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Abstract
A total of 6 billion people worldwide will use smartphones in 2020 (Jonsson et al., 2017). The devices pose convenient solutions for leisure and work-related activities (Kuss, 2017). However, psychometric and addiction-based guidelines increasingly align smartphone overuse with technological addictions (Billieux et al., 2015). A more holistic exploration of smartphone use might help to highlight how everyday use interacts with or underpins more addictive forms of behaviors. This study aimed to explore in-depth experiences of smartphone use to understand from a holistic perspective what the perceptions and experiences of the devices are to smartphone users using a qualitative focus group study (n = 21; 11 women). Data were analyzed using the constructivist grounded theory. Results indicated that smartphones were entwined with users’ lives, as they formed an extension of the self. Subcategories highlighted that the devices hold value by externalizing identity, providing constant connectivity, mediating intimacy, authenticating experiences, and forfeiting agency. In conclusion, the usability of the smartphone may create an interactive relationship with the sense of self. 
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Introduction 
In 2020, around 6.1 billion people will be smartphone users (Jonsson et al., 2017). In North America, Great Britain, and Canada, 77%, 70%, and 66% of the adult population use smartphones, respectively (Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission, 2016; Office for National Statistics, 2017a; Pew Research Center, 2017). Technology advances have prompted an explosive growth in the functionality of mobile phones. By 2016, smartphones and tablets had become the primary technology used to access the internet (StatCounter Global Stats, 2016). Smartphone users have become regular online consumers of news, media, shopping, and social networking through their devices (Office for National Statistics, 2017b). British Telecommunications regulators have called the United Kingdom a “smartphone society” (Ofcom, 2017). Thus, there is increasing evidence that smartphones may have a profound impact on daily activities and everyday life.
Smartphones offer access to a landscape of information, entertainment, and communication applications and provide beneficial opportunities for society. Psychological research has paid particular attention to the communicative and social affordances of smartphones. From the perspective of the stimulation hypothesis, smartphone applications (apps) and social media allow individuals to both connect with existing friends and family (Aharony & Gazit, 2016; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007) and form new relationships with individuals belonging to different social groups through online social media and networks (Aretz et al., 2010). Email access and “hands free” calling can support working practices outside of traditional working settings, thus increasing productivity (Mellner, 2016). Smartphone communication can be versatile, allowing messages, images, audio, and visual media to be shared with other individuals, within group conversation, and uploaded within select digital communities. Further, in a study of teenagers with chronic illness, online communication via smartphones increased individuals’ ability to communicate with more individuals who lived in diverse locations and came from differing social groups (van der Velden & El Emam, 2013). Thus, smartphone, and social media apps in particular, can increase social capital and psychosocial support (Ellison et al., 2007; Park et al., 2013).

Method
Study Design
This qualitative group interview study was guided by the constructivist grounded theory. Qualitative research allows in-depth insight into underexplored phenomena (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Focus groups encourage participants to describe perceptions of shared phenomena (Charmaz, 2014), and are therefore a time-efficient method for eliciting insights and understandings into smartphone experiences. We used constructivist grounded theory analysis because it allowed analytical consideration of how shared meaning concerning smartphones is constructed by individuals and within focus groups (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 2014).
Participants
We shared invitations to participate in a focus group study via a mailing list of smartphone users, generated following a quantitative project investigating smartphone use (Pivetta et al., 2019). We created this mailing list via recruitment both online (research recruitment websites, online forums, Twitter, Facebook, and online student portals) and offline (posters in university communal areas and cafes). The mailing list contained individuals who consented to be contacted for a face-to-face focus group. Individuals were eligible to participate in a focus group if they owned a smartphone and were available to attend the focus group in person.
Three focus groups were attended by a total of 21 individuals (Group 1: n = 9, Group 2: n = 6, and Group 3: n = 6), with each session lasting an average of 95 min (range = 93–96). Average participant age was 26 years (SD = 8.86, range = 19–47). Participants were highly educated cisgender men (n = 10) and women (n = 11), with all participants having at least a vocational education and 43% of participants having an education beyond the postgraduate degree level. A total of 14 participants were students, and seven participants were members of staff at the university. Students included undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral students, and the staff roles included research assistant, teaching associate, lecturer, and academic professor. To ensure participants could not be identified, the roles have been simplified in the participant demographic table (Table 1) as either student or staff.
Procedure
We held three focus groups in university rooms designed for qualitative research and recorded the sessions using dictaphones. We conducted all focus groups within a 6-week period, scheduled at intervals to allow analysis of focus group data between each session, in accordance with theoretical sampling principles. Thus, we transcribed data as the sessions were held, and the preliminary analyses informed subsequent focus group discussions. We facilitated each focus group, and all of us were experienced qualitative researchers.
Ethics
We obtained informed consent from all participants included in the study. To assure participants’ confidentiality and anonymity, we removed all identifying information from the transcripts, and we referred to participants according to identification codes. These codes included the unique participant (P) and the focus group (FG) number in which they participated (e.g., P1, FG1), which are used in the Findings section to identify the source of quotations. This study received ethical approval from the host institution’s ethics committee.
Data Analysis
We audio-recorded the focus group interviews and transcribed them ourselves. We then input data into the data analysis software NVivo (https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/home), which hosts qualitative data to support the organization of analysis. We conducted data analysis concurrently as focus groups were scheduled and conducted (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). For analysis, we followed a systematic coding strategy informed by principles of the constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014). Initially, we openly coded transcripts line by line using NVivo, paying attention to the construction of smartphones by individuals and how group conversations shaped perceptions and reflections of smartphone use in the lives of users. Second, we produced focused codes by drawing together previously identified open codes with common logical underpinnings. Third, we placed data in a relational diagram and reviewed it to ensure the findings were grounded in the data.

