: How telephone users feel when addressee ends call 
- by Gender 

Total Male Female 

N= 500 246 254 

% % % 

No difference 40.6 41.9 39.4 

Offended 22.4 26.8 18.1 

Hurt 7.2 7.3 7.1 

let Down 11.2 12.2 10.2 

Must have phoned at wrong time 21.0 16.3 25.6 

Addressee does not want to talk to me 11.4 t 1.0 11.8 

Am happy as I don't like calls 0.2 - 0.4 

Embarrassed 1.4 2.4 0.4 

Base= All 

Some were very understanding when they said that the addressee 
ended the call himself/herself because they 'must have phoned at 
the wrong time' (21 %). Females are more understanding and gave 
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this reason more than males (females: 25.6% vs. males: 16.3%). 
Some respondents also said that when the addressee terminates 
the call, they feel that the 'addressee does not want to speak to 
them' (11.4% ), and this reason was roughly equally given by both 
males and females (males: 11 % vs. females: 11.8%). 

Actual endings to telephone conversations 
As a final question, participants were asked whether they usually 
ended telephone conversations from Fixed- Fixed and from Mobile 
- Mobile in the same way and if they did not, they were asked to 
state the difference between fixed line calls and mobile calls. Table 
5 .10 gives a breakdown of the results. Since more than one way of 
terminating the telephone conversations is possible, the total 
percentages add up to more than 100%. 

The results in Table 5.10 reveal that though the majority (53.2%) 
end their telephone conversations on either the fixed line or on the 
mobile line in the same way, notable percentages were registered 
with regard to ending mobile telephone calls abruptly (31.6% ). 
This seems to occur most among persons who are between 26 - 35 
(38.1%) and 51 - 65 (34.5%) age groups. 

Some of the participants said that they do not even end the 
conversation to a mobile phone subscriber (5 .2% ), but just obtain 
or give information, while 2.2% stated that they do not even say 
'goodbye' to mobile phone subscribers. In Table 5 .10 the 
percentages add up to more than 100% since at times the 
participants in the survey gave more than way of ending telephone 
conversations. 

Making a call to a fixed line or to a mobile is not the same thing. 
The data in this chapter reveals that many Maltese have a tendency 
to skip some of the stages of telephone conversations as outlined 
by Schegloff ( 1986) when speaking to a mobile phone subscriber. 
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Table 5.10: Whether conversational endings from Fixed - Fixed differ from 
those of Mobile - Mobile? - by Gender & Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 500 246 254 37 70 84 154 84 71 

% % % % % % % % % 

Yes, in the same way 53.2 56.5 50.0 40.5 55.7 45.2 54.5 57 .1 59.2 
I use pre-closing 
phrases such as 'okay' 12.2 14.6 9.8 10.8 15.7 16.7 11.0 11.9 7.0 

Encl conversation 
abruptly by saying 31.6 27.6 35.4 37.8 28.6 38.1 27.3 34.5 29.6 
goodbye 

Don't bother ending 
the conversation. 5.2 4.5 5.9 5.4 1.4 7 .1 7.1 2.4 5.6 
Just give/obtain 
information 

Don't use closing 
2.2 phrases such as 'bye 2.4 2.0 10.8 1.4 1.2 3.2 

Base= All 

Those who claimed they are abrupt when speaking on the mobile, 
can be excused on account of the fact that they do so because 'time 
is money' and 'every second counts' on the mobile. 

Of course such a change in interacting over the phone is bound 
to bring about concomitant changes in fixed line telephone calls, 
since there is usually a spill-over effect. 

Addressee Hegemony 
Hopper (1992) also notes that in telephone conversations, caller 
hegemony occurs because the answerer of the phone does not know 
who is calling. Although this is not frequently the norm when an 
ID caller is installed, it is the caller who initiates the topic and the 
one who should terminate the conversation. These telephone rules 
seem to be well known by most of the participants in the survey. 

But does the addressee ever have any hegemony over the caller 
during the telephone interaction? Of course, the addressee might 
not wish to speak to the caller and either does not react to the 
telephone summons by not lifting the telephone receiver or by 
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not switching on the mobile phone, but instead might just be 
very brief and might even hang up on the caller. Ball (1968: 74) 
dubs the very act of hanging up by the addressee as 'interactional 
homicide' since the addressee 'destroys by himself alone the 
electronically linked group'. 

This study does not delve into such addressee hegemony, but 
discusses another kind of hegemony. As noted by Gitte Rasmussen 
and Johannes Wagner (2002), in bilingual countries it is the 
language of the answerer that dictates the language of the 
telephonic interaction. In Malta both English and Maltese are the 
two official languages that are used in every day interaction. 
However, the most recent language survey (Sciriha and Vassallo: 
2001) has revealed that Maltese, the indigenous language of the 
islanders is used by the overwhelming majority of the Maltese. 
With respect to Malta's bilingual setting, the addressee has 
linguistically two options namely, either to answer the call in 
English or in Maltese. Thus, it is the addressee who chooses the 
language of the interaction. What happens in Malta when the 
addressee answers in English? In what language did the respondents 
say they would continue the telephone conversation? Figure 5.5 
graphically portrays the results. 

Figure 5.5 reveals that the majority (66%) said that if the 
addressee answers in English, they would continue the conversation 
in English. However, 20.8% clearly stated that they would continue 
the conversation in Maltese, 11 % said that they would code-switch 
in English and Maltese while 1.8% said that they would just 'hang 
up'. 
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Table 5.11: Reasons why respondents reply either in Maltese or code-switch 
between Maltese and English - by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N=159 % % % % % % % % % 

No Answer 0.6 - 1.4 - 5.9 - - - -

I am Maltese and 
Maltese is my native 27.0 31.1 21.7 33.3 11.8 52.2 28.9 30 6.9 
language 

If addressee is Maltese 
I speak Maltese 21.4 18.9 24.6 26.7 29.4 26.1 20.0 23.3 10.3 

I don't know how to 
speak English 33.3 34.4 31.9 13.3 35.3 13.0 26.7 33.3 69.0 

I feel uncomfortable 
speaking English 24.5 21.1 29.0 13.3 23.5 30.4 28.9 26.7 17.2 

I feel silly speaking 
English to a Maltese 12.6 16.7 7.2 6.7 23.5 4.3 15.6 16.7 6.9 

Everyone who is 
Maltese should 12.6 12.2 13.0 20.0 17.6 17.4 6.7 20.0 3.4 
speak Maltese 

Base = All those who reply in either Maltese or code-switch 
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Chapter 6 

Mobile Phone Etiquette 

Politeness 
Politeness features prominently in every day conversations. We all 
strive to be polite so as to portray a good image of ourselves since 
we generally like polite people. Politeness has been defined as 'an 
expression of concern for the feelings of others' (Holmes 1995: 4). 

How polite are the Maltese when using the telephone to 

communicate with others? Are they concerned with the feelings 
of the person that they are calling? Do they respect the privacy of 
their telephone interlocutors? 

This chapter is divided into two parts. The first section deals 
with a general overview as to whether the Maltese respondents are 
polite when phoning others. In view of the fact that Malta is 
officially bilingual in Maltese and English, in which language do 
the Maltese continue a conversation that has been started by the 
answerer in English? Are there specific inappropriate times when 
phoning others? Does phoning during these times display a lack 
of concern for the feelings of the persons that are called? What do 
the Maltese respondents think of those callers who phone them at 
inappropriate times? 

The second part of this chapter deals exclusively with mobile 
phone etiquette. Do mobile phone owners follow standard etiquette 
norms when using their mobile? How do they react when their 
phone rings in the middle of a meeting or while travelling on the 
bus or while driving their car? 

69 
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Language Use in Malta 
The 2001 survey conducted by Sciriha and Vassallo revealed that 
Maltese is the native language of virtually all the Maltese. In fact, 
it is the native language of no less that 98.6% of the Maltese. This 
language does not appear to be an endangered one and once Malta 
becomes a full member of the European Union, it is unlikely to be 
engulfed by the more prestigious English, Italian and French. Table 
6.1 reproduces the results of the 2001 survey (Sciriha and Vassallo 
2001: 29). 

Table 6.1: Use of native language in different domains* 
- by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 15-24 25-39 40-54 

N= 500 244 256 95 138 134 

% % % % % % 

At work, face-to-face, 
on telephone 70.0 84.8 55.9 77.9 73.2 76.1 
Reading at work 18.4 25.4 11.7 25.3 23.2 21.6 

At work/e-mail/letters 13.8 18.4 9.4 24.2 14.5 13.4 

On business abroad 2.4 3.3 1.6 3.2 2.9 3.7 

For study purposes 6.4 6.6 6.3 20.0 5.1 4.5 

To communicate with family 
members 90.0 86.5 93.4 85.3 89.9 90.3 
To communicate with friends 83.6 84.4 82.8 86.3 81.2 79.l 

On holiday abroad 10.8 7.4 14.1 9.5 7.2 13.4 

To watch films/TV/radio 59.2 58.2 60.2 51.6 56.5 59.7 

To read books/magazines/ 
newspaper 48.0 49.2 46.9 49.5 49.3 47.0 

On internet 1.8 2.9 0.8 2.1 2.2 3.0 

None 0.4 0.4 0.4 - 0.7 0.7 
Don't know 0.2 0.4 - 1.1 - -

Base= All 

"'Source: Sciriha and Vassallo (2001: 29) 

55+ 

133 

% 

54.9 
5.3 

6.0 

-

-

93.2 
88.7 

12.8 

66.9 

46.6 

-

-

-

Table 6.1 reveals the dominance of Maltese rn all domains 
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especially when the Maltese communicate with family members 
(90%), friends (83.6%) and at work, face-to-face and on the 
telephone (70%). 

What is of particular interest about this Table is the fact that 
70% of the respondents said that they communicated in Maltese 
when speaking on the phone. This statistic clearly reveals that 
Maltese is not the sole language of communication on the 
telephone. Thus, in the present survey the researchers set out to 

discover how the Maltese react when spoken to in English, since 
speaking Maltese may be viewed as the default language. 

Linguistic etiquette in telephone conversations 
As noted by Rasmussen and Wagner (2002), in telephone 
conversations, the person who answers the call dictates the language 
of the interaction. Thus, linguistic etiquette would demand that 
the callers would follow this rule. 

In view of the findings by Sciriha and Vassallo 2001, the 
participants in the present survey were asked in which language 
they interact if the answerer speaks English. Table 6.2 gives a 
breakdown of the results by gender and socio-economic category. 

Table 6.2: Langttage ttsed by respondent when addressee answers in English 
- by Gender and Socio-economic category 

Total Gender Socio-economic category 

Male Female AB Cl C2 DE 

N= 500 246 254 87 133 121 159 

% % % % % % % 

No Answer 0.4 0.4 0.4 - 1.5 - -

English 66.0 61.8 70.1 79.3 72.2 62.8 56.0 

Maltese 20.8 25.6 16.1 12.6 19.5 25.6 22.6 

Code-switches in English 
and Maltese 11.0 11.0 11.0 8.0 6.8 9.1 17.6 

Hangs up 1.8 1.2 2.4 - - 2.5 3.8 

Base= All 
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A total of 66% said that they would continue the conversation 
in English, 20.8% stated that they would just answer back in 
Maltese, while 11 % said that they would code-switch in English 
and Maltese. One point eight percent said very bluntly that they 
would just 'hang up' if the answerer speaks English. 

