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Abstract
This paper underscores the centrality of individual technological devices, particularly mobile
phones, in structuring contemporary social interaction in public spaces. It illustrates the need to
re-think the relationship between information and communications technologies and practices of
sociability in public spaces. Based on surveys of users of mobile phones (basic mobile phones and
smartphones), we explore the practices and actions of subjects in public spaces. Empirical analysis
shows that the use of mobile phones and, particularly, smartphones, is gradually modifying the
normative constraints associated with place and social codes, simultaneously enhancing both a
sense of freedom and estrangement. Based on our findings, the paper suggests the concept of
portable private-personal territory to better understand the personal space individuals develop
with the support of technology. Finally, the paper concludes with a reflection on the future impli-
cations of portable private-personal territories for public spaces and cities.
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Introduction

Smartphones expand our spheres of commu-
nication. When walking in a park, one is
engaged in juxtaposed spheres: ongoing
emails, news sources, work affairs, private
conversations, and social networks. By tem-
porarily disregarding one’s physical environ-
ment and ignoring the people around, it is
expected that the device will take attention

and focus. This condition raises questions:
how does this state of mind influence social
interactions in a place? How does this
dynamic shape behaviour in public spaces?
These queries are related to an ongoing
debate about the relationship among social
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interactions, information technology, and
the built environment. Of the vast body of
knowledge on this theme, we focus on two
ongoing, related discussions in urban studies
as the basis for addressing these queries: 1)
the role of public spaces in contemporary
cities; and 2) the relation between informa-
tion and communication technologies
(ICTs) and people’s daily routines in cities.

Beginning with the discussion on public
and publicness, one can identify four key tra-
jectories of thinking: 1) a liberal–economic
version, in which the public is defined by the
state and administrative functions; 2) a
republican virtue model, in which the public
sphere is conceptualised as pertaining to
community, the polity, and citizens; 3) a
model rooted in practices of sociability, in
which the public refers to symbolic displays
and self-representation; and 4) a Marxist–
feminist model, in which ‘public’ refers to
the state and economy (Weintraub, 1995).
Although scholars conceptualise public dif-
ferently (Staeheli and Mitchell, 2007), they
tend to agree that the current concept of
public should be understood through the
ascendancy of a market-based paradigm and
the provision of public goods (Madanipour,
2010: 3). Studies have shown that as a result
of a reduction in the size and scope of the
state, urban development has been trans-
ferred to the private sector (Boyer, 1992;
Miller, 2007; Mitchell, 1995; Zukin, 1995).
However, beyond these processes of the pri-
vatisation of publicness, it is acknowledged
that the social nature of public space is
changing, in part due to feminist and gay lib-
eration movements and to wider access to
media, television, and immigration move-
ments (Watson, 2006). In particular, it has
been argued that with the massive growth of
cities, public spaces become more impersonal
and transient, playing a functional and sym-
bolic role at best (Madanipour, 2010: 5;
Sennet, 1976). Technology adds to these
changes another layer that modifies the

dynamic of encounters and their varied
forms. On the one hand, these changes turn
public spaces into venues surveyed and con-
trolled by authorities; on the other, they
enhance the flexible use of personal devices
by individuals. In fact, the reliance of cities
on technology has made them inseparable in
the sense that the development and evolution
of both is co-dependent.

A situation in which cities would be
affected and radically transformed by ICTs
was predicted in the early 1990s by scholars
such as Manuel Castells (1989, 1996) in
social sciences, and William Mitchell (1999)
in architecture. These authors particularly
emphasised the way telecommunications
would modify and change the hierarchy
among cities worldwide, defining new rela-
tionships between states and cities globally
(Sassen, 1998). Their predictions came true,
and in many societies today, technological
systems are becoming the ‘ordinary’ socio-
technical world. Responding to this state of
affairs, researchers have studied the impact
of these systems on our daily lives, paying
special attention to mobility, service systems,
and physical spaces (Berry, 2010; De Souza
e Silva and Frith, 2012; Hampton, 2010;
Jensen, 2009; Shariful, 2010). Yet, parallel to
the ongoing fascination with ‘the way tech-
nology liberates society’, other voices have
illuminated the dark side of technological
devices, seeing ‘technology as a means of
control’ (Graham, 2002, 2005). This view of
technology as a disciplinary tool that re-
structures space, time, and relations among
activities has been promoted by scholars
who have shown that technology is also a
means of saturating and sustaining contem-
porary capitalist societies and deepening
inequalities (Graham, 2002, 2005; Lyon,
2003; Thrift, 2004b).

