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Young Latinos Use of Mobile Phones: A Cross-Cultural Study

Thereis no doubt that the use of mobile phones has proliferated, not only in the
United States but around the globe. In many countries the number of mobile phones now
outnumbers wireline or “fixed” telephones by an ever-growing margin. With the advent
of the iPhone, the Blackberry, and other “smart phones,” the mobile phone is now much
more than just atelephone. With the implementation of afaster 3G network
infrastructure in many countries, mobile phones are now used to download and play
music, games, and video material, as well as ahost of other applications.

This study was designed to analyze how young people, operationalized in this
study as people of Latino descent between the ages of 18-25, are using their mobile
phone for various applications and what particular gratifications they derive from using
the phone. But this study takes on a much larger dimension, because it involves a cross-
cultural strategy. Research partners were recruited in five Latin American countries:
Mexico, Colombia, Argentina, Chile and Uruguay, in order to collect data and compare it
to other countries and to what is happening in the United States.

Literature Review

Thereisarelatively small literature base available on mobile phones, their uses,
and the gratifications derived from their use. The study of mobile phones flowed
naturally from earlier studies of the “wired” telephone and their networks and uses and
gratifications (see Dimmick & Patterson, 1996).

In general, studies regarding mobile phones indicate increased usage as the
technology develops. Phones today allow internet access, instant messaging, social

networking and much more. These new technol ogies provide more uses and



gratifications for its users. Considering the rapid evolution of the mobile phone, social
studies have increased in recent years.

Aoki and Downes' (2003) concluded that respondents to a study on mobile
phones fit into one of two groups: “safety” users and “sophisticated” users. Safety users
kept their mobile phones for emergencies, while “sophisticated” users were more in touch
with the features of the device and more socially active. This study also recognized the
rapidly advancing technology and predicted the mobile phone would lead to new social
aswell as cultural phenomena.

Leonardi (2003) examined the impact of mediaamong US Latinos. All
participants identified cell phones as the only mediathat that promoted cultural values.
Computers and Internet were viewed as hindering these values. The author explained
that Latinos value close, consistent, close interpersonal contact and mobile phones help
nourish relationships both near and far (Leonardi, 2003). Mobile phones were also
perceived to help over come long distances and to provide immediate contact in times of
distress or emergencies.

The differences in mobile phone usage across generations were analyzed by Lee
(2006). This study concluded that younger generations had more social motivation to use
the more advanced features provided by technology. The younger generation forms a
subculture built around this media usage in their everyday life. Thissubculturein a
younger generation could easily describe the texting phenomenon that has emerged in the
past several years. The division between generations and their familiarity with technology
is described as a cohort effect. This effect continues as new technol ogies become main

stream for the next generation of media users.



Studiesinto the use of mobile email found that Japanese youth preferred mobile
mail to keep in touch with their local friends (Ishii, 2006). The study concluded that
Japanese youth used mobile mail to help overcome shyness in communications. A strong
correlation was found between weak socia skills and a stronger dependence on mobile
email.

Research in the Seoul metropolitan area studied the differences between male and
female adoption of mobile phone features (Sohn & Lee, 2007). While there were specific
differences in the habits between males and females, there was no proof that woman were
slower to adopt new features than men. The authors concluded more gender specific
research was necessary to understand woman’'s media usage in alarger social context.

Auter (2007) conducted a study of college students' uses of mobile phones and
found that on average, the sample claimed to use their phones for 10.5 hours aweek. The
author concluded that cell phone activity was highly related to interpersonal
communication, and correlated with cell phone gratifications.

Wei (2008) concluded that even with 3G technol ogies, mobile phones are till
seen primarily as acalling device. While younger users are much more likely to take full
advantage of other features, entertainment and news are till secondary uses to making
phone calls. The author recommends phone companies market the next generation of
phones as convenient hybrid medium for on-the-go users.

Ramirez, Dimmick, Feaster and Lin (2008) analyzed the gratification niches
between traditional landline telephones, instant messaging, mobile phones and email.

The findings indicate strong preference for mobile phone use, primarily because of its

diverse functions and mobility. Respondents also indicated a strong affinity for instant



messaging. Respondents also revealed that the popularity of traditional landline phones
has dlipped in recent years as newer technology reached higher adoptions levels.

Campbell (2007) compared cell phone use using a student sample consisting of
students from Hawaii and the U. S. mainland, Taiwan, Sweden and Japan. The author
observed similarities and differences in regards to the various cultures represented in the
study.

In terms of industry-related studies, Nielsen (2008a) published an extensive report
on mobile Internet usage. Thereport liststhe US, UK and Italy as leadersin mobile
Internet penetration. However, the only Latin American country measured in this
research was Brazil. The active users of the mobile Internet in the US grew from 22.4
million in July of 2006 to 40.4 million in May of 2008. Thisincredible risein use shows
the technological effects of cell phone usage. The study also cites unlimited data plans
being akey reason for the increased use of mobile internet. These plans drive the
adoption and usage, and strengthen the market as it continues to devel op.

