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Abstract 

 

Smartphones and internet technology have radically altered the ways in which social and 

romantic relationships are initiated, consolidated and maintained. In the academic 

research, a debate has emerged between those who see potential for reconfiguring gender 

and sexual norms and those that view technology as an interference in the maintenance of 

serious relationships. However, there is a lack of qualitative research that inductively 

examines these issues. Addressing this gap, this research draws on in-depth interviews 

with 30 people aged 18-55 who were in a long-term relationship for at least a year at the 

point of data collection. We found that internet technology, particularly smartphones, had 

become a central component of romantic relationships.  However, they were also the 

source of tension, although participants had developed a number of strategies to deal with 

these issues. Situating these findings within theories of leisure, sex and individualization, 

we argue for a middle ground that sees the benefits of smartphones in relationships while 

also recognizing the potential detriments they can have on relationships. 
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Research on gender and sexuality has recognized the impact of technological change in 

how sexual acts, identities and cultures are organised in society (e.g. Döring, 2009). The 

internet and computer-based technology have revolutionised the ways in which romantic 

relationships are initiated and maintained (Coyne et al., 2011). One focus of this research 

has been on smartphones and the effects this pervasive technology has on couples’ social 

and romantic lives (Hertlein and Ancheta, 2014). However, this research frequently 

adopts a quantitative approach that seeks to understand potential negative effects of 

smartphone use during dating, and to examine the influence of smartphone use on a range 

of psychological variables on long-term happiness and well-being. There is less focus on 

the impact of smartphones on the romantic and sexual activities of people in long-term 

relationships, particularly in respect of an experiential or phenomenological 

understanding of people’s lives. Indeed, much of the research has focussed on the social 

dynamics facilitated by these behaviours rather than understanding how people feel about 

smartphones and technology in their lives. 

This study examined how individuals perceive the impact of smartphones and 

related technology on romance, intimacy and sex for people in long-term relationships. 

Using in-depth, qualitative interviews with 30 people from a diverse range of 

backgrounds across England, and adopting an inductive analysis, this research shows that 

while smartphones are central to contemporary romantic relationships, they are also a 

cause of stress and tension. These tensions can be subtle and complex, but have the 

potential to negatively impact on relationships if they are not dealt with. While 

participants had strategies to deal with some of these issues, there was also dissatisfaction 

with the use of smartphones in their lives. 
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Technology, Smartphones, Sex and Relationships 

The emergence of the internet and computer-mediated communication has resulted in 

significant change in the way people form and maintain social, sexual and romantic 

relationships (Drouin et al., 2013; Turkle, 2011). As part of this, the internet has created 

opportunities for online sexual gratification and the development of distinct online social 

and sexual identities (Mowlabocus, 2010; Waskul, 2003). These online spaces have also 

enabled individuals to explore sexuality and make connections with likeminded 

individuals who share their sexual tastes (Döring, 2009), including by constructing sexual 

communities through blogs and social networking sites (Wignall, 2017). Sites like 

Facebook and Twitter are used to transmit sexual content, facilitating online sexual 

subcultures (Drouin and Landgraff, 2012; Wignall, 2017).  

The internet has also changed the means used to develop, maintain and enhance 

relationships (Coyne et al., 2011; Sprecher, 2009). Social networking sites have been 

utilised by couples as a way of demonstrating commitment to each other by displaying 

positive posts about their partner, uploading photos of activities they do with their 

partner, or using social media to publicly define that their relationship is ‘official’ 

(Rappleyea, Taylor and Fang, 2014). Many couples also use the internet for relationship 

education (Hertlein and Ancheta, 2014), as a way to manage conflict and reduce anxiety 

(Bergdall et al., 2012). 

Advances in technology and the accessibility of sexually explicit media have also 

made it easier for couples to enhance the sexual components of their relationship. This 

includes watching pornography together, engaging in sexual acts via live-camera, using 

sex toys that have a mobile app as a remote control, and sexting (texts containing sexual 
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content) (Bergdall et al., 2012). Drouin et al. (2012) found that 78 percent of their sample 

of people in committed relationships had sent ‘words only’ sexts to their partner, while 

49 percent had sent picture or videos to their partner, and 12 percent had engaged in live 

video sex with their partner. It has also had a positive influence on long-distance 

relationships, as well as with couples who live apart in the same town (known as Living 

Apart Together relationships) (Levin, 2004). 