Using these discussions as the back-
ground for this study, we aim to advance
critical thinking on technology and space
with particular attention to the daily

2 Urban Studies

 at Tel Aviv University on January 28, 2015usj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://usj.sagepub.com/


practices of the individual subject (Massey,
2005; Thrift, 2004a). In particular, we
address the way mobile phones influence our
‘interactions in public’ (Goffman, 1967) and
the way they assist in constructing a multidi-
mensional set of social and spatial situations.
As Erving Goffman noted, social situations
vary, and individuals’ reactions depend on
how much the individual is obliged to be in
connection with what is around him and the
social context in which he is embedded
(Goffman, 1963: 199). This argument is even
more relevant today with the ICT revolu-
tion, which blurs the lines between physical
and virtual space. It is important to remem-
ber that it is through both means simultane-
ously, not one or the other (De Souza e Silva
and Frith, 2012: 46), that the individual has
the power to construct his personal space
with varied tools. In this sense, mobile phone
users imagine themselves able to communi-
cate beyond the crowd as well as with it, as
argued by Vicente Rafael:

Unlike computer users, cell phone owners are
mobile, immersed in the crowd, yet able to
communicate beyond it. Texting provides
them with a way out of their surroundings.
Thanks to the cell phone, they need not be
present to others around them. Even when
they are part of a socially defined group – say,
commuters or mourners – cell phone users are
always somewhere else, receiving and trans-
mitting messages from beyond their physical
location. (Rafael, 2003: 405)

Following these ideas, particularly the
notion of personal space as procedural
(Iveson, 2007: 9), the premise of this paper is
that technological devices influence our dia-
logical practices and joint actions between
subjects as well as the spatial use of public
space. Focusing on encounters in public
spaces, we elaborate on the way mobile
phone users (basic mobile phones and
smartphones) act in public spaces. Our argu-
ment is twofold: first, mobile phones

contribute to the development of what we
call portable private-personal territory
(PPPT), a personal space that individuals
develop and that is characterised by a multi-
dimensional set of social and spatial relation-
ships. Second, this dynamic personal space
modifies interaction rituals in public. As
mobile technologies become an intrinsic part
of people’s experience of space, they both
enable empowerment and flexibility and cre-
ate social estrangement. We understand the
PPPT as a socio-spatial condition that
releases the individual from normative con-
straints associated with place, and we argue
that it modifies the role of public space.

To explore this argument, the paper begins
with a theoretical discussion of public spaces
and ICTs. It proceeds with an analysis of the
empirical evidence collected by surveying
users of smartphones and basic mobile
phones, focusing on social conduct and beha-
viour in different typological places. Based on
the findings, the paper develops the idea of
portable private-personal territory. Finally,
the paper concludes by reflecting on the
future implications of this idea for public
spaces and cities.

Beyond binaries and divides:
Public spaces and ICTs

The public/private divide, perceived as two
exclusive categories that together appear to
account for all elements of life and experi-
ence (Collins, 2009), is one of the great
dichotomies of western thought. Understood
as opposites, public and private are also
understood as inseparable, where the exten-
sion of one sphere necessarily implies a
reduction in the scope of the other. Yet, the
validity of this binary is not clear, especially
with the ongoing ‘privatisation’ of material
spaces as well as the growing appearance of
virtual space in our lives. Clearly, mobile
technology use in public spaces complicates
traditional understandings of what it means
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to be in public, allowing people to bring pre-
viously private activities (chatting, reading,
listening to music) into public spaces (De
Souza e Silva and Frith, 2012: 51).
Nevertheless, one of the reasons for maintain-
ing these categories (even in their current
blurred configuration) is because they con-
tribute to and maintain the order of social
life, promote collective concerns, and reduce
conflicts. Thus, as evidenced by many studies,
the public/private divide is a dimension that
is constantly transforming and is influenced
by the social, economic, and spatial lenses
through which we observe and understand it.

Contemporary scholars have tended to
see the public and the private as a range or a
trajectory of spaces (Madanipour, 2003;
Massey, 2005; Palen and Dourish, 2003).
However, even when adopting a flexible
approach to this divide, distinctions can be
made. Thus, for example, Ali Madanipour
argues that the most fundamental distinction
between private and public is the distinction
between the human subject’s inner space of
consciousness and the outer space of the
world (Madanipour, 2003: 227). Seeing body
and mind as the most private spheres of the
individual, Madanipour argues that they cre-
ate the core of a personal space. Although
the personal space finds expression in social
encounters, it is also considered a protective
bubble (Madanipour, 2003: 230).