While the 79.3% who had said that they would interact in 
English hail from the highest socio-economic category, a somewhat 
lower percentage of those who belong to the DE socio-economic 
category (5 6%) said that they- would also interact in English. 
Furthermore, in line with the findings by Sciriha and Vassallo 
(2001: 29), more females (70.1 %) said that they would speak 
English than their male counterparts (61.8%). 

Those who had stated that they would proceed with the telephone 
conversation in Maltese or code-switch to Maltese and English, 
were asked to give reasons why they would do so. Table 6.3 gives 
a breakdown of the results by gender and socio-economic category. 

These results evidence a strong sense of patriotism on the part of 
the Maltese when they cited reasons, such as, 'everyone who is 
Maltese should know how to speak Maltese' (12.6%), and 'I am 
Maltese and Maltese is my native language' (27%). 

Another reason that was given reflects the irritation caused by 
the use of Maltese and since they clearly said that 'if the addressee 
is Maltese I answer in Maltese' (21.4% ). There is certainly a note 
of defiance in such an answer since respondents do not mind 
flouting the rules of linguistic etiquette. However, not all the 
Maltese said that they answered in Maltese to display their 
patriotism. Some said that they spoke Maltese because they do not 
know English (33.3%). Of those who said that they are not 
proficient in English, 34.4% are males while 31.9% are females. 
As one would expect, more of those who belong to the lower socio­
economic categories expressed lack of English proficiency (DE: 
5 0%; C2: 31 % ) when compared to the two highest socio-economic 
groups (AB: 11 %; Cl: 17.1 %). 
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Table 6.3: Reasons why respondents contint1e the conversation in 
Maltese when the addressee answers in English 

- by Gender and Socio-economic category 

Total Gender Socio-economic category 

Male Female AB Cl C2 

N= 159 90 69 18 35 42 

% % % % % % 

No Answer 0.6 - 1.4 - 2.9 -

I am Maltese and Maltese 
is my native language 27.0 31.1 21.7 33.3 25.7 38.l 

If addressee is Maltese I 
answer in Maltese 21.4 18.9 24.6 38.9 28.6 14.3 

I don't know how to speak 
Enrrlish 33.3 34.4 31.9 11.1 17.l 31.0 
I feel uncomfortable 
speaking English 24.5 21.1 29.0 22.2 25.7 31.0 

I feel silly speaking English 
to a Maltese 12.6 16.7 7.2 27.8 20.0 7.1 

Everyone who is Maltese 
should know to how 12.6 12.2 13.0 11.1 20.0 11.9 
speak Maltese 

Base = All who continue to speak in Maltese or Maltese/English 
even though addressee answers in English 

Inappropriate phoning times 

DE 

64 

% 

-

18.8 

17.2 

50.0 

20.3 

7 .. 8 

9.4 

Since Malta is a tiny Mediterranean island, observance of siesta 
time, especially in the summer months when most of the employees 
finish their day's work at around 1 pm, is one of the hallmarks of 
telephone etiquette. Though most Maltese are usually aware of 
siesta time, there are other times when it is considered inappropriate 
to phone someone. This study's participants were asked to give, 
what for them are inappropriate times to receive phone calls. Table 
6.4 gives the results by gender. 

Quite interesting is the fact that 14.8% do not mind receiving 
phone calls at any time of the day. The remaining was divided as 
to the time of the day when they are not happy to receive phone 
calls. In fact, 56.2% do not like receiving phone calls late in the 
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evening from 9 p.m. onwards, while 36.4% do not like being called 
during siesta time (1 - 4p.m.). The next highest percentage 
obtained is that of 17 .6% who said that they do not like being 
phoned early in the morning (before 7 .30 a.m.). 

Table 6.4: Particular times of the day when respondents do not like receiving 
phone calls - by Gender 

N= 

No Answer 

Yes, Early calls (before 7.30 am) 

Yes, Afrernoon calls (1-4 pm) 

Yes, Evening calls (6-9 pm) 

Yes, late evening calls (afrer 9 pm) 

60 

50 

40 

% 30 

20 

10 

0 

Total 

500 

% 

14.8 

17.6 

36.4 

5.0 

56.2 

Base= All 

Gender 

Male Female 

246 254 

% % 

19 5 10.2 

15.0 20.1 

30.5 42 .l 

6.5 3.5 

57 3 55. l 

D No 11!1 Yes, evening calls (6-9 pm) 

D Yes, early calls (before 7.30 am) D Yes, late evening calls (afrer 9 pm) 

D Yes, afrernoon calls (1-4 pm) 

Figure 6.1: Times of the day when respondents do not like receiving phone calls 
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Observance of siesta time seems to be more a female trait than a 
male one. In fact, 42.1 % of the females as opposed to 30.5% of 
the males said that they did not like being phoned during this 
time. Since there is a tendency for married Maltese women to be 
full-time homemakers, such a statistic also reveals that more women 
are home in the early afternoon than men who are usually at work. 

Participants were also asked to give their opinions about callers 
who phone them during inappropriate times of the day. Table 6.5 
gives a breakdown of the opinions that the Maltese tend to have as 
regards such callers. 

Table. 6.5: Reactions when being phoned at inappropriate times of the day 
- by Gender 

Total Gender 

Male Female 

N= % % % 

No Answer 5.3 4.3 6.2 

Rude 17.8 18.0 17.5 

Inconsiderate 46.7 46.0 47.5 

Uneducated 17.2 19.3 15.3 

Arrogant 8.3 8.7 7.9 

Bad news 7.4 7.5 7.3 

Indifferent 6.2 5.0 7.3 

Excuse the caller for a good reason 0.9 0.6 1.1 

Selfish 0.6 0.6 0.6 

Shocked 0.6 0.6 0.6 

Overseas call 0.3 0.6 -

Necessity 0.3 0.6 -

Base = All who consider calls intrusive at certain times 

Many consider callers who phone during inappropriate times to 
be 'inconsiderate' (46.7%), rude (17.8%), uneducated (17.2%) or 
'arrogant' (8.3%). Other reactions given were related more as to 

how they would interpret a ringing telephone call during these 
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inappropriate times. In fact, 7.4% said that they would consider such 
a call to be the harbinger of 'bad news', or else that it could be an 
'overseas call' (0.3%). Some however, said that they are 'indifferent' 
(6.2%) to such callers. 

The differences between the genders are slight. More males than 
females considered such callers to be 'uneducated' (males: 19.3% vs. 
females: 15.3%), 'arrogant' (males: 8.7% vs. females: 7.9%) and rude 
(males: 18% vs. females: 17.5%). 

Do the Maltese excuse themselves when phoning? 
What Table 6.6 has revealed is that what is an appropriate time for 
one person, might not be so for another. Thus, it is preferable to apologise 
to the called whenever one phones. Godard (1977) in his research on 
telephone conversations in France maintains the importance for callers to 

apologise for calling. What is the situation in Malta? Do callers generally 
apologise when phoning? Figure 6.2 graphically represents the results. 

12 .4'/l 

D No D Sometimes • Rarely • Always 

Figure 6.2: Whether respondents apologise when phoning others 

The majority of the Maltese do apologise, but in varying degrees. 
Whereas 41 % said that they 'never' apologise, only 12.4% said that 
they 'always apologise', while 37.2% and 9.4% said that they 
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'sometimes' and 'rarely' do so respectively. 

Why callers apologise 
Figure 6.2 revealed that the majority said that they do apologise 
'sometimes', 'rarely' or 'always'. These were in turn asked to give 
reasons for doing so. Table 6.6 gives a breakdown of the results by 
gender and socio-economic category. 

The results in Table 6.6 clearly reveal that the Maltese excuse 
themselves for phoning because they fear that they might be 
disturbing the called ( 63 .1 % ). Males are slightly more sensitive 
(63.4%) than females (62.7%) and persons in the Cl and DE 
socioeconomic categories (64.5% and 63.8%) respectively are the 
most sensitive to the fact that they might be disturbing the called. 
Another reason given is that they 'fear that I might intrude' was 
given by 29.2% of the respondents. Thus, a total of 92.3% who 
apologise when phoning others said that they did so because they 
might disturb or intrude the called person. 

Table 6.6: Reasons why the Maltese apologise when phoning 
-by Gender and Socio-economic category 

Total Gender Socio-economic category 

Male Female AB Cl C2 DE 

N= 295 145 150 38 76 76 105 

% % % % % % % 

No Answer 1.0 1.4 0.7 2.6 - 2.6 -

I might disrurb addressee 63.1 63.4 62.7 60.5 64.5 61.8 63.8 

Have been taught to do so 3.4 1.4 5.3 2.6 2.6 5.3 2.9 

I am polite and educated 17.3 15.9 18.7 18.4 19.7 17 .1 15.2 

Fear I might intrude 29.2 28.3 30.0 34.2 31.6 27.6 26.7 

Only when I dial the 
wrong number 2.0 2.1 2.0 2.6 1.3 1.3 2.9 
When I phone late in 
the evening 0.7 - 1.3 2.6 - - 1.0 
When I need a favour 0.7 1.4 - - - 1.3 1.0 

Base = All who apologise when phoning 
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A small percentage stated that apologising is a learnt action 
(3.4%). They have been taught to do so. Persons in the C2 and DE 
socio-economic groupings (C2: 5.3% and DE: 2.9%) cited this 
reason more than respondents in the AB (2.6%) and Cl (2.6%). 

Mobile phone etiquette 
Peat O'Neill (2000: 1) in an article 'Etiquette for a wireless age' 
notes the high mobile phone penetration in Europe, North America 
and Asia and the repercussions that such high levels of mobile 
phones throughout the world are having on others. He remarks 
that for every mobile phone user, many people are annoyed by an 
intrusive phone conversation oq the subway or at the next table. 
'Worse, they've endured mobile phone boors who yell confidential 
business strategies in the waiting lounge of a crowded airport or 
describe a medical test or a girlfriend's lingerie in a voice that 
would make a cattle auctioneer proud'. 

What are the mobile manners that all mobile users should 
practice to ensure that other people are not irritated by their calls? 
What 'social propriety' (Palen et al. 2000: 4) should be exercised 
by mobile phone users? 

In 2000 Nokia, the world's largest mobile phone manufacturer 
initiated a courtesy campaign in association with the Mayor of 
San Diego and came up with a list of mobile manners: 

• Remember that the person you're with takes precedence over 
a phone call. 

• Utilize the phone's caller ID feature to screen your calls. 
• Use silent or vibrating options when indoors or in a closed 

environment or just turn off the phone. 
• Don't engage in 'cell yell'. There is no need to speak louder on 

your cell phone than you would on the fixed line phone. 
• Use text messaging if available. 
• Keep your phone close at hand for first-ring answering. 
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• If you're in a noisy place, call back from somewhere quieter. 
• Call other cell phone users during business hours and not 

during meal times. 
• If you have to keep your cell phone on during a meeting, 

explain in advance. 
• Don't give out your cell phone number freely or leave it on 

your answering machine. 
• Don't use a cell phone while driving. Pull over if you must 

take a call. 
• Refrain from using your cell phone in churches, restaurants, 

museums and theatre. 