Some of the earlier research on sexuality and technology focussed on computers 

as the medium through which to access the internet. However, smartphones have become 

the most popular and accessible way to engage with social media applications and stay 

connected to friends and partners. Location-based social network apps available on 

smartphones, such as Tinder and Grindr, labelled ‘hook-up apps’, also enable people to 

arrange to meet either socially or sexually in the real world (Gudelunas, 2012; Macapagal 

et al., 2016).  

Smartphone users describe their relationship with this technology as fun, but 

compulsive (Jung, 2013). Existing research suggests that smartphones negatively affect 

romantic relationships, interrupting meaningful communication between partners (Duran 

et al., 2011), leading to lower relationship satisfaction and increased conflict, and 

endangering individual well-being (McDaniel and Coyne, 2016). Partners of smartphone 

users report jealousy and other negative emotions as a result of smartphone use 

(Krasnova et al., 2016; Roberts and David, 2016). Su (2016) argues that increased 

connectedness leads to increased vulnerability because people find silence and being 

alone difficult to acclimatize to, in the context of constant communication provided by 

smartphones. Social media sites can also lead to a lack of trust in a relationship through 
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adding new friends, unwanted posts, and the ease of private messaging (Hertlein and 

Ancheta, 2014).  

However, the issue of smartphones and their influence on relationships is complex 

with a greater frequency of phone calls between partners being associated with positive 

outcomes, including fewer doubts about partners’ commitment to the relationship and 

increased confidence in the relationship (Jin and Pena, 2010). Indeed, smartphones can be 

useful tools for establishing and maintaining diverse forms of sexual relationships 

(Bergdall et al, 2012). One reason for this apparent dissonance may be a focus on testing 

the effects of smartphone use through survey methods and hypothesis testing, rather than 

a more inductive and qualitative approach to the issue (author citation). 

 

Changing Sexual Norms  

The rise of internet technology and its impact on sexual lives has occurred 

simultaneously with changing norms of sex and sexuality. One key trend of the past sixty 

years has been the increasing acceptance of non-marital sex (Cherlin, 2004). While 29 

percent of people stated that non-marital sex was acceptable in the 1950s, this had 

increased to 58 percent by 2012, and people report having more sexual partners over this 

period (Twenge, Sherman and Wells, 2015). These changes were spurred by modern 

methods of contraception, particularly the Pill, which greatly reduced the possibility of 

pregnancy from sex. In this context, sex moved from the reproductive arena of marriage 

toward a recreational and pleasurable activity between consenting adults (Twenge, 2014). 

Attitudes toward same-sex sexuality have also liberalized (Twenge et al., 2016), as a 
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radical shift in lesbian, gay and bisexual people’s experiences has seen society become 

more inclusive of diverse sexualities (Anderson and McCormack, 2016; Weeks, 2007).  

This liberalisation of sexual attitudes has required new ways to understand 

contemporary sexual practices. One way is through thinking of sex as a leisure activity. 

This involves moving away from understanding sex through a moral lens and a 

medicalized framework of risk and harm to viewing sex as “part of a complex social 

structure in which pleasure and risk are balanced” (Wignall and McCormack, 2017: 802). 

Understanding sex as leisure is particularly helpful when considering the prevalence of 

casual sex and ‘hooking up’ in many youth cultures, the visibility of sexually explicit 

entertainment and media, and the accessibility of pornography (Mullholland 2013). The 

leisure sex model, rooted in the liberalisation of attitudes towards non-marital sex, 

discusses diverse forms of sexual desire and identity that have recently become highly 

visible, including greater acceptance of sexual minorities and various sexual communities 

and kink activities (McCormack and Wignall 2017; Wignall and McCormack 2017).  