In contrast to the personal and private
sphere, public space is often perceived as a
realm of contact and exchange among stran-
gers – it is a realm of encounter. More pre-
cisely, sociologists have developed the
notion of the public realm as an arena of
interaction and visibility among actors by
studying details of interactions and commu-
nication in public (Brighenti, 2010). To put
it differently, the public is seen as a socio-
spatial territory that facilitates and regulates
interpersonal relationships (‘access’)
(Sennett, 1976) and where individuals pres-
ent their idealised selves following (or

challenging) patterns of belief and behaviour
(Goffman, 1959). Furthermore, the self
exposed in public is a construct (which is, of
course, culturally influenced) that human
beings wear in social encounters to protect
the self. Thus, being observed in public is a
social ritual that entails assuming postures,
ways of behaving, and expectations, if not
ascribed roles (Brighenti, 2010; Joseph,
1998). Most importantly, encounters and
performance occur in an institutional and
material common world supported by man-
ners and social order that provides balance
and stability to exchanges among strangers.

The approach that supports social rules
and boundaries in public spaces has been chal-
lenged by critics who note the way these norms
and orders reduce agency and meaningful
expression in public space, enhance unequal
treatment of groups in space, and, as a whole,
are dictated by political ideology (Loukaitou-
Sideris and Ehrenfeucht, 2009; Low and
Smith, 2005; Zukin, 1995). Although establish-
ing public codes can be a means of providing
balance and stability, these codes can also
enhance surveillance and control practices, to
which technology adds another layer.

Seeing contemporary technology as a
means of control challenges the scientific
fascination with ICTs as well as studies that
analyse technology’s ‘impact’ on society and
cities (Gershuny, 2003; Mei-Po, 2007; Pfaff,
2010; Ratti, 2006; Reades, 2009). In particu-
lar, this approach offers a perspective in
addition to the one that celebrates technol-
ogy as a means by which citizens have crea-
tive input in matters affecting their interests
and concerns. This input may reduce
unequal power structures and social groups
(Mallan, 2010; Sarjakoski, 1998). Yet, the
reality is more complex. As Andrea
Brighenti has argued:

what the user actually gets is only one actua-
lised possibility (a syntagm) within a larger
matrix of possibilities envisaged and foreknown
by engineers and programmers (a paradigm).
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Thus, what the users see is, in fact, only an epi-
phenomenon of the matrix. (Brighenti, 2012:
411, Manovich, 2001; Picon, 2008)

This statement implies a rather gloomy view
of freedom, suggesting that nothing unex-
pected can be produced within new media.
Brighenti is not alone; her critical perspective
has been adopted by others who have argued
that ICTs actually enhance social divisions
and polarisation (Sheller, 2004; Wacquant,
2007; Young, 1999; Zureik, 2004).

With the aim of avoiding this binary pic-
ture of mobile technologies as either liberat-
ing or controlling, we suggest that the
relationship between society and technology
is not an either/or relationship but rather is
far more complex and subtle: technology
reshapes contexts and socio-spatial defini-
tions over time. Thus, rather than looking at
the tension between public and private as a
divide or a dichotomy, we suggest tracking
the shifting fluid and permeable boundaries
between the two. To better understand these
modifications, we suggest exploring daily life
in places (Graham, 2005; Haythornthwaite
and Wellman, 2002), shifting from the over-
estimation of ICTs’ abilities to mediate
human relationships to a focus on the
modified ritualistic dimension of human
communications in place (Graham, 2005;
Haythornthwaite and Wellman, 2002).

Research methods and context

In exploring this question, our analysis is
based on an empirical study conducted in
March–May 2011 at Tel Aviv University in
Israel. The use of both Internet and mobile
phones in Israel make this context an appro-
priate platform for the empirical study. For
example, by the end of 2011, it was esti-
mated that there were 10.055 million mobile
subscribers in Israel, representing a growth
of 1.5% over the year and a mobile penetra-
tion rate of 133%. Business Monitor

International (BMI) forecasts that growth in
the mobile market will continue, averaging
1.8% over the next five years until 2016 to
bring the total to just over 11 million sub-
scribers and a penetration rate of 134.5%
(Israel Telecommunications Report, 2012).
According to the same report, Israel has the
highest rate of hours spent on social net-
working sites (an average of 11.1 monthly
hours). In terms of the ratio of smartphone
penetration, Israel is located in seventh place
among all world nations (Meeker, 2011).
Furthermore, in 2011, approximately 58%
of phone sales were devices with Internet
connections using 3G wireless networks.
Thus, the majority of sales synchronise with
our definition of a smartphone or a phone
with high-speed Internet connectivity, inde-
pendent application installation, graphical
user interface, and messaging capabilities.
We define basic phones as phones that pro-
vide only voice calls and text messaging.