(Nokia 2000) 

Some of the features listed in Nokia's courtesy list were used in 
this study so as to discover whether the Maltese mobile phone 
users are courteous to others. Table 6. 7 collapses the findings by 
gender and Figure 6.3 graphically presents the results. 
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Table 6. 7 reveals that when in a public place, the highest 
percentage of the respondents (29.5%) said that when in a public 
place, they 'move away from others and answer the call' while 
27 .5% said that they 'would excuse themselves with the other 
persons and answer the call'. Twenty-four percent stated that they 
would just 'switch off the phone'; 17.4% of the respondents said 
that they would 'answer the call, speak softly, so that others will 
not be disturbed or overhear' while 8. 5 % 'answer the call by telling 
the caller that they will return the call'. Since some respondents 
gave more than one reason, the percentages add up to more than 
100%. 

Table 6. 7: Respondents' reactions when mobile rings in a public place 
- by Gender 

Total Gender 

Male Female 

N= 363 184 179 

% % % 

No Answer 3.6 3.8 3.4 

Excuse myself with other persons and answer 
the phone 27.5 27.2 27.9 
Excuse myself with others and answer, switch 

5.0 4.3 5.6 off the phone 
Answer the call by telling caller that you will 
return the call 8.5 7.6 9.5 

Switch off the phone 24.0 27.2 20.7 
Answer call, speak softly, so that others will not 

17.4 14.7 20.1 be disrurbed or overhear 

Move away from others to answer the call 29.5 28.3 30.7 

Answer the call but avoid looking at other 
persons' eyes 4.4 5.4 3.4 

Just answer the call 5.5 6.5 4.5 

Base = All mobile owners 
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• Switch off phone 

D Answer call, speak softly for other 
not to be disturbed or to overhear 

D Excuse myself and answer 
the phone 

D No Answer 

Figure 6.3: I?.esprmdents' reactions when mobile rings in p11bli( places 

Participants in this study were also g iven a set of statements and 
were asked whether they would 'always', 'sometimes' or 'never 
agree' with the given statements. As is eviden t in Table 6.8, 8 1.8% 
of the respondents said, that they 'always switch off their mobile' 
when they receive a call during a meeting, in church or in hospital; 
79.1 % said that they 'keep their conversation short' while 65 .3% 
always lower their voices, especially in public places. 
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Table 6.8: Whcrt the Maltese do when they phone on the mobile 
or are cc:t!led on their mobile 

No Always Sometimes Never 
Answer 

N=363 % % % % 
Lowers voice, especially in public 
places 1.4 65.3 21.2 12.1 

Ra.ise voice because of background 
1.7 32.8 42.l 23.4 noise 

Keep conversation short 1.6 79.1 16.5 2.8 

Switch off mobile when receive call 
during a meeting, in church or in 1.1 81.8 11.0 6.1 
hospital 
Answer mobile phone while driving 14.9 16.5 15.7 52.9 

When driving stops ro answer the 
mobile phone 23.7 29.8 25.6 20.9 

Bcm = All mobile ou·11ers 

Sixteen point five percent of the respondents said that they always 
answer the phone while driving while 29.8% stop driving the car 
to answer the mobile phone. On the other hand, the percentages 
are much lower in respect of the statements that they never 'lower 
their voices in public places' and that they 'raise their voice because 
of background noise' at 12 .1 % and 2 3 .4% respectively. 
Unsurprisingly, only 2.8% said that they never 'keep the 
conversation short'. Only 52.9% said that they 'never answer the 
phone while driving'. This statistic is somewhat worrying in view 
of the recent search on the effects of use of mobile phones while 
driving. Fox (2003) reports the findings by David Strayer who has 
conducted research which shows that drivers who answer the mobile 
phone while driving, suffer from tunnel vision with the result that 
they are putting themselves and others in danger. The use of mobile 
phones seems to blind drivers since it distracts them while driving. 

A total of 42. l % of the respondents said that they do sometimes 
'raise their voices because of the background noise'. 
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Figure 6.4: What respondents do when they phone on the mobile 
or are called on their mobile 

Mobile phone free zones 

90 

According to Puro (2002: 23) 'one of the most distinctive 
characteristics of a mobile phone is that it privatises public spaces.' 

Mobile phone users answer the phone or make phone calls when 
they are in public places such as on the buses, in airports or out in 
the streets. In highly enclosed spaces such as the buses, other people 
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who happen to be nearby are usually irritated by the 'noise 
pollution' that mobile phone users cause. 

Which are the zones that according to the Maltese mobile owners 
ought to be mobile-free? Table 6.9 and Figure 6.5 reveal that the 
overwhelming majority clearly stated that the church (80.7%), 
the theatre (78.8%), the school (68.3%) and the hospital (63.9%) 
should be earmarked as mobile-free zones. Somewhat remarkable 
is the fact that only 13 .8% stated that answering the mobile while 
driving should be banned. A mere 2.2% stated that the bus should 
be a mobile-free zone. 

N= 

No Answer 

Hospital 

Church 

School 

Theatre 

Cinema 

Airplane 

While driving 

On the bus 

Table 6.9: Areas respondents consider should be 
mobile-free zones - by Gender 

Total Gender 

Male 

363 184 

% % 

0.6 1.1 

63.9 68.5 

80.7 81.0 

68.3 64.7 

78.8 74.5 

44.9 39.1 

29.8 30.4 

13.8 13.6 

2.2 2.2 

Base All mobile owners 

Female 

179 

% 

-

59.2 

80.4 

72.1 

83.2 

50.8 

29.l 

14.0 

2.2 
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Figure 6.5: Areas respondents consider should be mobile-free zones 

Where are you? 
Green (2001: 32) starts her paper on 'Who's Watching Whom? 
Monitoring Accountability in Mobile Relations' by noting that 
an 'ubiquitous feature of talk one encounters when observing the 
use of mobile phones - the question where are you?' Laurier (2000) 
and Townsend (2000) also discuss this question. Green (2001) 
focuses on the monitoring of teenagers by parents or what has 
been dubbed by Raskow and Navarro (1993) as 'remote mothering'. 

The question 'where are you?' can be considered to be a new 
feature in mobile communications (Townsend 2000; Laurier 2000; 
2001). Unlike fixed line telephone communications, where the 
caller knows that the particular individual s/he is calling is at a 
particular place, such as the office or at home, mobile users are not 
in a position to locate the location of the called. As has already 
been noted, since the mobile is carried by its owner everywhere, it 
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is understandable that at times, the called is not in a position to 
have a telephone conversation with the caller, especially when the 
called is at a meeting or driving the car. While in fixed line 
telecommunications, the caller would often ask 'Are you busy?' in 
mobile telecommunications, this question has been superseded by 
another one 'Where are You?' 

As one would expect, not everyone is pleased to answer such a 
question. It is a personal question that the called might not wish 
to answer for a myriad of reasons. Chihara (2000) discovered that 
20% of American mobile phone users lie about their whereabouts. 
As is evident from Chihara's study, lying on the mobile is not so 
rampant, but of course not many respondents would probably be 
willing to admit that they do lie about their location, when they 
are asked 'Where are You?' Lying on the phone is much easier 
when other individuals are not present, unlike in face-to-face 
interactions. In several instances it was noted that answerers of 
mobile phones were uncomfortable to say whether they lied because 
they did not want to divulge where they were to the caller. The 
present writer herself witnessed a particularly amusing instance 
when she was at the hair salon, during which a client received a 
mobile call and was asked her whereabouts to which she answered, 
'At a meeting.' 

In view of the above, participants in this study were asked whether 
being asked 'Where are you?' by callers annoyed them. Table 6.10 
and Figure 6.6 show that the overwhelming majority of the Maltese 
(74.9%) said that such a question does not annoy them. However, 
21.8% of the respondents are annoyed by such a question since 
they feel that callers are 'inquisitive', while 6.3% consider such a 
question 'irrelevant.' The totals add up to more than 100% because 
more than reason was given by some respondents. 
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Table 6.10: Whether respondents are annoyed when callers ask 
'Where are yo11?' - by Gender and Age 

Total 

363 

No Answer % 

No) i r does not annoy 
me 74.9 
Yes, ir does. I feel 
call ers are inquisitive 21.8 

Yes, it does. Such 
informati on is 6.3 
irr elevant 

No, i t does not 
annoy me 

Gender 

Male Female 14-l 7 18-25 

184 179 33 61 

'If % % % 

728 77 .1 66.7 67.2 

23.4 20.l 27.3 29.5 

8.2 4.5 6.l 8.2 

Base = All mobile owners 

Yes, caller.s are 
mguis1nve 

Age 

26-35 36-50 51-65 

76 l l 9 47 

% % % 

80 3 75.6 76.6 

17 .1 21.0 21.3 

5 3 5.9 8.5 

Yes, such 
information is 

irrelevant 

0 Total D Female D Male 

Figure 6.6: Whether resjJondents are annoyed when callers ask 
'Where are Yo11?' - by Gender 

65+ 

27 

% 

8 l. 5 

14.8 

3.7 
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As previously shown in Table 6.10 which gives a breakdown of 
the results by gender and age group reveals, the study that more 
males consider such a question by the caller as 'inquisitive' than 
females (males: 23.4% vs. females: 20.1 %). A total of 6.3% consider 
such a question to be 'irrelevant'. Once again more males (8.2%) 
gave this reason than females (4.5%). 

Persons in the two youngest age groups are the ones who are 
most annoyed by such a question because callers are 'inquisitive' 
(14 - 17: 27.3% and 18 - 25: 29.5%) as compared to those in the 
other age groups (26- 35: 17.1%; 36- 50: 21%; 51 -65: 21.3% 
and 65+: 14.8%). 

As the results show, younger persons are irked by this question 
because they consider callers to be 'inquisitive' rather than because 
such a question is 'irrelevant.' 
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Chapter 7 

SMS Messages 

Since.January 1999 when it became possible to send cross-network 
text messages, the ensuing soaring success of sending Short Text 
Messaging (SMS) took mobile companies completely by surprise. 

The explosion in the popularity of sending SMS messages is the 
reason why mobile companies at times are unable to handle the 
huge volume of SMS messages with the result that some users 
experience a busy network signal. Mobile companies never dreamt 
that users would enjoy so much sending 160-letter messages to 
each other (Benson, 2000), especially since SMS messages were 
more an afterthought (Agar, 2003). In Malta, both mobile phone 
companies, Vodafone Malta and Go Mobile have reported that 
hundreds of thousands of text messages are sent on special days 
such as Christmas day and New Year's (Grech 2003). Furthermore, 
what became particularly innovative was the fact that during both 
the EU Referendum in March 2003 and the general elections a 
few weeks later, text messages became one of the most effective 
ways of being informed on the outcome of the two elections by 
'insiders' in the counting hall. Many Maltese knew the results of 
the two elections through SMS messages, before the results of the 
elections were made official on radio and television. 