This framing of sex as leisure enables consideration of risks and benefits, rather 

than a focus on social harm. It also recognizes how sex is considered for some as a 

serious, skilful activity (Newmahr, 2010). Framing sex as a leisure activity also places 

responsibility on the individual involved to project sexual competency, responsibility, 

and knowledge. Thus, even when some sexual activity is framed as a casual leisure 

activity, the broader leisure framework still recognizes how sex has become widely 

understood and experienced as important to individual wellbeing – and suggestions 

otherwise border on the absurd.  
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Recognizing the complexity of the genesis of shifting sexual attitudes, the trend of 

sexual liberalization also has its limits. Greater acceptance of sexual behaviours outside 

of marriage is limited to premarital sex and same-sex sexual activities, excluding extra-

marital sexual behaviours, which are still deemed to be ‘wrong’ (Twenge, 2014). The 

liberalisation of sexual attitudes is circumscribed by a set of values based around consent 

and safety, with behaviours outside these norms still quite stigmatized (Newmahr, 2010). 

 

Situating Leisure Sex and Technological Change in Sociological Theorizing 

The liberalization in attitudes toward many consensual sex acts is the result of structural 

changes in society (Giddens, 1992). Research surrounding these cultural changes has 

highlighted an increase in people focusing on their own needs and desires, rather than the 

beliefs and values of broader social groups (Fukuyama, 1999). There has also been an 

increase in secularism and a sharp decline in adolescents’ religious affiliation between the 

1970s and 2010s (Chaves, 1994; Twenge, 2014). While precise terminology is debated, 

this has often been referred to as individualisation, and amounts to a significant 

reordering of how society is structured in the West. 

 This rise of individualisation also resulted in people taking more decisions in their 

lives as they distance themselves from the power of institutions (Beck et al., 1994). In 

this context, Lash and Wynne (1992: 3) contend that individuals must ‘reflexively 

construct their own biographies’, and meaning in people’s lives is created through their 

actions rather than the institutions they inhabit. People’s social worlds become infused 

with reflexive human knowledge due to social changes such as increased geographic 

mobility, the influence of mass media and greater access to a range of materials.  
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 Indeed, this form of society has been one in which risk has become a major social 

concern (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991). Contrasting with threats of previous eras that 

tended to be beyond the control of individuals, risk is defined as ‘a systematic way of 

dealing with hazards and insecurities induced and introduced by modernization itself’ 

(Beck, 1992: 21). This is particularly true of sexuality, where moral panics related to 

children and sex focus on technology, sexualisation and threats to ‘childhood innocence’ 

(Best and Bogle, 2014; Fahs et al., 2014). In this context, the risks of sex and sexuality 

are targeted at the expense of notions of pleasure (Fine and McClelland, 2006).  

 This focus on the risks of sex can be closely connected to the transformation of 

intimacy occurring within a late-modern capitalist society. That is, while the 

liberalisation of attitudes to a number of sexual behaviours can be seen to have had a 

positive effect for a number of people, this focus on the individual means that broader 

social forces that structure sex in society receive less focus than they otherwise might—

including how political institutions or moral discourses can influence how sexual 

activities and identities are socially perceived. As a result, individuals are blamed for 

their behaviours rather than the social institutions that influence them—whether it be 

cheating (Anderson, 2012), selling sex (Weitzer, 2009) or other stigmatized sexual 

behaviours such as kink and polyamory (Rubin, 1984). In this context, it is important to 

understand how individuals perceive smartphones and related technology to have 

impacted upon their sexual and romantic lives.  

 This connects with a key debate in the literature about whether the growth of 

internet technology enhances relationships. Turkle’s (2011) exploration of the role of 

technology in people’s relationships rejects this position, arguing that technology 
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facilitates a greater number of connections but harms the growth of serious and 

meaningful relationships. She contends that ‘The ties we form through the Internet are 

not, in the end, the ties that bind’ (Turkle, 2011: 280). Indeed, a trend in the literature is 

that while internet technology has enabled social and sexual connections (Gudelunas, 

2012; Macapagal et al., 2016), it has hindered the development and maintenance of 

meaningful relationships (Hertlein and Ancheta, 2014; McDaniel and Coyne, 2016; 

Turkle, 2011). Even so, the ways in which internet technologies impact upon romantic 

relationships lacks research that employs rich interview data, and this study seeks to 

address this issue in greater detail.  