Our analysis aims to identify correlations
between the use of technological devices and
the public experience. The study is based on
participant observation in different locations
on campus (i.e. public areas and study places)
as well as a survey of students. The survey
included 138 students divided into two equal
groups: users of smartphones and users of
basic mobile phones. The rationale for includ-
ing these two types of users was the assump-
tion that users of smartphones might differ
from users of mobile phones due to more
options for interacting in the virtual sphere.
Thus, we assumed that more possibilities may
alter social rituals and attentiveness to one’s
immediate surroundings. The goal of this
study was to map the public experience of
both groups in space and then to track beha-
vioural patterns, perceptions, and partici-
pants’ public experience. The study design
reflects this objective and does not aspire to
analyse the causes for the correlation, which
may be related to the self-selection of the par-
ticipants or personal tendencies.
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As a whole, the profile of the participants
in both groups was rather homogeneous in
terms of age, education, gender, and the use
of online social networks. The average age
of all participants was 24 years (SD = 3.9),
and the majority of the participants, 120 of
138, were undergraduate students. The focus
on young people may create some bias
because their lifestyle and in particular social
life might differ significantly from adults.
However, we assume that the normative
changes in this group are crucial for the
future development and understanding of
the public realm and spaces. Generally, with
the exception of owning a smartphone, the
two groups share similar properties with
regard to mobile technology use. The vast
majority of users (all but five) were members
of at least one online social network, with
Facebook as the most popular by far. Most
respondents were active users of online social
networks, with an average of 363 relations in
their social network for the basic phone users
and 380 for the smartphone users (the differ-
ence was found to be insignificant [t-test, t =
0.35, p = 0.71]). However, financial differ-
ences were evident between the groups; 48%
of regular phone users had used public trans-
port, whereas only 34% of smartphone parti-
cipants had used public (Chi-squared test, X2

= 13.086, df = 1, p = 0.0003) transport.
Furthermore, 78% of basic phone users said
that they did not need a smartphone, and
20% cited financial reasons for not obtaining
a smartphone. A single participant stated
that a smartphone was too difficult to use.

All participants were actively approached
by a research assistant on the university
campus, initially briefed about the study,
and assigned an appropriate survey accord-
ing to the type of phone they used (either a
basic mobile phone or a smartphone). The
survey was divided into four parts. Each
part focused on a key typological space:
public space, private space, study space, and
transition (in-between) space. The focus on

these four varied spaces aimed to challenge
the private–public binary by examining dif-
ferent types of places with diverse features.
For example, the study space could be seen
as a private–public space (a space where
only permitted students are allowed).
Among the four types of spaces, the transi-
tion space was the most amorphous and was
seen as the space experienced between two
target points, which could be either public
(e.g. a passage between buildings) or private
(e.g. driving a car). To ensure that partici-
pants spent time in these different typologi-
cal spaces, they were asked at the beginning
of the study to recall their visitation patterns
in the last 24 hours. The results were similar
across the two groups of users: approxi-
mately 30% of participants had visited a
coffee shop, 20% had visited a cafeteria,
20% had spent time on the university lawn,
20% of the participants had visited a univer-
sity building’s lobby, and only 3% had
reported visiting a public square or city
urban space. Approximately half of the par-
ticipants had spent at least two hours at
home during the last 24 hours, approxi-
mately half at their own homes and half at
their parents’ home.

The analysis in this study was based on
relational investigation and focused on iden-
tifying the relations between the independent
factors (the phone type and topological
space) and a set of dependent factors reflect-
ing the use of the space. As noted, the
hypothesis was that basic mobile phone and
smartphone users might be correlated with
different patterns of behaviour in different
typological spaces. In each part of the sur-
vey, a similar set of questions was asked
about each key typological space to identify:
1) activities, with a focus on what people do
in public spaces; 2) interactions, with an
emphasis on the way people contact others;
and 3) a sense of privacy, with an emphasis
on normative constraints and conduct in
public. The collected data were analysed and
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coded using: 1) binomial and summed chi-
square statistical tests for assessing responses
to Boolean questions (yes/no answer) and
detecting differences and similarities between
the conditions; and 2) Mann-Whitney U test
and student t-test for Likert scale questions,
with distributions specified by average, med-
ian, and standard deviation.

Mobile phone use and social
conduct in public spaces

Activities: What do we do?