Another study by the Nielsen group (2008b) found that the average number of
text messages had surpassed the average number of phone calls. This study found that
while cell phone calls remained consistent in recent years, the number of text messages
had risen 450% in the past two years. Text messages are the most prevalent example of
the versatility of mobile phones. Once seen as a secondary function, it has now
overtaken traditional phone calls as the most popular form of communicating with a
mobile device.

These studies, taken as a group, illustrate the versatility and importance of the

mobile phone for both interpersonal communication and as a growing tool with many



other features and applications. Given the lack of research on mobile phone usage among
young L atinos, more research is needed to compare trends and patterns across nations.
Hence, this study was undertaken from a cross-cultural perspective to examine mobile
phone use and gratifications among young L atinos.
Resear ch Questions

The research team was organized in the fall of 2008. Partnering in the research
were institutions in Latin Americathat the Center for Spanish Language Media at the
University of North Texas developed external relationships with, some in the form of
signed agreements, others with more informal arrangements. The Center provided
funding to each ingtitution to help defray the cost of hiring research assistants to handle
data collection and coding.

Two broad research questions were guiding this study from the beginning:

RQ1: What applications are young L atinos using with their mobile phones?

RQ2: How do young L atinos rank their mobile phones in comparison to other

types of technologies?

The leaders of the research team in the Latin American countries were Dr. Maria
Elena Gutierrez (Universidad Panamericana, Mexico); Professor German Arango (La
Saban Universidad, Colombia); Professor Aldo Van Weezel (Universidad de los Andes,
Chile); Professor Laura Vaillard (Catholic Universidad, Argentina), Dr. Eileen Hudson
(Universidad Montevideo, Uruguay), and Project Director Dr. Alan Albarran (USA).

M ethodology
The research team decided on a two-stage approach in gathering the data. First,

each country was to conduct a minimum of two focus groups to gather detailed



gualitative information on the use of mobile phones by young L atinos, and to discuss
their responses to the following list of questions:

Describe the various applications you regularly use on your mobile phone
aside fromthe basic “ telephone” or talk function.

About how much time during a typical day do you use your mobile phone?
What percentage of that time is used for talking versus other applications?

Do you surf the Internet with your mobile phone? If so, tell me about the
types of web sites you usually visit.

Do you listen to music on your mobile phone? Have you ever downloaded
music directly to your phone?

Do you use your mobile phone to access music more than the radio? Why or
why not?

Do you use your mobile phone to watch video? If so, please tell me about the
content you watch and what sites you use to obtain the content.

Why do you watch video on your phone instead of using a television or
computer?

Do you use your mobile phone to access video entertainment and information
more regularly than the television? Why or why not?

What applications would you like to see added to your mobile phone?
I's there anything else you would like to tell me about using your mobile phone
and its applications?

Some countries held as many as four focus groups. In addition to conducting the
focus groups, each country was asked to content analyze their findings and to share the
results with one another for comparison purposes. Across the six countries,
approximately 150 subjects participated in the focus groups, yielding in itself arich

amount of data.



While there were a number of expected differencesin the focus group data, there
was far more congruence in terms of use of applications, using the phone to surf the
Internet, listening to music, and accessing video. The project director assembled all of
the focus group data, and formulated a draft of a survey questionnaire to be used in the
second stage of the data collection. The questionnaire was shared and revised as needed
by the research team until we had a final, master version. That version was pre-tested to
eliminate any ambiguities, and then forwarded to the research team in Latin Americafor
their use and data collection.

The questionnaire was trandlated in to Spanish to use across Latin America, while
the U. S. version was prepared in English. The questionnaire consisted of a section on
which of 11 applications (e.g., text messaging, Mp3 player, camera, emalil, etc.) were
available on their mobile phones; questions regarding the amount of time each day spent
talking and texting; a set of 15 gratification items assessing feelings towards their phone
and its applications; a set of items used to rank their mobile phone in relation to other
technologies regarding items like watching movies, listening to music, etc.; and a
minimum number of demographic items to enable gender and age comparisons.

Each research team was asked to collect data from at least 200 subjects, some
partners collected more than the minimum number requested. All requirementsto the
treatment of human subjects were conducted following established protocols. In terms of
obtaining a sample, the following criteria were used:

e Subjects must be between the ages of 18-25
e Subjects had to own a mobile phone

e An effort was made to balance the sample in terms of gender



Because research conditions varied in each country, the team decided to use a
purposive sample approach, with survey questionnaires completed in front of trained
research assistants who could answer any questions or address any concerns. Subjects
were not limited to students on respective campuses; in fact, it was encouraged to collect
some data from the local student population as well as some data within the community,
provided the afore mentioned criteriawas met. Most of the research partners began data
collection in December, and all were completed in January except for the US portion of
the data, which was completed by mid-February 2009.