 

A Note on Methods 

This study draws on 30 in-depth interviews with individuals from England who were in a 

heterosexual relationship to examine the influence of smartphones and related technology 

in their lives. Participants were aged 18-55, and the initial recruitment process required 

them to have been in a relationship for at least one year. Heterosexual couples in long 

distance relationships were excluded from participation due to their reliance on 

technology and smartphones for all methods of communication with their partners. There 

was a diverse range of participants in terms of class, ethnicity, age and educational 

background. An equal number of men and women were interviewed. 

 The other requirement for participation in the study was that individuals must 

have engaged with at least two forms of social media, which we used as a broad category 

to guard against people who actively distanced themselves from using contemporary 

technology. Our focus in interviews was on use of smartphones and other related 
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technology, which includes tablets, laptops and personal computers in the home. As such, 

while we generally refer to smartphones in this article, we occasionally reference other 

technologies as guided by the data. 

Interviews were undertaken by a team of researchers (see McCormack 2015), and 

while participants were recruited through convenience sampling, effort was made to 

recruit people of different ages, from different parts of the country and in relationships 

for different lengths of time. An inductive approach to analysis was used that identified 

themes. Further coding and thematic analysis occurred alongside deeper engagement with 

the literature, combining existing frameworks on technology in relationships with our 

own themes specific to smartphone use in relationships to develop a theory grounded in 

the data and prominent literature (Urquhart, 2013). Ethical approval was gained from the 

authors’ university, and this included ensuring that participants gave informed consent. 

While funding was provided by Durex, the authors maintained academic independence in 

all aspects of the research process.  

 

Results: The Benefits of Smartphones in Relationships 

Interview data demonstrated that technology and smartphones were central to the 

organization of romantic relationships for most participants (Byrne & Findlay, 2004; 

Sprecher, 2009). All but one participant owned a smartphone and those who did regularly 

communicated with their partner on it at some point in their relationship. Participants 

spoke about the value of smartphones during the early stages of relationships, particularly 

for keeping in contact between romantic dates (see also Bergdall et al., 2012). Rather 

than being used solely for organizing dates, participants discussed how smartphones were 
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an integral component of communication in the early stages of dating, and vital in 

establishing romantic relationships. This was particularly true of participants aged under 

35, with one woman in her thirties saying:  

I’d say that at the start, it played a big part in our relationship because we would 

text each other and that’s actually how we stayed in touch. We met and had sex 

obviously, but we kept in touch by text and emails and that built the foundation of 

our relationship. 

Some participants spoke of messaging each other hundreds of times a day in the early 

stages of the relationship, with one participant saying he sent ‘literally thousands and 

thousands of messages’.  

This use of smartphones to communicate in a relationship persisted after the early 

stages for many participants (Pettigrew, 2009). For example, a female participant aged 

33, said: 

We can always get in touch with each other. He calls me on his break at midnight 

just to tell me goodnight. We are apart the majority of the day, so we stay in 

contact through texts, or liking each other’s photos on Instagram, or sending each 

other cute articles from Buzzfeed. Little reminders like that really help. 

A 24 year old male participant’s perspective was that the primary value of smartphone 

communication was for this regular contact: ‘It's literally there for contact when we're 

away from each other.’ Similarly, a 22 year old man said, ‘I just text her during the day to 

check in with her, so she knows I’m thinking of her.’ 

A small number of participants who either did not have a smartphone or had one 

that was old (including not having internet browsing or free texting services), spoke about 
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feeling they were ‘missing out’ on this technology. For example, a 23 year old man said, 

‘I used to have snapchat but my phone is too slow for it. I think my social and sex life 

would flourish a bit more if I got a new phone and was more into it.’ 

In addition to these forms of relationship maintenance, participants also spoke 

about the use of smartphones for mundane activities, including organizing leisure 

activities and planning housework and other duties during the day (Pettigrew, 2009). For 

example, a male participant aged 28, said, ‘If I’m bored at work, I’ll text and ask what the 

plans are for that night. It’s nice to touch base, and also helps me get through the day’. 