It is also understandable why mobile companies were 
overwhelmed by the popularity of users sending SMS messages 
since to all intents and purposes, keying in a maximum of a 160 
character long SMS message is guite a cumbersome and time­
consuming task, especially when you can just phone the person 
instead. Although the addition of an in-built English dictionary 
has facilitated SMS messages, young users at times prefer to use 

89 
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abbreviated private language instead. 

Effects of mobile telephones 
An important study on the effects of the mobile phone on the 
citizens of the world was commissioned by Motorola. Sadie Plant, 
who is considered to be one of the foremost thinkers in human 
relationships with technology, conducted her research in eight 
major cities namely, Tokyo, Beijing, Hong Kong, Peshawar, Dubai, 
London, Birmingham and Chicago. Plant (2000) who adopted a 
qualitative approach, focussed on how individuals use and perceive 
the mobile phone. 

As regards the ubiquity of sending text messages on the mobile, 
Plant considers two ways of keying in a message. On the one hand 
the less experienced mobile users tend to phone tap that is, they 
hold the mobile set in one hand and use one or more of the fingers 
to key in the message. On the other hand, young people who are 
avid SMS message users, adopt what Plant (2000:53) calls 'the 
gentle touch' which 'involves holding the mobile in one hand, 
often at a distance and (the user will) access the keypad with the 
thumb.' Plant has dubbed such users 'the thumb generation.' 
According to Plant's research inJapan,Japanese kids are considered 
to be the 'thumb generation' and 'textperts.' 

Though the ubiquitous use and ever growing popularity of 
sending SMS messages has been researched especially by Ling 
(2000) and Eldridge and Grinter (2000) these studies do not focus 
on particular sociolinguistic aspects such as, in which language 
are SMS messages keyed in when one lives in a bilingual country? 
Other issues that seem to have gone unnoticed concern the expected 
time frame for an answer to an urgent and an not so urgent SMS 
messages. 

The Maltese like so many other people all over the world, have 
discovered the advantages of sending SMS messages both locally 
and abroad. Though a short text message (SMS) cannot exceed 
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160 characters, it can be as short as just one or two characters as in 
the messages 'u' or 'ok.' Why do the Maltese send short text 
messages? How often do they send and receive SMS messages? 
How long should the addressee take to answer an urgent or a not 
so urgent SMS message? In what language do they key in their 
messages? 

Do all Maltese contact one another by SMS messages? 
Table 7 .1 reveals that a total of 24.8% of the Maltese mobile owners 
do not send SMS messages, with the highest percentage of 
respondents being over 65 years (63%). However, the remaining 
75.2% said that they do send SMS messages and the reason most 
cited for doing so is a financial one. According to 43.3%, sending 
SMS messages is cheaper than calling someone on the mobile. 
Persons in the two youngest age groups cited this reason the most 
(14 - 17: 63.6%; 18 - 25: 55.7%), as opposed to the oldest group 
of participants (29.6%). 

Another reason the Maltese gave for sending SMS messages, is 
to maintain contact with family and friends. Once again younger 
persons seem to send SMS messages for this reason more than the 
older ones. 

Ten point two percent of the respondents said that they send 
SMS messages to inform people or to obtain information. Persons 
in the two youngest age groups cited this reason the most (14 -
17: 24.2%; vs. 65+: 0%). 

Females (23.5%) send SMS messages to maintain contact with 
family and friends more than males (15.8%). More females also 
send more SMS messages because they are cheaper (females: 44. 7 % 
vs. males: 41.8% ). 

It is indeed heartening to note that only 0.6% send SMS messages 
in an emergency. Although an outgoing SMS message is usually 
delivered within seconds, delivery is not foolproof and even if it 
were, there is no guarantee that the addressee has actually read the 
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SMS message. Thus, in an emergency it is advisable to call the 
person on the mobile and not to send an SMS message. 

Furthermore, a total of 0.6% of the Maltese also said that they 
send SMS messages to 'kill time.' Such a response is in keeping 
with research which has shown that in Japan, teenagers text 
messages to while away the time. Those in the two youngest age 
groups gave this reason (14 - 17: 3% and 18 - 25: 1.6%), while 
none of the participants in the other age groups cited this reason 
for sending SMS messages. It is not surprising that the younger 
persons gave such a reason. From the present researcher's qualitative 
research, it has transpired that young people have an addiction to 
playing with their mobile phone and are often seen sending 
messages while waiting for a bus to arrive or while waiting for 
their parents to come to collect them by car. So the fact that it is 
those in the two youngest age groups who said that they send SMS 
messages to 'kill time' corroborates the present researcher's 
observations. 
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Table 7.1: Reasons why the Maltese send SMS messages 
- by Gender & Age 

Total Gender Age 

Meile female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 

N= 363 184 179 33 61 76 119 47 

% % % % % % % % 

No Answer 24.8 27.7 21.8 3.0 4.9 10.5 34.5 42.6 

To maintain contact 
with family and 19.6 15.8 23.5 27.3 26.2 27.6 16.0 6.4 
friends 

To inform/obtain 
information about 10.2 10.9 9.5 24.2 14.8 11.8 8.4 2.1 
appointment 

SMS is cheaper than 
calling on mobile 43.3 41.8 44.7 63.6 55.7 46.1 35.3 36.2 

I fear I might intrude 
7.6 when I phone 8.3 8.9 3.0 19.7 3.9 8.4 8.5 

To communicate with 
someone privately 9.9 7 .1 12.8 12.1 16.4 14.5 7.6 4.3 

It is fun 8.3 8.7 7.8 18.2 18.0 9.2 4.2 2.1 

Send SMS when 
messages 1.1 1.1 1.1 3.0 1.6 1.3 - 2.1 
are nor urgent 

Sending SMS is easier 
and quicker 1.1 0.5 1.7 - 1.6 - 1.7 2.1 

Send SMS to answer 
SMS received 0.8 1.6 - - - 2.6 0.8 -
For emergency 0.6 1.1 - 3.0 - 1.3 - -

To kill time 0.6 1.1 - 3.0 1.6 - - -

Base = All mobile owners 

65+ 

27 

% 

63.0 

11.1 

-

29.6 

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Since the overwhelming majority stated that they send SMS 
messages, they were also asked, on average, how many SMS 
messages they send and they receive. 

Table 7. 2 gives a breakdown of these results and shows that 3 2 % 
said that they send more than 20 messages every week, while 33.6% 
said that they receive over 20 messages per week. A total of 12. 7 % 
send between 1 - 5 SMS messages per week, while 16% receive 
between 1 - 5 SMS messages a week. 
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What is immediately noteworthy in Table 7 .2 is the fact that 
the Maltese receive more SMS messages than they send SMS 
messages. Figure 7 .1 graphically represents the results. 

Table 7.2: Number of SMS messages sent and received every week 

N=363 
None 

1 - 5 

6 - 10 

11 - 15 

16 - 20 

Over 20 

over 20 

16 to 20 

llto15 

6 to 10 

1 to 5 

None 

0 

Sent 

% 

29.2 

12.7 

10.2 

7.4 

8.5 

32 0 

Base = All mobile owners 

10 20 

% 
Sem D Received 

Received 

% 

21.2 

16.0 

11.3 

8.3 

9.6 

33 6 

30 

Figure 7 .1: Average number of SMS Messages sent and received 
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Tables 7. 3 and 7.4 give a further breakdown of the results by gender, 
age and socio-economic categories. 

As is evident from Table 7.3, more males send over 20 SMS 
messages per week than females (males: 35.3% vs. females: 28.5%). 
Those who send so many SMS messages are predominantly 
teenagers and young adults (14 - 17: 78.8% and 18 - 25: 68.9% 
vs. 26 - 35: 32.9%; 36 - 50: 11.8%; 51 - 65: 10.6% and 65+: 
14.8%). 

Table 7.3: Number of SMS messages sent weekly - by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 
Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 363 184 179 33 61 76 119 47 27 

% % % % % % % % % 

None 29.2 31.0 27.4 3.0 6.5 14.5 38.6 51.l 74.1 

1 - 5 12.7 11.4 13.9 3.0 3.3 19.7 18.5 6.4 11.1 

6- 10 10.2 8.2 12.3 - 8.2 14.5 11.8 14.9 -

11 - 15 7.4 6.5 8.4 6.1 3.3 9.2 8.4 12.8 -

16 - 20 8.5 7.6 9.5 9.1 9.8 9.2 10.9 4.2 -
Over 20 32.0 35.3 28.5 78.8 68.9 32.9 11.8 10.6 14.8 

Base = All mobile owners 

As can be seen from Table 7.4, more persons in the Cl (43.1%) 
and DE (34%) socio-economic groupings send more than 20 SMS 
messages per week than those in the AB (28.1 %) and C2 (18.4%). 
Interestingly so, the highest percentage of respondents who said 
that they do not send SMS messages is registered in respect of the 
DE (35.9%) group. 
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Table 7.4: Number of SMS messages sent 
- by Gender and Socio-Economic category 

Total Gender Socio-economic category 

Male Female AB Cl C2 DE 

N= 363 184 179 64 109 87 103 

% % % % % % % 

None 29.2 31.0 27.4 20.3 24.8 33.3 35.9 

1 - 5 12.7 11.4 13.9 21.9 10.l 17.2 5.8 

6 - 10 10.2 8.2 12.3 10.9 7.3 12.7 10.7 

11 - 15 7.4 6.5 8.4 14.1 3.7 9.2 5.8 

16 - 20 8.5 7.6 9.5 4.7 11.0 9.2 7.8 

Over 20 32.0 35.3 28.5 28.1 43.l 18.4 34.0 

Base = All mobile owners 

Earlier on in this chapter, Table 7 .2 revealed that the Maltese 
tend to receive more SMS messages than they send. In view of the 
fact that SMS messages are viewed as a two-way communication 
between mobile users, one would have expected that there would 
be equal numbers of SMS messages that users send and receive. A 
possible reason for this discrepancy in numbers of messages sent 
and those received, lies in the fact that at times, some of these 
SMS messages might be sweet nothings such as 'miss you' or 
'thinking of you' to which the receiver may or may not reply. There 
could also be bulk messages which are increasingly being used for 
promotional purposes. 

Who receives text messages the most? 
Do males receive more SMS messages than females or vice-versa? 
Table 7. 5 gives a breakdown of the findings on this issue broken 
down by gender and age. 

More males than females said that they receive more than 20 
SMS messages (males: 36.4% vs. females: 30.7%) and the members 
of the youngest age group (14 - 17: 75.8%) are predominantly the 
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recipients of the SMS messages. However, more males (21.7%) 
said that they do not receive text messages than their female 
counterparts (20.8%). As one would expect, the majority of 
respondents who do not receive SMS messages belong to the two 
oldest age groups (65+: 51.9% and 51 - 65: 40.4%). 