Results
The focus groups produced lively discussions about the integration of smartphones in participants’ lives. Grounded theory analysis revealed an overarching category labeled “an extension of the self,” which represented how smartphones influence participants’ lives. The concept of the smartphone as an extension of the self underpinned the further five categories in the data. Therefore, these five categories were considered subordinate categories, which defined different aspects of participants’ smartphone use. The structure of the categories is reflected in Figure 1 and is described in the following text.
In each focus group, several individuals had attempted to reduce the time and reliance they had on their smartphones. Participants deleted apps that they perceived as time consuming, including social media and gaming apps. Similarly, several participants limited the hours or places in which they used their phone. For instance, phones were prohibited before bedtime or in restaurants. Each of the participants remarked on the difficulty and restraint required to reduce their smartphone use. Indeed, changes in smartphone behaviors were described as temporary, and individuals expected to return to regular smartphone use. Nonetheless, several participants noted that they felt a sense of freedom by removing the influence of the smartphone or apps from their lives. Thus, the exertion required to reduce smartphone interactions indicated the extensive influences the devices have on individuals’ cognitions and routines.
The concept of the smartphone as an extension of the self was present in most participants’ perceptions of the device. Thus, five distinct categories were constructed to explain how this extension impacted individuals’ lives and daily interactions, representing a holistic view of smartphone use. These five categories were considered subordinate categories to the core category. The subordinate categories were labeled “externalized identity,” “constant connectivity,” “mediating intimacy,” “authenticating experiences,” and “forfeiting agency.”

Discussion or Conclusion
This study aimed to explore user experiences of smartphones and the impacts these activities were perceived to have on individuals’ lives. This holistic insight revealed ways that smartphones were entwined with everyday life. Smartphones impacted the sense of self, social and romantic relationships, agency, and experienced authenticity of the physical world. These findings extend previous problematic use perspectives to incorporate the features that are valued by individuals (Baker & Algorta, 2016; Best et al., 2014; Kuss, Harkin, et al., 2018). Moreover, this study confirms theoretical proposals that smartphones have an extensive influence over ordinary lives and behaviors (Billieux, 2012), offering stimulation but at the same time contributing to displacement and problematic behaviors (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). In the following discussion, we consider the significance of smartphones impacting identity, social communication, interpersonal relationships, and smartphone agency. We consider the extent to which our findings provide support for the stimulation theories versus displacement and problematic device use perspectives and the potential implications for future research.
First, …
Second, …
Third, …
Finally, participants revealed a tension regarding having agency over their smartphone actions while performing behaviors that were automatic and potentially compulsive. Habitual behaviors described in the focus groups matched criteria for behavioral addiction (Griffiths, 1995, 2005). Smartphones were highly salient to participants in this study. Focus group discussions indicated a tolerance for behaviors with negative impacts on social relationships. Participants experienced unpleasant feelings when they withdrew from apps or their smartphone. Many relapsed after periods of abstinence. Finally, smartphones produced conflict in some relationships and friendships. This aligns with Griffiths’s (2005) six key indicators of behavioral addictions. Furthermore, expectations of agency might reveal implications for how individuals seek help to adapt or alter habitual behaviors. Studies have suggested that habitual behaviors, such as smartphone checking, may be resistant to change, and self-motivation may not be enough to change more obsessive behaviors (Oulasvirta et al., 2012). There has been a growing interest in interventions designed to reduce compulsive smartphone behaviors (Kim, 2013). The dynamic role of individual agency should be explored in the context of such interventions.
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Table 1
Demographic Information for Focus Group Participants
	Demographic characteristic
	Focus group

	
	1 (n = 9)
	2 (n = 6)
	3 (n = 6)

	Gender
	
	
	

	Male
	4
	5
	0

	Female
	5
	1
	5

	Prefer not to say
	0
	0
	1

	Employment status
	
	
	

	Student
	3
	6
	5

	Staff member
	6
	0
	1

	Highest education
	
	
	

	GCSE
	0
	0
	0

	Further/vocational education
	1
	5
	4

	Higher education
	1
	1
	0

	Postgraduate degree
	7
	0
	2


Note. GCSE = General certificate of secondary education.


Table 2
Focus Group Schedule
	Topic covered in focus group
	Specific question
	Corresponding image prompt

	Ice-breaker discussion	
	Tell us your name, your favorite and least favorite smartphone application.
What patterns do you see in the types of applications we like/dislike?
How is your behavior with your phone influenced by your favorite/least favorite apps?
	None

	Dependence on smartphones
	What do people think about the amount of time spent on a smartphone?
	A smartphone and a hand

	Interpersonal relationships and the smartphone
	How do smartphones contribute to the ways you communicate?
	A romantic couple both individually looking at smartphones

	Limits of smartphone behaviors
	Can anybody think of places where mobile phones should not be used?
	Group of commuters individually using smartphones; a smartphone set in a library, in a cinema

	Smartphone dangers
	What might be risky about smartphones? 
How might smartphones provide safety/security?
	A smartphone user crossing the road, a smartphone user exercising

	Summary
	How would you summarize your relationship with your smartphone?
	None






Figure 1
 Categories Representing the Construction of Smartphone Use in the Context of the Self
The smartphone as an extensio
Externalized identity
Forfeiting agency
Authenticating experiences
Constant connectivity
Mediating intimacy
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