All participants with smartphones did this, with some arguing that these communications 

decreased the likelihood of arguments by averting potential issues before they occurred. 

For example, a female participant aged 38, who had been in a relationship for seven 

years, said: ‘It’s the texts during the day, where we can plan and stuff that means we 

don’t forget things, and stops arguments from happening.’ 

Participants also discussed the value of smartphones and technology in fostering 

conversation when together (c.f. Turkle 2011). One female participant, aged 23, said:  

I don't know what older people used to speak about, they didn't know what was 

going on in other peoples' lives. There is only so much you can talk to about with 

somebody you see everyday – these [social networking] sites give us talking 

points. 

Similarly, another female participant, aged 32, asked, ‘What did people used to talk about 

before they could use their phones to show people YouTube videos and stuff like that?’ 

He added, ‘You couldn't use phone calls to speak to people and find out where they were 

when you're meeting up with them.’ 
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The other key theme related to the benefits of smartphones was for the benefits 

they had in enhancing participants’ sexual lives (Drouin et al., 2013). Twenty participants 

discussed sending flirtatious or sexual messages to each other, while 12 had sent pictures 

of a sexual nature to each other. One female participant, aged 27, said: ‘We’ve taken sexy 

pics of me, but not of sex. They were sexual, scintillating but not slutty.’ Another female 

participant, aged 55, said of her smartphone: 

When I discovered it could record little videos, I did silly little strip-teasey 

routines for a laugh. It was fun, yeah, I really enjoyed it… When I first met my 

partner, I also filmed myself masturbating, and I hoped he could pick up some 

tips, but I didn’t want to do it in front of him, so I filmed it. I remember it was 

quite exciting and was worth doing. 

While this narrative came from the oldest participant, the younger participants appeared 

to be more open in general to using their smartphones in this sexual capacity (Gordon-

Messer et al., 2013); highlighting a possible generational difference. One man, aged 25, 

spoke of the value of smartphones in filming sex. He said, ‘It gives you different 

perspectives of sex and enables you to see what you’re doing in a different way. We can 

also text and sext when she’s away which is great, too’. A 25 year old female participant 

said, ‘If I buy new bathing suit or bikini, I'll send him a picture of me in it or if I'm going 

to his in the evening, I’ll send him a hint of what I’m wearing.’ Interestingly, no 

participants spoke about worries regarding ending a relationship and the pictures being 

retained and shared maliciously by the ex-partner, colloquially known as ‘revenge porn’. 

Some participants did not send explicit pictures because of worries over other 

people seeing them if their phone is lost or on display at work (Baym, 2010). Participants 
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who did sext also spoke of deleting sexual photos to reduce any risk of others seeing 

them. One female participant in her thirties said, ‘I’m a teacher and I sometimes leave my 

phone lying around. It’s really important that there are no sexual photos on my phone, in 

class or the staffroom.’ A young male participant said, ‘It’s that standard issue of your 

grandma is looking at a photo and you’re terrified of what she’ll see if she swipes left. I 

delete them because of that.’ 

However, other participants who had not sent sexual pictures were open to the 

idea, particularly if they were single in the future. One women aged 32 said: 

My friend does it all the time, she's just got loads of cocks on her phone. I can 

have his dick in real life though, so no need for pictures. If I was single then I 

would probably do it more, it would be exciting, the anticipation of it I guess. 

Eight of the participants had also recorded videos of themselves engaging in sexual 

activity with their partner, either together or using skype or other messaging services with 

camera facilities. This often occurred on laptops or tablets rather than smartphones, and 

was praised as a way to keep in contact and maintain sexual relations when apart. As a 

female participant aged 26 said, ‘I’m not that into sex and technology, but when my 

boyfriend was in America, we did it a few times because it was the best option.’ As other 

research has shown (Dir and Cyders, 2014), there was no evidence of negative effects 

from sexting or the filming of sex. Thus, participants recognized the benefits that 

smartphones and technology had in their romantic relationships, both emotionally and 

sexually.  