N= 

None 

1 - 5 

6 - 10 

11 - 15 

16- 20 

Over 20 

Table 7.5: Number of SMS messages received 
- by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 

363 184 179 33 61 76 119 

% % % % % % % 

21.2 21.7 20.8 3.0 1.6 9.2 29.4 

16.0 15.8 16.2 4.9 21.1 21.0 

11.3 9.8 12.8 3.0 8.2 10.5 15.2 

8.3 6.0 10.6 6.1 8.2 10.5 8.4 

9.6 10.3 8.9 12.1 11.5 10.5 10.9 

33.6 36.4 30.7 75.8 65.6 38.2 15.1 

Base = All mobile owners 

51-65 65+ 

47 27 

% % 

40.4 51.9 

12.8 29.6 

17.0 3.7 

10.6 

6.4 -

12.8 14.8 

Chapter 6 discussed aspects of politeness in telephone conversations. 
In fact, reference was made to a study by Rasmussen and Wagner, 
in 2002 on 'language choice in international telephone 
conversations' who have shown the answerer of the call is the person 
who sets the language of telephonic interaction. 

What about language use in text messages? Do the Maltese text 
one another in English, Maltese or do they use both languages by 
code-switching? Table 7.6 gives a breakdown of what the 
participants in the study said about the matter. 

A total of 27.3% said that they only use English to send SMS 
messages while 22.9% of the respondents said that they use only 
Maltese. Eight point eight percent stated that they text mostly in 
'English with a few Maltese words' such as in the text message 
received by the researcher 'No problem, will meet tomorrow. 'Mela 
narak!' [\Vil/ see yozt, then}, while 10.7% said that they text in 'Maltese 
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with a few English words' such as 'Mela le, mmorru ghada.' [Of course, 
see you tomorrow.} See you.' Very few respondents (0.2%) said that they 
use acronyms when writing messages. 

In view of the data given in Tables 6.2 and 6.3 in chapter 6, it is not 
surprising that English is used so frequently when keying in messages. 
Perhaps it could be the case that their spelling skills in English are 
better than their Maltese ones even if they feel uncomfortable using 
English when they talk. This is especially important since the advent 
of in-built dictionaries to simplify messaging through SMS. As yet, 
no similar dictionary exists for Maltese. Figure 7 .2 graphically portrays 
the data. When compared with their female counterparts (26.8%), it 
may be seen that more males (27.8%) use English only. On the other 
hand, females use English with a few Maltese words more than males 
(females: 10.1% vs. males: 7.6%). 

English only is used predominantly by persons who are between 26 
- 35 (32.9%)and those who are between 36-50 (30.3%). Surprisingly, 
the youngest generation registered the lowest percentage of English 
only use when keying text messages (12.l %). 

Table 7.6: Language used by respondents when writing 
a short text message (SMS) - by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 
N= 363 Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 

% % % % % % % 

No Answer 25.l 26.6 23.5 3.0 4.9 11.8 33.6 

English only 27.3 27.8 26.8 12.1 29.5 32.9 30.3 

Maltese only 22.9 26.1 19.6 54.5 21.3 30.3 16.0 

Mostly in English 
with a few words in 8.8 7.6 10.1 12.1 16.4 6.6 7.6 
Maltese 

Mostly in Maltese 
with few words in 10.7 7.6 14.0 18.3 19.7 13.2 6.7 
English 

Use Maltese and 
English in all SMS 5.0 3.8 6.0 - 8.2 5.2 5.0 
messages 

Use acronyms 0.2 0.5 - - - - 0.8 

Base = All mobile owners 

51-65 65+ 

% % 

42.6 66.7 

25.5 14.8 

12.8 14.8 

6.4 3.7 

6.4 -

6.3 -

- -
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Figure 7.2: Language used in SMS messages 

Acceptable waiting time frames for reply to text 
message 
Although research (Ling 2000; Eldridge and Grinter 2001) has 
been conducted on the widespread use of sending text messages 
abounds, no mention is made as to the acceptable time frames for 
repl ies to text messages. 

Those taking part in this study were in turn asked what they 
consider an appropriate waiting time when they send SMS messages 
to which an answer is required. SMS messages were divided into 
two: urgent and non-urgent messages. Table 7. 7 gives the results 
by degree of urgency. 

The Maltese made a distinction between urgent messages and 
non-urgent messages. Twenty-three point one percent did not 
answer this question as they do not send text messages, thus they 
cannot expect replies to their SMS messages. 
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The majority (66.7%) stated that they expect a reply to an urgent 
SMS message within S minutes of sending the message to the 
addressee, while another 8.3% said that they would wait for up to 
1 S minutes. Thus, the overwhelming majority expect a reply to 
an urgent SMS message within fifteen minutes of sending their 
text message. Only 11.3% expect a reply to a non-urgent SMS 
message within five minutes of receipt. Another 10.8% expect a 
reply within fifteen minutes. In all 30.9% expect a reply within a 
maximum of one hour after sending their SMS message that 
requires a reply but is not urgent. Another 10.7% are willing to 

wait for up to 2 hours, 12.4% are not bothered if they do not 
receive a reply after 12 hours, and the remaining 22.9% are ready 
to wait until the next day. Figure 7.3 graphically portrays the 
results. 

Table 7.7: In general, how long shottld the respondent wait for 
a short text message (SMS) that requires an answer 

Urgent Non-Urgent 

N=363 % % 

No Answer 23.l 23.l 

1 - 5 mins 66.7 11.3 

6 - 10 mins 5.0 5.0 

11 - 15 mins .B 5.8 

16 - 30 mins - 5.2 

31 - 60 mins - 3.6 

1 - 2 hours 0.8 10.7 

12 hours 0.8 12.4 

The next day 0.3 22.9 

Base = Alf mobile owners 
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Figure 7.3: How long respondent waits for SMS messages 
that require an answer 

Reaction when reply is not forthcoming within the 
expected time frame 

I 

80 

Participants were also asked how they react when the expected 
reply to their SMS message fails to reach them within the expected 
time frame. Table 7 .8 gives a breakdown of the results. 

The results reveal that the majority would resort to phoning the 
addressee on the mobile, if no reply to the text message is 
forthcoming, while 25.3% said that they would send another text 
message to remind the addressee. Some said that they would worry 
that something has happened to the addressee (3%), while 8.8% 
of the respondents said that they would 'get annoyed and angry.' 
Thus, the most popular option when no reply arrives is to phone 
the addressee. Since some respondents gave more than one answer · 
the total adds up to more than 100%. 

Of particular note is the fact that sending a text message to alert 
the addressee of an emergency is not advisable since SMS messages 
are not considered to be safe emergency call tools, since there might 
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be a delay in the delivery of the message. Moreover, the addressee 
might not have read the message. Although some phones (such as 
Nokia) have a feature installed in their sets whereby they inform 
the senders that the SMS message has been delivered, not all phones 
have this feature. The Australian �C�o�~�m�u�n�i�c�a�t�i�o�n�s� Authority 
(ACA) has advised people not to send a text message in an 
emergency but they should just call the person (Harper and Clark 
2002). 

Table 7.8: Reactions when reply to SMS is not received within 
the expected time frame - by Gender and Age 

Total Gender Age 
Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 

N= 363 184 179 33 61 76 119 47 

% % % % % % % % 

No Answer 22.9 24.5 21.2 3.0 4.9 11.8 28.6 40.4 

Call the person on 
mobile 52.l 52.2 52.0 72.7 73.8 61.8 42.9 38.) 

Call the person on the 
fixed line 8.3 6.5 10. l 9.1 4.9 7.9 10.9 10.6 

Send another SMS as 
a reminder 25.3 22.3 28.5 33.3 31.1 30.3 26. l 8.5 

Become angry and 
annoyed 8.8 6.0 . 11.7 9.1 8.2 3.9 10.9 12.8 

Worry that something 
is wrong with addressee 3.0 0.5 5.6 3.0 3.3 5.3 1.7 4.3 

Ignore the fact that SMS 
has not been answered 3.6 4.3 2.8 6.1 4.9 3.9 3.4 -

Base = All mobile owners 

Whether the Maltese consider sending a Short text 
message (SMS) to be more private than phoning 

65+ 

27 

% 

63.0 

14.8 

-

14.8 

7.4 

-

3.7 

Finally, in view of the number of text messages that are sent and 
received every week, the Maltese were asked whether they consider 
sending a text message to be more private than phoning the 
addressee on the mobile. 
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As is evident from Table 7.9, slightly more than the rpajority 
consider sending a text message to be more private than phoning 
the addressee on the mobile. Significantly more females (57.5%) 
than males (44%) consider sending SMS messages to be more 
private. But what is indeed striking about this Table 7 .9 is the 
fact that the youngest respondents are the ones who agree that 
sending SMS message is a more private way of communicating 
than phoning as is graphically portrayed in Figure 7.4. 

Table 7.9: Whether respondents consider SMS messages to be more private 
than calling somebody on a mobile phone - by Gender and Age 

N= 

No Answer 

Yes 

No 

80 

70 

60 

50 

% 40 

30 

20 

10 

0 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 

363 184 179 33 61 76 119 

% % % % % % % 

7.7 8.7 6.7 - 1.6 3.9 6.7 

50.7 44.0 57.5 75.8 49.2 47.4 47.9 

41.6 47.3 35.8 24.2 49.2 48.7 45.4 

Base = All mobile owners 

No Answer Yes No 

-+- 14-17 --- 18-25 -....- 26-35 �~� 36-50 

51-65 - 65+ 

Figure 7.4: Reasons why respondents consider sending 
SMS messages to be more private 

51-65 65+ 

47 27 

% % 

17.0 29.6 

55.3 37.1 

27.7 33 3 
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Fifty point seven percent had stated that sending SMS messages 
ensures privacy. In view of this, those taking part were asked why 
they thought this was the case. As is evident in Table 7 .10, the 
most popular reason given was the fact that 'only owners of mobile 
phones read the message' (62.5%). Two other reasons which are 
linked are that respondent users fear that the 'person next to the 
addressee might listen in on the conversation' (49.5%) while 12 
% of the respondents expressed a similar concern when they said that 
'when phoning someone you don't know with whom the person is.' 

Table 7.10: Whether sending a Short text message (SMS) is considered to be 
more private - by Gender & Age 

Total Gender Age 

Male Female 14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 

N= 184 81 103 25 30 36 57 26 

% % % % % % % % 

No Answer 0.5 - 1.0 - - - 1.8 -

Only owners of mobile 
read their messages 62.5 66.7 59.2 72.0 60.0 61.1 61.4 69.2 

When phoning 
someone, you don't 12.0 
know with whom 

11.1 12.6 16.0 13.3 13.9 12.3 7.7 

the person is 

If in a meeting, 
addressee cannot 8.7 7.4 9.7 
answer phone bur 

4.0 10.0 8.3 10.5 11.5 

can read SMS 

Person near addressee 
might listen in on 49.5 53.1 46.6 48.0 50.0 33.3 63.2 38.5 
telephone conversation 

Better to wri re SMS 
to give bad news 6.0 7.4 4.9 12.0 10.0 2.8 5.3 3.8 

Can think before, 
when I send SMS 0.5 - 1.0 - - - - -

Base = All mobile owners who consider sending SMS messages to be 
more private than phone calls 

65+ 

10 

% 

-

40.0 

-

-

60.0 

-

10.0 
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Other reasons given are linked to the fact that most addressees 
read text messages during meetings (8.7%) but do not usually answer 
the phone. Of particular note is the reason given by 6% who said 
that they text message addressees if they need to give bad news. 