Results

A total of 1,320 surveys were completed by the research team broken down as
follows. Colombia (250), Mexico (249), United States (218), Argentina (203) with Chile
and Uruguay each at 200. Of all respondents, the average age was 21, and in terms of
gender females (51.1%) dlightly outnumbered males (48.9%). The amount of time young
L atinos spent talking and texting on their phones were roughly the same at sightly more
than two hours a day for each activity.

A listing of mobile phone applicationsis presented in Table 1. Text messaging
was the most used application, followed by using the phone as a clock/alarm and playing
games. Email access was the second lowest at 39.8%, followed by GPS at 17%.

Table 2 lists the results for the 15 gratification items used in the study. The

gratification items were coded from 1 = “very helpful” to 4 = “not very helpful.”
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Table 1: Percentage of Applications Used on Mobile Phone

Texting 99.4
Internet Access 68.8
MP3 Player 59.6
Photo Camera 71.3
Video Camera 60.2
Cdendar 94
Clock/Alarm 98.5
Games 89.8
Email Access 39.8
Note/Memo pad 75
GPS 17
(N =1,320)

Table2: MobilePhone Gratificationsamong Young L atinos

Keeping in touch 1.14
Passing time 2.36
Sharing photos 2.53
Sharing videos 2.57
Listening to music 2.66
Accessing Internet 2.87
E-mailing 3.06
Networking sites 241
Privacy 2.78
Watching videos 2.62
Security and safety 2.75
Status level 3.01
Access news/info 3.20
Watch TV shows/movies 291
Plan day 1.24

Asseenin Table 2, the highest ranking gratification items for the sample were “keeping
in touch” and “helping to plan your day.” The lowest ranking items were accessing news
and information (3.20) and reading email (3.06).

In terms of perceptions of the utility of mobile phones, respondents were asked to

complete a series of nine forced-choice items such as*“To listen to your favorite music’
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in which one of the responses included their mobile phone. Each question consisted of
three possible choices. There were a number of differences identified across countriesin
regard to these items, and the finding reveal cultural differences aswell asdifferencein
the availability of various features and applications.

Across al six countries, the mobile phone was only found to be the preferred
technology among one of the forced choice items, and that only applied to the U. S.
sample—the item “to share social information with friends.” While respondentsin the
US ranked the mobile phone first, the five Latin American county samples all ranked
“faceto face” asfirst among the three choices provided. Gender differences were also
observed among the six different countriesin terms of gratifications using the cell phone,
as were differences among mobile phone brands. These differences are not reported in
this paper.

Discussion

This study is one of the first of its kind to investigate mobile phone usage across
six different countries, and is further differentiated by the sample consisting entirely of
young L atinos, identified in this research as between the ages of 18-25. The data set for
the study is voluminous, and the research team has only just begun to analyze the data,
and thisisthefirst “formal” paper prepared for presentation at a conference. Thereis
much more analysis to be done on the data, and we anticipate several more papers and
publications eventually forthcoming from this project.

In terms of the findings presented here, we will focus first on the theoretical and
practical contributions made by this study. From atheoretical level, the dataillustrates

that even though many of the countries represented in this study share acommon



12

language as a base, culturally every country is unique in terms of how young people are
using their mobile phones and the gratifications derived from itsuse. It isclear that we
cannot lump “Latinos’ in to one huge group and expect them to behave similarly in terms
of uses of technology. A logical next step in the analysis of the datais to look more
analytically at the gratification typologies which underlie this descriptive analysis, on an
entire sample basis as well as through a country-by-country comparison.

On apractical level, each country is different in terms of its technology
infrastructure (whether 2G is present or 3G is present or emerging) and the diffusion of
smart phones. Branding is also unique in each of these countries in terms of expectations
towards mobile phones and the gratifications derived from their use. Theinformationin
this study should be of interest to marketers and advertisers who desire to expand or enter
the young Latino market, and to look for potential competitive advantages and ways to
generate market share.

There are of course limitationsto thisresearch. First isthe reliance on self-report
data; an inherent problem in any survey research project. Second, we did use a purposive
sample across the countries included in the study as time and financial resources
prevented gathering data using random sample techniques. Therefore, it is hard to
generalize the findings to the larger population. Lastly, there was a problem with the data
sets from both Argentina and Mexico in that one of the gratification items was left out of
the survey questionnaire for these two countries. Still, the benefits of the study far
outweigh the limitations we identify here.

In terms of future research, the Latino market is burgeoning and growing not only

in the United States, but globally as well, creating new opportunities for expanding
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research collaboration that will be of interest to both the academy and industry. More
studies using a cross-cultural perspective are needed, and researchers should not hesitate
to make contact, and to reach out to partner with other countries to share research
objectives and resources. While this study focused on mobile phones, there are many
other areas that deserve exploration, including the phenomenon on socia networking, and

the continuing impact of these new media on traditional media.
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