 

The Costs of Smartphones on Relationships 
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While participants overwhelmingly valued smartphones and technology in their lives, the 

majority also recognized that their pervasive usage came at a cost to their relationship 

(Krasnova et al., 2016; Turkle, 2011). For four participants, it served to question the 

fidelity of partners, and undermine trust. One female participant, aged 24, said: 

It's just an open door. There are so many ways you can get away with things. It's 

been said before - the delete button is so easy to use. You can hide anything. 

Somebody could be cheating on you for months and you wouldn't know about it 

because they can delete everything. 

Similarly, another female participant, aged 55, said: 

When you go on Facebook and you can see if people are active or whatever – you 

see the green light. If I go on at funny hours and I see his online I do wonder what 

he’s up to, who’s he talking to, and what’s he saying? At half 8 in the fucking 

morning.’ 

Another female participant, aged 38, commented:  

When the first iPhone was purchased by him I used to call it the third person in 

our marriage and I hated her with a passion, she used to sit between us, and I 

really disliked her… it has become a third arm for a lot of people. 

While these views have resonance with research that sees trust undermined through the 

use of social networking sites (e.g. Cravens et al., 2013), they were articulated by just 4 

participants—three of whom stated that smartphones had been used as a way of 

facilitating cheating by partners in the past. Interestingly, all four participants were 

female, and it may be that there is a gendered component to these concerns around 

infidelity (Rappleyea et al., 2014).  
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  These four participants also discussed tracking their partners’ activities through 

monitoring their use of social networking sites, apps and their texts. The female 

participant concerned about smartphones as an ‘open door’ with delete functions being 

‘so easy to use,’ said:  

It can be awful. Reading messages that should never have been read, from both 

sides. Just technology in general. You can write letters to people with it, emails, 

texts, documented forever. Sometimes you forget to delete it until it's too late. It 

causes tension through lack of trust. 

The great majority of participants valued technology in their lives, yet they still expressed 

frustration at the tensions it caused in their relationships—something McDaniel and 

Coyne (2016) call ‘technoference.’ One key theme was how smartphones led to social 

distance between partners when at home together, often through multitasking when 

interacting with their partner (see Krishnan et al., 2014). One female participant said, ‘It 

hinders [communication] because sometimes I’ll be on Facebook and he’ll be on a 

sporting app while we are both in bed; then we realize that we are literally sitting in bed 

together, but living in different worlds’.  

Another participant, female and aged 29, raised smartphone apps as a particular 

distraction in her relationship:  

He is obsessed with Candy Crush and often plays it on his phone and iPad. He’ll 

do that in the pub when we’re with friends, which drives me insane. And he’ll do 

it when we’re watching a film, so he’s not concentrating and then he’ll ask what is 

going on in the film which is ridiculous...it really annoys me because it’s very 

uncivilized. 
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Similarly, another male participant in his twenties, said:  

When I first got my smartphone I got this one app, and it was really addictive. She 

asked me to delete it because a month of my life was ruined by this game. I had to 

do it every night before bed so it would be ready for in the morning. I'd do it 

every night. …Sometimes when we were cuddling I would play on the game 

behind her head. Sometimes I would play on the apps rather than cuddle my 

partner 

Others, particularly those 30 or older, discussed work intruding into their relationships 

because of smartphones. One said, ‘I have clients texting me at 5 in the morning 

cancelling their sessions. I think it would be better if I had a shut off period where I 

wasn’t allowed to use my phone after certain times.’ A male participant, aged 42, said, 

‘[My partner] can’t disconnect from work. She’ll be checking emails first thing in the 

morning and last thing at night’. 