Those who had said that they consider sending an SMS to be 
more private than phoning were in turn asked to give their reasons. 
Some respondents gave more than one reason and thus the 
percentages add up to more than 100%. 
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Chapter 8 

Teenagers and the �M�o�~�i�l�e� Phone 

The impact that the mobile phone is having on teenagers has 
recently been the focus of extensive research (e.g Green 2001; 
Eldridge and Grinter 2001, Ling 1999, 2000, 2001, Manceron 
1997); Taylor and Harper 2000; Gillard et al. (1996). Teenagers 
constitute a special group of mobile users since statistics in most 
countries reveal that mobile companies are witnessing heavy 
penetration levels in this segment of the market. 

The mobile phone is viewed by teenagers as an indicator that 
they are growing up and that they are free. Owning a mobile phone 
marks a transition stage between childhood and adulthood. It seems 
that by purchasing mobile phones for their teenagers, parents 
'release them little by little' (Ling 1999) since they allow their 
teenage offspring to go out alone, but at the same time, remain 
under parental surveillance through the mobile (Green 2001). 
Concomitantly, for most teenagers, having a mobile phone removes 
social exclusion since most of their friends own one and it has 
become a common practice to give teenagers mobile phones as 
Christmas or birthday gifts. For many teenagers, the mobile phone 
has also become a fashion statement and for this reason they beg 
their parents to buy them the latest model, in the same way as 
they twist their parents' arms to ensure that they are only bought 
clothes that carry well known brand names. Of course there is a 
price to pay for purchasing a teenager an expensive mobile. Research 
reveals that mobile phones are the target of criminal acts since 
quite a number of phones are stolen every day. In fact, Green (2001: 
39) homes in on this point when she discusses school ban on mobile 
phones. 'The school ban on phones gives institutional recognition 

107 
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to the fact that younger children perceive risk in carrying phones, 
as they might be stolen from them to support a school-based black 
market for consumer goods.' 

Teenagers are at a period in life in which they consider their 
peers as possibly the most important people. Thus, they spend a 
lot of the time with them and very often value their ethos much 
more than that of their parents. 

This chapter sifts the most significant findings in the survey in 
relation to teenagers. For the purposes of this chapter, only the 
participants in the youngest age group (14 - 17 years) will be the 
focus of our discussion. The main reason for not even including 
the respondents who are between 18 - 25 years is because the 
youngest respondents are legally minors and thus still under 
parental responsibility. 

Is there a high mobile phone density among Maltese teenagers, 
and if so, how is the mobile phone changing their lives? Has the 
mobile phone become important to them? What are the effects of 
mobile phone ownership among teenagers? Are parents aware of 
the pitfalls there might be when they buy their teenage son or 
daughter a mobile phone? 

Mobile phone ownership among teenagers 
Table 8.1 shows that of the total sample of SOO persons who 

took part, only 137 of them do not own a mobile. It is apposite to 
highlight the fact that the youngest Maltese rank second in mobile 
phone ownership, and are overtaken only by persons in the 26 - 35 
age cohort by a mere 0.8% (14 - 17: 89.2% vs. 26 - 35: 90%). On 
the other hand, respondents in the two oldest age groups are marked 
by relatively low percentages in mobile phone ownership (51 - 65: 
56% vs. 65+: 38%). Figure .8.1 graphically portrays these 
differences in mobile phone ownership. 
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Table 8.1: Mobile phone ownership 

Mobile No Mobile Total 

N= 363 137 500 

Age % % % 

14 - 17 89.2 10.8 100 

18 - 25 87.1 12.9 100 

26 - 35 900 10.0 100 

36 - 50 77.3 22.7 100 

51 - 65 56 0 44.0 100 

65+ 38.0 62.0 100 

Base= All 

100 

90 

80 

70 

60 

% 50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

0 
14-16 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

J:l Mobile No Mobile 

Figure 8.1: Mobile ownership - by Age 

Reasons why teenagers own a mobile phone 
As is clearly evident in Table 8.1 and Figure 8.1 mobile phone 
usage has penetrated quite strongly in the teenage segment of the 
market. Teenagers were asked to give reasons why they own a 
mobile phone. Table 8.2 gives the results. 
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When compared with the reasons given by persons in the older 
age groups, the teenagers' reasons are quite notable. For example, 
they cited the fact that 'everyone has a mobile phone' (14 - 17: 
18. 2 % ) the most of all the respondents in the different age cohorts 
(18 - 25: 8.2%); 26 - 35: 10.5%; 36 - 50: 4.2%; 51 - 65: 2.1% 
and 65+: 7.4%). This is symptomatic of their desire to be like 
their peers. Moreover, they also gave as a reason the fact that that they 
can be 'contactable everywhere' (14 - 17: 75.8% vs. 18 - 25:70.5%; 
26 - 3§: 69.7%; 36 - 50: 70.6%; 51 - 65: 74.5%; 65+: 55.6). Such 
statistics are in line with studies that reveal that one of the salient 
reasons parents buy their teenage children a mobile phone is to be 
able to track them down, and teenagers are all too cognizant of this 
fact. Interestingly so, however, the teenagers were the ones who gave 
the reason 'to be free, no need to be tied down to one place' the least 
mention from among the age groups since they are not really free 
since their parents monitor their moves by means of the mobile. 

Table 8.2: Reasons why respondents own a mobile phone - by Age 

Total Age 
14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 363 33 61 76 119 47 27 

% % % % % % % 

No Answer 0.3 - - 1.3 - - -

Everyone has a mobile 7.4 18.2 8.2 10.5 4.2 2.1 7.4 

To be contactable everywhere 70.2 75.8 70.5 69.7 70.6 74.5 55.6 

To be free, no need ro be tied 
ro one place 13.5 9.1 18.0 14.5 10.9 17.0 11.1 

To feel secure 28.9 12.1 32.8 26.3 31.1 27.7 40.7 

Status symbol 1.9 3.0 3.3 3.9 0.8 - -

Necessity 9.9 6.1 8.2 10.5 10.1 10.6 14.8 

For emergencies 2.8 3.0 3.3 2.6 2.5 2.1 3.7 

A gift 5.0 - 4.9 1.3 5.9 14.9 -

For 'work 3.3 - - 7.9 5.0 - -

Contact children 1.1 - - 1.3 2.5 - -

Base= All 
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Do teenagers enjoy being phoned? 
All those taking part, regardless of whether they own a mobile 
phone or not, were asked whether they enjoyed being phoned. 

Table 8.3 and Figure 8.2 reveal teenagers are the most enthusiastic 
about being phoned. In fact, 89.2% of them said that they enjoy 
being phoned, while lower percentages was registered by 
respondents in the other age groups, especially those who are in 
the 36 - 50 age cohort (70.1%). 

Table 8.3: Whether respondents enjoy receiving telephone calls - by Age 

Total Age 

14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 500 37 70 84 154 84 71 

% % % % % % % 

Yes 77.6 89 2 87.1 76.2 70.1 75.0 83.1 

No 22.4 10.8 12.9 23.8 29.9 25.0 16.9 

Base= All 

100 
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Figure 8.2: Whether respondents enjoy receiving phone calls - by Age 
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Persons who enjoyed being phoned were also asked to give reasons 
for doing so. Table 8.4, which gives the reasons by age group, 
reveals that teenagers are particularly happy when individuals, 
undoubtedly other teenagers like themselves, phone them because 
that shows that 'people think of me' (69.7%). They gave this reason 
the most when compared with the other age groups. 

Table 8.4: Reasons why respondents enjoyed being phoned - by Age 

N= 

People chink of me 

Don't feel lonely 

Speaking on phone relaxes me 

Can speak to family & friends 

80 

70 

60 

50 

% 40 

30 

20 

10 

0 

14-17 18-25 
[] People think of me 

D Don't feel lonely 

Total Age 

14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 

388 33 61 64 108 63 

% % % % % % 

64.2 69.7 62.3 67.2 63.9 65.1 

24.5 27.3 23.0 21.9 23.1 23.8 

14.2 21.2 26.2 12.5 9.3 9.5 

3.4 - 3.3 4.7 3.7 3.2 

Base= All 

26-35 
, 

46-50 51-65 65+ 

• Speaking on phone relaxes me 

D Can speak to family and friends 

Figure 8.3: Reasons why respondents enjoy being phoned - by Age 
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Another reason the Maltese gave is that when they speak on the 
phone they 'don't feel lonely.' While the oldest persons were the 
ones who cited this reason most frequently (30.5%), they were 
closely followed by the teenagers (27 .3%). Another popular reason 
given was that 'speaking on the phone relaxes me'. Quite 
noteworthy is the fact that this reason was given the most by the 
two youngest age groups (14 - 17: 21.2% vs. 18 - 25: 26.2%) 

Why do teenagers phone on the mobile? 
Teenagers enjoy communicating on the phone because phoning 
others relaxes them and keeps them in touch with what is 
happening in their peer groups. Teenagers consider their peers to 
be significant others. Since the overwhelming majority of the 
teenagers (89 .2%) in the present survey own a mobile, the teenage 
mobile owners were also asked to give reasons why they would 
incur more expenses and phone others on the mobile phone. 

As shown in Table 8.5 and Figure 8.4, teenagers clearly do not 
mind spending more money to phone a mobile number to ensure 
that their privacy is safeguarded. Gillard et al (1996) stress the 
fact that the mobile phone gives teenagers greater privacy to contact 
their friends and to be contacted by their friends, without their 
parents' knowledge (Ling 1998) since teenagers are at the stage in 
their life when they want to break free of their parents' invisible 
leash. 

Having a mobile phone means that teenagers can interact with 
their peers without their parents' knowledge. In fact, the teenagers 
in our survey value most the fact that 'only �t�h�~� person I call will 
answer the phone' (39.4%) which effectively means that they now 
bypass the traditional gatekeepers at home, namely the parents. Recent 
research (Kopomaa 2000; Taylor and Harper 2001) has shown that 
because teenagers are now communicating directly by phoning each 
other on the mobile, their parents no longer know with whom their 
children hang around and they are in fact sidestepping their parents. 
Thus, for teenagers, the mobile phone has provided them the 
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opportunity to make friends with anyone, even with those who would 
be considered by their parents as 'undesirables' or a 'bad influence.' 
Furthermore, teenagers want to have a private life, away from persistent 
questioning by their parents as to 'who is calling?', 'what does he/she 
want?', 'why is he/she your friend?' and other questions which teenagers 
find reminiscent of the Spanish inquisition and thus a flagrant invasion 
of their privacy. Thus, unsurprisingly, teenagers were the ones who 
cited the reason that they want 'the conversation to be private' (12.1 %) 
the most, when compared to the other respondents in the other age 
groups (18 - 25: 3.3%; 26 - 35: 3.9%; 36 - 50: 5.9%; 51 - 65: 4.3%; 
65+: 11.1%). 