One of the distinctions between private and
public is based on the conceptualisation of
the public as a social–political platform dis-
tinct from both the private realm and admin-
istrative matters of government. This idea
associates the public realm with discussion,
deliberation, and decision making about
issues of collective concerns. It also sees pub-
lic space as a tool that contributes to active
citizenship engaged with the production and
circulation of rational debate. This distinc-
tion is based on the assumption that individ-
uals perceive and thus act differently in
public, where they expect to be more atten-
tive to their surroundings as a prior condi-
tion for public participation. Yet, even

before the survey, participant observations
revealed a distinct picture of individuals phy-
sically located in public but highly engaged
with their phones or laptops, with most
observed individuals talking while walking
(Hanany, 2010). This dynamic of intense
engagement with the phone and laptop is
reflected in the survey and is particularly evi-
dent among the users of smartphones.

Activities were divided into three categories:
resting/reading, using phone/laptop, and talk-
ing with friends. The two groups differed
significantly (chi-square two variable test,
X-squared = 12.1776, df = 2, p = 0.002268).
Smartphone users reported that they used
their phones and laptops twice as much as
basic phone users. In accordance with this evi-
dence, basic phone users participated in resting
and reading activities twice as much as smart-
phone users.

Figure 1 depicts the difference in the
activities conducted in public spaces by users
of the two phone types. Although talking
with friends was performed in fairly similar
proportions, smartphone users were twice as
likely to use their phone or laptop as basic
phone users and half as likely to rest or read.
This result indicates that activities that tradi-
tionally took place in the private sphere are
now taking place in public, replacing other
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Figure 1. Number of participants in three categories of activities in public spaces.
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activities associated with public, such as rest-
ing, gazing, and social, face-to-face interac-
tions. This result suggests that the public
realm as a ‘social territory’ (Lofland, 1998)
is gradually being modified by individual use
of technological devices (in all its forms). It
is evident that the public realm, as a com-
plex web of relationships, is being expanded
to the virtual sphere and thus diminishes, to
a certain extent, the person-to-place and
person-to-person connections.

Interactions: Is there anyone around?

One of the potential implications of this
intense engagement with technological
devices is a reduction in attention to the
environment. Thus, when asked in the sur-
vey about occurrences that took place in
each of the typological spaces discussed, the
majority of participants in both groups had
difficulty providing details. In both groups
of participants, transition spaces were poorly
described, with approximately two-thirds of
participants not answering the question
(61.4% of smartphone users and 71.4% of
mobile phone users). As expected in both
groups, participants were able to provide the
most information about their private space
(54.2% of smartphone users and 65.7% of
basic mobile phone users). Again, in both
groups, most participants tended to describe
people, actions, or particular personal
objects, with very few describing the physi-
cality of a place or its amenities. We find
that emotional attachment to the physical
locale (Lofland, 1998) is weak, and focus is
given to the concrete and virtual social terri-
tory defined by users.

This lack of attention to the environment
is more evident when we examine social
interactions among the different groups. As
noted earlier in the text, one of the key ele-
ments associated with smartphones is the
way they expand the spheres of interaction,
modifying other interactions or activities by

the user. By asking participants about differ-
ent aspects of social interaction in different
spaces, we found smartphone users to be
more detached from their physical surround-
ings. This detachment included less social
interaction (talking, observing) and less sensi-
tivity to the social environment as a whole.
The analysis shows that basic phone users
were significantly more conscious of their sur-
roundings than smartphone users in both pub-
lic and study spaces. As depicted in Figure 2,
when asked about their personal phone use in
public and study places, basic phone users
were more bothered than smartphone users by
an average of 20%. These results are signifi-
cant, with p-values of p = 0.006 for the public
space and p = 0.009 according to an unpaired
Wilcoxon Rank Sum.

One explanation may be that the ability
of smartphones to provide personal visual
and audio spaces (i.e. listening to music,
writing messages) allows users to escape and
ignore the actions of people around them.
The increased isolation of smartphone users
is also expressed in their perceived attitudes
towards their own actions. Smartphone
users are more likely to state that they would
feel comfortable speaking on their phone in
public and in study spaces than basic phone
users. The result is significant according to a
chi-square categorical test, with p = 0.038
and 0.006 for public and study spaces,
respectively. Smartphone users’ enhanced
activity on their phones is related to reduced
attention to their surroundings as well as
potential interactions with strangers, thus
significantly modifying the activities of users
in public. However, this reduced attention
does not indicate disattention but rather
new ways of addressing the sensory stimula-
tion of the city and personal technological
devices. It is a process of reconstituting a
psychic state, reformatting attention by, in a
sense, fragmenting space. This process facili-
tates the creation of a sort of filter between
the sensory stimulation of the city (and
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personal contemporary devices) and the
mind of the metropolitan individual
(Lofland, 1998: 27).

Privacy: Are we alone?