 A related issue was the way in which smartphone usage changed over the duration 

of a relationship, being used as an indicator about the quality of the relationship more 

generally (Jin and Peña, 2010). For example, a female participant aged 55, said:  

It’s nice when you hear the text coming in, and you think, aww, that means he’s 

thinking about me. It’s a sort of signal, you know, you’re in someone’s thoughts, 

if they’re texting you. But again, I’ve found in the past year or two I’ve dropped 

off – like it used to be that I would always text him back immediately, but now I 

don’t as much, but he hasn’t seemed to notice. I want him to notice, but he 

doesn’t. He hasn’t said anything. 
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A small group of participants found that the level of communication on smartphones 

diminished as the relationship progressed in this manner, and were troubled by what it 

meant as a ‘sign’, rather than discussing the issue openly with their partners, supporting 

the idea of discussing smartphone usage in the initial stages of a relationship. 

Participants also felt that smartphones impacted upon sexual activity, with 12 of 

the 30 having delayed sex because of smartphone use. One participant said she had 

delayed sex when ‘in the middle of my Candy Crush game’, while another said that he 

did so, ‘As a form of “I can't be arsed”.’ He added, ‘So maybe we would have both gone 

to bed at the same time and so to not take things any further I might make myself look 

busy on my phone’. A female participant in her thirties used a similar technique, saying: 

‘Sometimes I know from his body language he wants to have sex. He gets a funny look. I 

just don’t look at him, go on my phone, and say I’m busy’. 

Participants spoke of smartphones impacting on sex in other ways as well. One 

woman in her thirties said, ‘I may want sex and he might not be aware of that, because 

he’s distracted on his phone’. Others spoke about hurrying sex in order to respond to a 

text message or notification. While half of participants spoke of smartphones impacting 

on sex in this way, this tended to be temporary infractions rather than more permanent 

disruptions to sex. As one participant said, ‘I’ll make him wait until I’m done with my 

updates, but I’ll still have sex with him’. 

 

Strategies to Deal with Smartphones in Relationships 

While frustration existed as a result of smartphone use for the majority of participants, 

most had developed strategies for dealing with these issues (see Miller-Ott et al., 2012). 
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The key strategy that people used was to organise times when smartphones were banned 

from use in the house. A number of rules were developed by participants, including not 

having smartphones easily accessible at dinner, out with friends, during sex or before 

sleeping. One participant, male and aged 27, said:  

My girlfriend used to check her phone lot in bed, and my hobby is reading. So 

where I've tried to ban her using the smart phone in bed, she said to me that in that 

case you shouldn't be reading so much in the bedroom. So there's that dynamic 

now. We’re only trying to use the bedroom now for sleeping and sex and do 

things like reading in other places.  

A female participant aged 29, who had been in a relationship for five years, spoke about 

how these rules were negotiated: 

If I try and insist on the ‘phones down’ rule, he sees that as me telling him what to 

do. He doesn’t like that and rebels against it. The only time it stands in our house 

is when we have candle-lit dinners. Then, phones are away and not picked up….  

More generally, it really, really annoys me and we fight about it all the time.   

Interestingly, highlighting how technology use is interpreted subjectively by individuals 

(Nodin et al., 2013), this participant added, ‘I think I manage my phone use really well. 

But my friends get mad with me for not responding to anything. I like to focus on the 

here and now with the person I’m with, but they get annoyed that I don’t respond to 

texts’. 

Others spoke about deleting particular apps because they recognized it was 

impacting too much on their free time. One participant said, ‘I just knew I was spending 

too long on this game, so I deleted it. It was bad for the relationship and for my work’. 
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Another participant, male and aged 42, said, ‘I used to have my work email linked up to 

my phone. But I would check it all the time. Now, if I check it on my phone, I have to go 

through my browser. It’s really made me check it less and that’s been great.’ 

However, while participants highlighted a number of strategies they had 

developed to manage tensions about smartphones in their relationship (Miller-Ott et al., 

2012), these were not always effective. One male participant, aged 25, said, 

‘Smartphones are just this huge distraction from each other. We still find ourselves sat on 

our phones rather than engaging with each other’. Similarly, another participant 

highlighted the persistence of the issue:  

She always gets in trouble because we'll just be sat there chatting and all of a 

sudden she'll be on Facebook. And I'll say, ‘Hi, I'm here’. I've actually messaged 

her whilst she's on Facebook to say I'm still here. Then, she'll get embarrassed and 

put her phone down. 