Table 8.5: Reasons why respondents phone a mobile nttmber - by Age 

Total Age 

14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

% % % % % % % 

�N�~� 363 33 61 76 119 47 27 

No Answer 2.8 6.1 3.3 3.9 0.8 4.3 -

So that only the addressee 
knows that I am calling 6.9 6.1 4.9 10.5 5.0 6.4 11.l 

Only the person I call will 
answer the phone 31.4 39.4 45.9 27.6 30.3 25.5 14.8 

Don't waste time phoning 
other numbers 21.2 9.1 27.9 22.4 17.6 19.1 37.0 

I don't need tO wait on hold 
tO speak tO the addressee 16.8 18.2 16.4 15.8 19.3 12.8 14.8 

To make urgent calls 14.9 9.1 11.5 7.9 20.2 19.1 18.5 

So that only addressee 
knows I am calling 6.9 6.1 4.9 10.5 5.0 6.4 11.l 

When addressee is outdoors 11.8 3.0 9.8 15.8 13.4 12.8 7.4 

Will definitely find the addressee 7.7 6.1 6.6 9.2 8.4 8.5 3.7 

I want the conversation to be private 5.8 12.1 3.3 3.9 5.9 4.3 11.l 

Base = All mobile owners 

The reasons given by the teenagers all point to a gnawing concern 
of theirs, namely their private life. Funston and MacNeill (1999) 
in their quantitative survey of mobile phone usage in Australia, 
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discovered that 'caller privacy' was one of the reasons why teenagers 
bought a mobile phone. It is evident from the relatively high 
percentages registered by teenagers when compared with the other 
respondents that having a private life has now become easier with 
the advent of the mobile phone. 
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-+- Only addressee answers the call 

36 - 50 51 - 65 65+ 

Will definitely find addressee 

- Only addressee knows I am calling �~ �W�a�n�t� conversation to be private 

Figure 8.4: Reasons why respondents phone on a mobile number 

Mobile phone traffic 
In chapter 4, Table 4.11 gave a breakdown of the duration of calls 
made to mobile numbers by mobile and non-mobile owners. The 
results revealed that a total of 41. 5 % of mobile owners do not 
exceed 60 seconds when they phone on their mobile and 30.9% of 
the mobile owners do not talk on their mobile for more than 2 
minutes. 
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Table 8.6 and Figure 8.5 show that the teenagers' calls on their 
mobiles on average do not exceed 16 - 60 seconds. However, of the 
10.7% of the persons whose call are between 2 - 3 minutes, the 
teenagers register the highest percentage from all the other age 
groups. Besides, it is particularly noteworthy that 0.8% of the 
calls are on average between 11 - 20 minutes, and that the highest 
percentage of such calls were made by teenagers ( 14 - 1 7: 6 .1 % ) 
and respondents in the 36 - 50 age cohort (0.8%). 

Table 8.6: Duration of mobile calls - by Age 

Total Age 

14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 363 33 61 76 119 47 27 

% % % % % % % 

No Answer - - - - - - -

0 - 15 seconds 11.6 6.1 6.6 5.2 15. l 21.3 14.8 

16 - 30 seconds 13.5 21.2 11.5 15.8 13.5 12.8 3.7 

46 - 60 seconds 16.8 18.2 14.8 21.l 15.1 19.1 11.2 

1 - 2 minutes 30.9 21.2 32.8 30.3 31.2 27.7 44.4 

2 - 3 minutes 10.7 21.2 6.5 11.8 9.2 8.5 14.8 

3 - 4 minutes 3.3 - 6.5 2.6 3.4 2.1 3.7 

4 - 5 minutes 7.7 3.0 14.8 6.6 9.2 2.1 3.7 

5 - 10 minutes 4.1 3.0 6.5 5.3 2.5 4.3 3.7 

11 - 20 minutes 0.8 6.1 - - 0.8 - -

30+ minutes 0.6 - - 1.3 - 2.1 -

Base = All mobile owners 
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Figure 8.5: Average duration of calls by mobile phone owners - by Age 

Who sends SMS messages the most? 
As shown in the previous chapter, the sending of SMS messages is 
a phenomenon that has taken mobile companies by surprise. The 
traffic statistics of SMS messages reveal that it is the younger 
respondents who use this relatively cheap service the most. In fact, 
as shown in Table 8. 7 and Figure 8.6, 32% of mobile phone owners 
said that they send over 20 SMS messages every week. Moreover, 
of these, the highest percentage who said that they send so many 
SMS messages belong to the youngest age group. In fact, a 
staggering 78.8% of the teenagers said that they send over 20 
SMS messages every week as compared to 10.6% of those who are 
between S 1 - 65 years of age. 
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Table 8. 7: Average number of SMS messages sent every week - by Age 

None 

l - 5 

6 - 10 

11 - 15 

16 - 20 

Over 20 

90 

80 

70 

60 

50 
% 

40 

30 

20 

10 

0 

Total 

14-17 18-25 

N= 363 33 61 

% % % 

29.2 3.0 6.5 

12.7 30 3 3 

10.2 - 8.2 

7.4 6.1 3 3 

8.5 9 I 9.8 

32.0 78.8 68.9 

Base = All mobile ttsers 

14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 

-+-None ----- 1to5 

�~ �1�1�t�o�1�5� -?IE-- 16 to 20 

Age 

26-35 36-50 51-65 

76 119 47 

% % % 

14.5 38.7 51.1 

19.7 18.5 6.3 

14.5 11.7 14.9 

9.2 8.4 12.8 

9.2 10.9 4.3 

32.9 11.8 10.6 

51-65 65+ 

6 to 10 

--- Over 20 

Figure 8.6: SMS messages sent every week - by Age 

Who receives SMS messages the most? 

65+ 

27 

% 

74.l 

11.1 

-
-
-

14.8 

SMS messages resemble an ordinary exchange of e-mail messages, 
where one usually expects a reply to a message sent. Respondents 
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were accordingly asked the average number of SMS messages they 
receive per week. Table 8.8 and Figure 8.7 show that many 
respondents receive more SMS messages than they actually send. 
Probably, some of the messages that they receive are instances of 
what Malinowski (1923: 315) calls 'phatic communion', in which 
individuals exchange words to convey their links with one another. 
These words do not have meaning per se but 'fulfill a social function 
and that is their principal aim' as in, for example an SMS messages 
such as 'It's hot today!' 

Once again it is the teenagers in the youngest age group who 
receive the most SMS messages (over 20 messages: 75.8%), followed 
by the second youngest age group (18 - 25: 65.6%). The oldest 
participants receive more SMS messages than those in the 51 - 65 
age cohort (65+: 14.8% vs. 51 - 65: 12.8%). 

Table 8.8: Average number of SMS messages received every week - by Age 

Total Age 
14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 363 33 61 76 119 47 27 

% % % % % % % 

None 21.2 3.0 1.6 9.2 29.4 40.4 51.9 

1 - 5 16.0 - 4.9 21.1 21.1 12.8 29.6 

6 - 10 11.3 3.0 8.2 10.5 15.l 17.0 3.7 

11 - 15 8.3 6.1 8.2 10.5 8.4 10.6 

16- 20 9.6 12.1 11.5 10.5 10.9 6.4 -
Over 20 33.6 75.8 65.6 38.2 15.1 12.8 14.8 

Base All mobile phone owners 
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Figure 8. 7: Average number of SlvIS messages received every week - by Age 

Reasons why respondents send SMS messages 
As previously shown in Table 8.5 and Figure 8.4 above, the reasons 
teenagers gave for phoning others on the mobile instead of on the 
fixed line is because the mobile phone affords them privacy in that 
no one, other than the addressee needs to know who is calling 
whom. 

Sending SMS messages is also a predominantly teenage method 
of communicating with others. According to Kate Fox (2001: 2) 
'Texting is particularly important in maintaining contact with a 
wide social network. Texting helps teenagers to overcome 
awkwardness and inhibitions and to develop social and 
communicative skills - they communicate with more people, and 
more frequently, than they did before mobiles.' For this reason, 
participants were asked to give reasons why they send SMS 
messages. Table 8.9 and Figure 8.8 give a breakdown of the results 
by age. Teenagers send SMS messages for a number of reasons but 
mainly to 'communicate with family and friends' (27.3%), to 
communicate with someone privately (12.1%), to 'obtain 
information about an appointment' (24.2%), because 'SMS is 
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cheaper than calling on the mobile' (63.6%) and also because 
sending a short text message (SMS) is 'fun' (18.2%) or to 'kill 
time' (3.0%). As is evident in the Table 8.9, these reasons are 
given relatively more by teenagers than by members of the other 
age cohorts. 

Quite interesting is the fact that the reasons given by teenagers 
for sending SMS messages are very similar to those given when 
asked why they phone people on their mobile phones. It is 
strikingly clear that teenagers are moving towards independence 
more quickly than before. They can schedule meetings with their 
friends without their parents' direct knowledge. A simple SMS 
message provides all the details and receiving such a message is 
also very discreet. After all, they can put their phone on silent 
mode and still know that they have a message without their parents' 
knowledge. 

One of the reasons that was given, and that does not feature in 
the Table, which gives the reasons for phoning on the mobile, is 
the fact that 'sending a short text message (SMS) is cheaper than 
phoning.' One would think that teenagers are the most price 
sensitive of all the age groups in this regard. Although most of the 
teenagers do not exceed 60 seconds of talk time, quite surprisingly 
is the fact that there was a very small percentage who said that 
they talk for up to 20 minutes. Since most teenagers use pre-paid 
cards and they tend to pay for their mobile phone expenses out of 
their pocket money, they might not really be in a position to talk 
on the phone as every second costs money. But it seems that Maltese 
teenagers prefer to talk on the phone rather than buy other things 
such as cigarettes and chocolates out of their pocket money. 

The effects of having a mobile phone is positive when considering 
a study by Clive Bates and Anne Charlton (2000) who have 
hypothesised that the drop in smoking among 15 year olds in the 
United Kingdom (from 30% to 23% between 1996 - 1999), is 
linked to the limited financial resources of teenagers. They prefer 
to spend their pocket money on topping up their phone card rather 
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than buying cigarettes. For teenagers, having a mobile phone offers 
the same teenage needs as smoking does. Having a mobile phone 
'offers an adult lifestyle, sociability, rebellion and peer group bonding. 
For teenagers, smoking may be seen as 'old technology' with the bright 
new world of text messaging, email and WAP becoming the new 
aspirational gateway to adult life.' 

On a somewhat different vein, an article by the BBC 'Mobile phones 
cause choc sales to fall' blames mobile phones for the decline in 
choclolate sales in the U.K. The reason for this decline is similar to 
the decline in smoking among teenagers. They prefer buying top-up 
cards rather than chocolates. But both studies reveal that teenagers 
have to budget their weekly pocket money now that they have to top­
up their mobile phone and in doing so they have had to give up some 
of their previous 'luxuries' such as cigarettes or chocolates. 