Traditionally, public space differs from pri-
vate space in terms of types of activities. If

home is associated with intimate relation-
ships, public is about social interactions with
strangers and casual acquaintances – the
hidden versus the open and revealed. This
hidden/revealed relationship is a social con-
struct and thus is dynamic and highly influ-
enced by how we feel about our privacy and
whether we feel comfortable exposing our
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Figure 2. The extent to which participants are bothered by other people talking on their mobile phones.
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intimate affairs in public. One of the most
evident means by which an individual shows
himself to be situationally present is through
the disciplined management of personal
appearance or a ‘personal front’, the com-
plex of clothing, make-up, hairdo, and other
surface decorations the individual carries on
his or her person (Goffman, 1963: 25).
Thus, if asked, an individual might say that
he limits the noise that he makes out of con-
sideration for the others present. By demon-
strating this consideration, the individual is
showing cognisance of persons by virtue of
their presence in the situation, and in show-
ing this, he demonstrates that he is open to
and respectful of the gathering (Goffman,
1963). It is the demonstration of this com-
mitted ‘presence’ in the situation that others
may want from the individual even more
than the substantive value of the consider-
ation itself (Goffman, 1963: 214).

This social code and its associated bound-
aries are becoming blurred with changes to
the appearance and meaning of privacy in
public. When examining individual privacy
in association with physical space, the two
groups of phone users differed significantly

in their sense of privacy, comfort, and rela-
tionship with the outside environment.
When reporting on the extent to which they
believe their phone provides them with pri-
vacy (on a Likert scale), smartphone users
answered in more positive terms than basic
phone users. Figure 3 presents the average
and distribution of the two groups across all
spaces. The scale of the responses refers to
the sense of privacy participants reported,
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much).
In each of the different spaces about which
the participants were asked, smartphone
users believed that their phones provided
them with better privacy than basic phone
users. These notions were consistent and sig-
nificant, ranging from a difference of 33%
in the average value (in the transition space)
to 12.5% (in the home space).

This growing sense of privacy also
increases the dependency of users on their
mobile phones (see Figures 4 and 5). When
participants were asked to consider the pos-
sibility of spending a day without their
phones because they forgot them at home,
their answers highlight the importance of
smartphones, particularly, to users’ daily
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lives. Smartphone users were twice as likely
to feel out of date, 30% more likely to feel
under pressure, and 30% more likely to feel
lost than basic users. In addition, smart-
phone users were twice as likely to report
negative feelings about being without their
phones than basic phone users (p = 0.03,
Binomial test with expected probability
of 0.5).

In sum, as shown by mapping both
groups’ patterns of behaviour in public
spaces, the use of mobile technologies is
shifting the way individuals exchange infor-
mation and interact in public, multiplying
the different spheres in which an individual
can participate simultaneously. Mobile
phones provide their users with unprece-
dented intensity of the user experience,

Challenged

Focused

Free

Insecure

Lost

Open

Out of date

Quiet

Unchanged

Under pressure

0 10 20 30 40
Number of participants

C
at

eg
or

y Phone type
Basic

Smart

Figure 5. Participants indicate their feelings in response to forgetting their phone at home for a day.

Space type Home Public Study Transport
Mean smart phone 3.30 2.94 2.67 3.11
Mean basic phone 2.89 2.14 1.74 2.08
Difference *12% **27% **35 **33

Figure 4. Mean value for the sense of privacy for each space type.
Note: * p \ 0.05; ** p \ 0.001, unpaired Wilcoxon Rank Sum test.
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providing pervasive, powerful communica-
tion and computing functionality. Users are
within arm’s reach of their smartphone 50%
of the time and are in the same room as their
phone 90% of the time (Dey et al., 2011).
Specifically, we see that both groups use
mobile phones as a means to construct a
dynamic personal space. Yet, it is clear that
the group that uses smartphones has more
tools for playing with this space, blurring
the boundaries between the physical and vir-
tual. In that sense, we see that public space
definitions and norms, similar to the dictates
of law and authorities, are being modified
from below by private users, both con-
sciously and unconsciously.

Conclusions: The emergence
of portable private-personal
territory (PPPT)