A female participant, aged 33, commented, ‘It infuriates me and we fight about it, but it 

keeps on happening. It’s fine at dinner, but he’ll use his phone everywhere else’. Thus, 

while strategies were developed, these tended to be successful only in particular contexts 

and settings with issues persisting in other venues. That being said, the majority of 

participants felt that smartphones had an overall benefit to their lives and that the costs 

were manageable as long as issues were addressed. 

 

 

A Qualitative Perspective on Technology and Relationships 

 

Despite being an area of substantial interest and in a topic area – gender, sexuality, 

romance and the family – where qualitative research often thrives, questions regarding 



21 
 

the influence of internet technology on romantic relationships has not had sufficient 

qualitative exploration. Addressing this gap, this study examined how individuals 

perceive the impact of smartphones and related technology on romance, intimacy and sex 

for individuals aged 18-55 in long-term heterosexual relationships. All participants 

documented smartphones and technology as having a significant impact on the ways in 

which they negotiate romantic relationships, from the early stages of dating to their 

everyday practices in long-term relationships. Recognizing a range of benefits of this 

technology, the key positive for most participants was that smartphones served to keep 

them in close contact with partners when apart (c.f. Turkle. 2011). However, the primary 

concern, particularly with smartphones, was that this technology could drive couples 

apart when they were together—supporting the notion that smartphones can result in 

‘technoference’ (McDaniel and Coyne, 2016) that can disrupt relationships. Many 

participants recognized this quandary, and sought to develop strategies to resolve some of 

the issues that smartphones caused.  

The need for strategies and explicit rules to counter tensions in relationships 

brought about through smartphones is perhaps unsurprising. Oulasvirty et al. (2012) show 

that smartphone use becomes habitual, and that this increases the likelihood of frequent 

checking of smartphones. As such, explicitly developing strategies to counter such 

habituated behaviour is likely a necessary step to try and relieve some of these tensions. 

This use of strategies to negotiate smartphone use to avoid tensions is compatible with 

the trend of individualization, where people frame life experiences within narratives of 

risk and control (Twenge, 2014).  
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One dominant theme in the literature regards the risk of smartphone addiction (Ahn and 

Jung, 2016). Smartphone addiction refers to a lack of control in moderating technology 

use, to the extent that it has damaging consequences for the user. Some argue this is akin 

to gambling and compulsive shopping (Choliz, 2010), while others focus more on 

associated risks, such as use while driving (Salehan and Negahban, 2013).  Perhaps 

because this study adopted an inductive analytic approach, smartphone addiction was not 

discussed as an issue. Rather, issues with smartphones were discussed in a more mundane 

way, still recognizing serious issues, and sometimes speaking with regret at the impact 

they have had, but focussing more on the impact on the relationship rather than 

classifying such behaviours as signs of excessive dependence.  

It is possible that smartphones will impact differently upon couples who are non-

monogamous as well as in same-sex relationships (Anderson, 2012). The jealously 

described by some participants in this study might be less important for relationships 

where partners are permitted to engage in sex with other people. However, initial 

research finds similar patterns in some areas (Macapagal et al., 2016). This is likely 

attributable to the fact that many of the tensions of smartphone use are not about the 

sexual or gendered components of coupled relationships, but about how communication 

in relationships is affected (both positively and negatively) by technology.  

 

Conclusion 

This research provides important insights regarding the role smartphones and broader 

communications technology play in couples’ lives in the 21st century (Turkle, 2011; 

Twenge, 2014). Participants in this study used smartphones for diverse reasons with a 
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range of benefits: These included increased communication while apart and the offer of 

emotional support throughout the day and while geographically separated. Participants 

spoke about the importance of short communications during the day that reminded 

partners or themselves they were loved. Yet alongside these benefits, tensions related to 

smartphone use remained. While people were developing strategies to deal with these 

issues, these only worked in particular contexts and not for all individuals. Thus, while 

smartphones drew couples together when apart, they also isolated couples when together. 

Further research exploring this quandary would be a useful endeavour, including study 

into how such issues may best be resolved and how these experiences may change over 

the course of a relationship.  
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