Table 8.9: Reasons why respondents send SMS messages - by Age 

Total Age 

14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

N= 363 33 61 76 119 47 27 

% % % 9() % % % 

No Answer 24.8 3.0 4.9 10.5 34.5 42.6 63.0 

To maintain contact with 
family and friends 19.6 27.3 26.2 27.6 16.0 6.4 11.l 

To inform/obtain information 
about appointment 10.2 24.2 14.8 11.8 8.4 2.1 -
SMS is cheaper than calling on mobile 43.3 63.6 55.7 46.l 35.3 36.2 29.6 

I fear I might intrude when I phone 8.3 3.0 19.7 3.9 8.4 8.5 

To communicate with 
someone privately 9.9 12.1 16.4 14.5 7.5 4.3 -

It is fun 8.3 18.2 18.0 9.2 4.2 2.1 -

Send SMS when messages 
are nor urgent 1.1 3.0 1.6 1.3 - 2.1 -

Sending SMS is easier and quicker 1.1 - 1.6 - 1.7 2.1 -
Send SMS to answer SMS received 0.8 - - 2.6 0.8 - -

For Emergency 0.6 3.0 - 1.3 - - -

To kill time 0.6 3.0 1.6 - - - -

Base = All mobile owners 
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Figure 8.8: Reasons why respondents send SMS messages - by Age 

Where are you? 
Research on teenagers and mobile phone use reveals that some 
parents purchase their teenage children a mobile phone to keep 
tabs on them, to monitor their moves, (Green 2001), or rather 
what Raskow and Navarro (1993) have dubbed 'remote mothering', 
namely keeping children on an invisible leash. Parents often phone 
their teenage children on the mobile to keep in touch with them if 
they are out on the weekends, and often the first question parents 
ask is 'Where are you?' At times, some of them are economical 
with the truth and blatantly lie to their parents when they are 
asked 'Where are you?' Qualitative research by the present writer 
has revealed that it is becoming common practice to lie to callers 
who ask 'Where are you?' especially if these are parents. It is not 
the first time that teenagers tell their parents that they were 
enjoying themselves in an entertainment resort in Malta, when in 
truth, they were on the sister island Gozo! Most parents now seem 
relieved that their teenagers have mobiles because they know where 
they are. However, one hopes of course that most teenagers are 
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truthful. A survey by OmniPoint in Northeastern United States 
revealed that around 20% of the respondents said that they lie 
when they are asked 'where are you?' (Chihara 2000) since it is 
much easier to lie on the phone than face-to-face. Furthermore, 
teenagers whose parents are prone to asking the dreaded question 
'Where are you?' might circumvent receiving calls and being asked 
questions by switching off the telephone or by saying that they 
did not hear the phone ring, especially if they were enjoying 
themselves at a disco. Qualitative research has shown that this is 
one of the most effective ways of barring callers especially parents. 
In fact, when teenagers are asked by their ever-anxious parents 
why they did not answer the phone, they would say that they had 
'a flat battery'. Roos (2001) has dubbed this fact the 'dead battery 
syndrome', a popular way of circumventing unwelcome questions. 

Furthermore, it is surprising that, as is evident in Table 8.10 
and Figure 8.9, only 21.8% said that they not happy to be asked 
'where are you' by callers. However, quite remarkable is the fact 
that of those who said that such a question did not bother them, 
the youngest participants registered the lowest percentage. Of all 
the respondents, the teenagers are the ones who least said that 
they don't mind being asked where they are (14 - 17: 66.7% vs. 
65+: 81.5%). Many feel that being asked to give their location 
reveals inquisitive callers and it is particularly significant that the 
yoµngest two age group members aired their annoyance more 
intensely than the other age groups. 
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Table 8.10: Whether respondents are annoyed when callers ask 
'Where are you?' - by Age 

Total Age 

14-17 18-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 

N= 363 33 61 76 119 47 

% % % % % % 

No, it does not annoy me 74 9 66.7 67.2 80.3 75.6 76.6 

Yes, it does. I feel callers 
are inquisit ive 21.8 27.3 29.5 17 .1 21.0 21.3 

Yes, it does. Such information 
is irrelevant 6.3 6.1 8.2 5 3 5.9 8.5 

Base = All mobile owners 
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Figure 8.9: Whether respondents are annoyed when asked 
'Where are you?' - by Age 

From the results of the survey that zoomed in on teenagers' use 
of the mobile phone, it is evident that they are the most enthusiastic 
users of the mobile phone. The mobile has provided them with an 
earlier than anticipated independence from their parents, since 
the latter are all too happy and relieved that their children are fine 
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as long as they carry the mobile phone. Of course, like so many 
other objects in life there are both advantages and disadvantages 
to having a mobile. 
The mobile phone provides safety and security to the teenagers in 
emergencies (Ling 1998) when they are out of the house, but 
concomitantly it can be a loaded weapon, if not used responsibly. 
The popularity of sending SMS messages is linked with their 
wanting independence and no interference from their parents. 
Nowadays, parents no longer know who their children's friends 
really are, since teenagers keep the ones who would be considered 
by their parents as 'undesirables' on their mobile phone telephone 
directory and privately interact with them by voice mail or through 
SMS messages. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion 

In modern society, telephone communication has come to permeate 
everyday life. Whether in the form of a small gadget that is linked 
to a wall plug, or an even smaller gadget that one can pocket and 
move around at will until alerted by someone that one is needed, 
the telephone has become an ubiquitous feature of contemporary 
living, deeply affecting the lives of all those that have come into 
contact with it and have access to it. 

The history of the telephone is only barely one and a half century; 
that of the mobile phone is barely twenty years. In both forms, it 
has brought about a revolution in the way people communicate, 
making former modes of communication like letter writing look 
somewhat primitive indeed. The telephone brings proximity across 
vast distances of time and space, crosses over cultural barriers and 
as long as a common language medium exits between the caller 
and the called, it assists people to easily share their emotions, their 
experiences and indeed their aspirations as if they were only a few 
metres away from each other. Only recently, the phone was given 
centre stage when a radio play by Patrick Hamilton was adapted 
to the big screen. In the beginning of the film Phone Booth (2003), 
the importance of the new and more advanced telephone system, 
namely mobile telephony is highlighted with scenes of people 
walking in the street using their mobile phones. This juxtaposition 
of the new with the old is striking, even though the focus in this 
film is the way Stu Shephard, the main character of the film, uses 
the phone booth for his purposes (Malone 2003). 

It is not surprising at all that the advent of mobile phones has 
been heralded as one of the most significant advances in non-face 
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to face communications. According to Dwight Bolinger (1980), 
language is a loaded weapon. Language is indeed an easy way for 
interpersonal communication, but one which, if improperly used, 
can act as a double edged sword. The telephone seems to have 
significantly extended this important characteristic of language, 
for in many ways, the telephone embodies a dynamic which is 
powered by contradictions. Like language, the phone is a loaded 
weapon and can be a double-edged instrument. It is characterized 
by attributes that are, at one and the same time, understood in one 
way, but which can also function in a completely different way on 
a different occasion. 

The telephone provides security, but can also be an easy route to 
interference: it gives a sense of security because of the 'live' nature 
of immediate communication across the globe, and yet only voice, 
and more recently image, travel from the caller to the called. Help 
and assistance cannot travel in the same way. 

What is true of all kinds of telephone communications, is even 
more true of mobile telephony. 'Be in when you are out' has been 
extensively used by mobile telephony providers as a titillating force 
to attract new subscribers, promising ubiquitousness as a novel 
feature of contemporary living, adding, as it were, a new dimension 
to one's feeling of presence. In this regard, the mobile phone is 
perceived to give even more power to its owner, since s/he can 
keep in touch with anybody, and can be communicated with 
wherever s/he is. It has provided a new means of caring for the 
young and the elderly alike: many parents buy their teenage 
children a mobile phone because they are comforted by the thought 
that they can reach their children by mobile. And many adults 
have given their elderly parents a mobile phone so that they too 
can be in touch with them more easily. The feeling of immediate 
contact can be real enough, but the sense of security can also be 
unreal. Already research is showing that children lie to their parents 
when contacted on their mobile, and the same could happen if an 
elderly person feels s/he should not bother her adult children with 
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problems, even though they might at times be life threatening 
ones. 

This study has provided ample data to show that the telephone, 
especially mobile telephony, affords privacy to its user. Unlike fixed 
line telephones, mobile phone callers do not need to go through 
gatekeepers. In a globalised world in which it is becoming 
increasingly more important for the individual to establish his or 
her worth, the mobile telephone provides one with a secure and 
easy link to significant others, without the strictures of bureaucratic 
structures in between. The pervasive presence of mobile phones in 
offices on the desks of so many, where there is also a land-line 
within arm's reach is a clear evidence of the need for such a 'life­
line.' In other sectors of the economy this is also quite common 
even if at times, the use of mobile phones is restricted by work 
regulations. Used at will and to contact loved ones or intimate 
friends appears to create a need for a mobile phone in the modern 
world and is not construed as an invasion of privacy. 

The surrealist world which this creates is of course not difficult 
to notice. In an atomised world which is heavily compartmentalised 
and where economic activity is machine driven, in a world in which 
so much emphasis is made on productivity and return, the need 
for proximity appears to be tremendous, and the existence of a 
telephone in one's pocket often satisfies the need, even if actually 
used only scantily. 

A pertinent question arises: does the telephone enhance freedom 
or does it engender a new form of slavery? The real answer appears 
to be that it does both. It enhances freedom to the extent that it 
extends an individual's physical space and allows her/him to move 
around without the fear that s/he cannot be contacted in need. But 
it also enslaves him because it keeps him or her tied down to the 
chores and the problems of his 'house and home' even when s/he is 
miles away from them. Parents continue to control their children 
even if they are on holiday hundreds of miles away, children 
continue to bother their parents at work and elsewhere, bosses 
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continue to annoy their employees even outside working hours. 
Proximity has transformed in many ways the meaning of urgency, 
and what could wait a few hours often accrues a sense of imminence 
that it really does not deserve. This has significant ramifications 
on leisure activity in the modern world. Unlike previous 
generations, contemporary men and women are finding it 
increasingly difficult to regenerate their inner forces through leisure 
activities because they have to, or indeed, they are often made to, 
'be in when they are out'. This is not always salutary, especially 
when the urgency is artificial, as is often the case in the perceived 
need 'immediately' to answer an SMS once received. 

As part of the continuous strife by producers to promote their 
product, the telephone has also become part and parcel of the 
consumer-driven ethos. Both the use of the service and the hardware 
themselves have come to be perceived as a need with greater weight 
than it ever had before. The need to be constantly in touch, and 
pay for it, makes people feel that they are being milked by the 
providers. Complaints about the cost of the service are very common 
and any move downwards is applauded, even though it frequently 
reflects itself only in an increase in more time spent taking on the 
phone and not a decrease in money spent. Elasticities are such that 
providers know that by reducing prices, the marginal gain is low 
and people would still use their more or less fixed budget on 
telephony, even if the mix of products may vary. 

All in all, it can be stated that in the contemporary world, the 
need to stay in touch has acquired new prominence, and telephony 
is providing an easy and relatively cheap way of how it can be 
satisfied. The telephone can, and indeed has, saved lives, but at 
the same time it has also contributed to give a sense of freedom'. 
when in reality it has managed to enslave modern man. Once 
introduced, it cannot be ignored, and the demand for it is still on 
the increase, as this study has clearly shown. As time passes, and 
perhaps as man realises that the trappings it creates are sometimes 
not as beneficial as they appear, more disciplined use will be made 
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of it, as is the case with TV in a number of advanced societies in 
which the number of hours persons expose themselves to it has 
decreased and more time is spent in other activities. But that 
requires a culture change, a process which, for Malta at least, is 
still incipient. 
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