Based on these results, we suggest that both
public and personal space can be seen as a
social territory composed of locations and
places. Indeed, the notion of location has
often been subordinated to the idea of place
and conceptualised as an aspect of a place,
referring to an abstract point in an abstract
place (Cresswell, 2004). The use of location-
based applications and location-aware
technologies contribute to individualising
people’s perceptions of public spaces, and it
is impossible to see place and location in
hierarchical positions; rather, they are juxta-
posed (De Souza e Silva and Frith, 2012: 8).
Specifically, we observe that contemporary
mobile technologies support the ability of
the individual to participate simultaneously
in multiple spheres of action and communi-
cation. This state of affairs creates what we
have called a portable private-personal terri-
tory (PPPT): the space in which an individ-
ual, through the use of a technological
device, can extend his personal space, creat-
ing a complex matrix (within programmatic
limitations) of social spheres and interactions

that is characterised by a multidimensional
set of relationships defined by events and
interactions. The PPPT is a social personal
territory, the locus of a complex web of
relationships that includes both person-to-
person connections and person-to-space con-
nections (Lofland, 1998: 51). Conceptually,
the use of the word ‘territory’ to describe
personal space expands the association of
the personal space of the body to include vir-
tual spheres as well as the concept of a terri-
tory as a complex set of spatial trajectories
(either public or private). These varied per-
sonal territories are not just a way of describ-
ing the plurality of the social world we now
inhabit; they are ‘integral to the (post)mo-
dern self, which is never complete and always
fragmentary. Thus engagements in public
arenas are also always temporary, contin-
gent, partial, invented and reinvented, and
open ended’ (Watson, 2006: 171). In this
sense, we argue that the PPPT is a socio-
spatial condition that contributes to the blur-
ring definition of private–public, in which
personal space is expanded to offer the indi-
vidual the ability to navigate between the
material and the immaterial. Paraphrasing
Lyn Lofland’s definition of the public realm
(Lofland, 1998: 12), the PPPT is a social, not
a physical, territory; it is a social condition
that comes into being by the individual in a
space, in physical territories.

We conclude that as a social condition, the
PPPT advances the following (see Figure 6):

1. Varied forms of exchange with social interactions
not limited to people in a concrete place. The
physicality of space does not dictate social
interactions; rather, it is one sphere among
many. As argued by De Souza e Silva and
Frith, mobile technologies reconfigure
public space in two major ways: 1) they
move practices previously confined to
traditionally private space into the streets of
the city; and 2) they give people a feeling of
control and familiarity with public spaces
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typically associated with private spaces (De
Souza e Silva and Frith, 2012: 186). This
characteristic was supported by the
empirical evidence, which indicated that
with the support of smartphones and
laptops, activities that traditionally took
place in the private sphere are now taking
place in public, enhancing multiple forms of
exchange simultaneously (i.e. sitting with a
friend while talking on the phone and
checking email). This state of affairs, which
expands social interaction and changes our
perception of time, is blurring the distinction
between the real and virtual and between the
concrete and abstract.

2. Social behaviour that responds to a set of norms
and social codes that do not necessarily relate to
the concrete space in which the individual is
located. This situation is a result of engaging
with multiple spheres simultaneously, with
the individual sometimes needing to respond
to conflicting sets of norms and social codes.
Here, as well, empirical evidence shows that
mobile technology allows users to escape
and sometimes even to ignore the actions of
people around them. The increased isolation
of individuals is also expressed in their per-
ceived attitudes towards their own actions,
particularly following accepted norms asso-
ciated with a place. Yet, as Goffman has
made clear, civil inattention is not disatten-
tion. The principle of civil inattention may

require that one not be obviously interested
in the affairs of the other, but it does not
require that one not be interested at all. As
such, it is fully compatible with the idea that
inhabitants of the public realm act primarily
as an audience to the activities that surround
them (Lofland, 1998: 31). Thus, people do
not use technologies to ‘withdraw’ from
public space (De Souza e Silva and Frith,
2012: 36). Rather, they use mobile technolo-
gies to accomplish a goal similar to the blasé
attitude: to interface their relationships with
the other people and the space around them
(De Souza e Silva and Frith, 2012: 27).

3. Individual privacy, disassociated from physical
space, either public or private. Individuals can
be connected to their private personal
spheres everywhere. Thus, privacy becomes
a portable state, disassociated from the phy-
sicality of space and associated with the
notion of location. The popularisation of
location-aware technologies contributes to
the changing meaning of locations and their
meaning in constructing the social personal
territory. It is evident that people use differ-
ent types of applications to access various
types of information, which makes their per-
ception of public space more filtered and
personalised. The public space through
which people move is perceived differently
for those who do not possess location-based
technologies or those who have technology

Defini�on
The space in which an individual, 
through the use of a technological 
device, creates a complex matrix 
of social spheres and interac�ons.

Features
*Individual privacy, disassociated 
from physical space, either public 
or private.
*Varied forms of exchange with 
social interac�on not limited to 
people in a concrete place.
*Social behaviour that responds 
to a set of norms and social codes 
that do not necessarily relate to 
the concrete space where the 
individual is located .

Impact
*Blurring the defini�on of private-
public. 
*Naviga�ng between the material 
and the immaterial. 
*Place and loca�on seen as 
juxtaposed  rather than 
hierarchical.

Figure 6. Portable private-personal territory: conceptual framework.
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but choose not to engage with it (De Souza
e Silva and Frith, 2012: 11).

Based on the evidence, technological
devices seem to support users’ belief that
smartphones provide them with privacy.
The question is not whether this is a false or
true belief but rather what it means: that
individuals disassociate privacy from the
physicality of place and see their devices as a
means of supporting privacy everywhere.

These conditions make mobile phones
powerful devices in creating and maintaining
individual personal space. Above all, they
allow the individual to create elastic bound-
aries between the public and private and
between the personal and the collective,
modifying the ritual dimension of human
communications in place. No doubt, formal
knowledge, which tends to be easily accessi-
ble through ICT networks, is growing.
However, as Stephan Graham suggests, ‘tac-
tic knowledge’, which is often developed in
trusting, face-to-face interactions, is gradu-
ally shrinking (2005: 574). As Amin and
Thrift have suggested, technology is ‘becom-
ing one of the chief ways of animating the
city. They must not be allowed to take us
unaware’ (2002: 128). What we see here is
how the public realms of cities and the
essential publicness is rapidly being ‘mass
customised’, unbundled, commodified, indi-
vidualised, and coordinated through net-
worked technologies linking scales from the
globe to the body (Graham, 2005). This
state of affairs raises questions such as how
these techniques influence identities, experi-
ences, and perceptions of publicness. How
do they shape the way we conceive the
other? How are the social and normative
judgements and inclusions that form the
heart of public space altered in different sites
and contexts? To state it differently, ICT
extends human actions, identities, and com-
munities; at the same time, it diffuses some
of the rituals taking place in public. What
are the implications of this condition? Given

the limited space available here, we conclude
by briefly highlighting two trajectories of
questions raised by this discussion.

First, it is clear from this discussion that
PPPT must be at the centre of any attempt
to conceptualise the formation, maintenance,
and experience of public spaces. A pressing
imperative for planners and geographers, in
particular, is to fully address and excavate
the way technological devices redefine the
relationships between material, virtual, and
social dynamics in public spaces – more
importantly, the way mobile technologies
alter the definitions and correlations between
the concepts of territory, place, and location.
Instead of thinking about people detached
from spaces or privatising them, mobile tech-
nologies can be viewed as interfaces to public
space that enhance new interaction rituals
(in Goffman’s sense) linked to personal
socio-spatial territoriality. In this sense, we
can argue that technological set-ups are not
about isolation but rather are about multiple
simultaneous territorialisation.

Second, it is evident that PPPT produces
various spaces and times. It is a sphere
through which the individual’s spatial and
perceptional divisions are extended. Yet, we
know very little about the complex compo-
site of these extensions and the way they
influence our engagement with public space.
How can social programmes and policy
address this dynamic? To what extent are
policy makers, planners, and technology
designers truly and critically aware of the
effects of PPPT on material space? What
policy instruments might best address these
fast-moving devices that bring new stan-
dards, norms, and transparency to public
spaces?

In sum, this paper has sought to under-
score the centrality of individual technologi-
cal devices, particularly the way mobile
phones (basic mobile phones and smart-
phones) restructure social interaction in pub-
lic spaces. It has also illustrated the need to
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re-think the relationships between ICTs and
the role of public space in contemporary cit-
ies. Clearly, as suggested in this discussion,
public/private cannot and should not be
seen as a linear continuum but rather as jux-
taposed spheres with different degrees of pri-
vacy and publicness. The question is not
whether the private is becoming more domi-
nant than the public but rather what the
social consequences of this new technology
are. In other words, what are the implica-
tions of the elasticity of boundaries, and
what type of territories do people compose
together? This is highly relevant if we think
about the role of public space as a place of
encountering the stranger, where modern
technology allows users to reduce this inter-
action to a minimum. In the past, a stranger
might stop for directions in a plaza, but
these chance acquaintances rarely happen
today. Nevertheless, we suggest that technol-
ogy should not be seen as either liberating or
controlling; rather, we should ask about the
power and influence of technology for modi-
fying social rituals. In reflecting upon this
situation, societies face two different scenar-
ios: 1) they can adopt technology without
critically addressing its social consequences,
particularly the interaction patterns, or 2)
they can develop technology as an instru-
ment as well as a socio-spatial tool, a juxta-
posed site of the virtual and the material,
that supports publicness. In addressing this
task, tech entrepreneurs and programmers
must change their priorities to consider the
public good before capital gain. Moreover,
municipalities must address transparency
before control to see technology as a means
of enhancing the qualities of publicness
rather as a means of surveillance.
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