This article was downloaded by: [West Virginia University]
On: 13 January 2015, At: 05:40
Publisher: Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered
office: Mortimer House, 37-41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK

Communication Research Reports
Publication details, including instructions for authors and
subscription information:
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rcrr20

An Experimental Examination of
Students’ Attitudes Toward Classroom
Cell Phone Policies
a

Alexander L. Lancaster & Alan K. Goodboy

a

a

Department of Communication Studies, West Virginia University
Published online: 12 Jan 2015.

Click for updates
To cite this article: Alexander L. Lancaster & Alan K. Goodboy (2015) An Experimental Examination
of Students’ Attitudes Toward Classroom Cell Phone Policies, Communication Research Reports, 32:1,
107-111, DOI: 10.1080/08824096.2014.989977
To link to this article: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08824096.2014.989977

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE
Taylor & Francis makes every effort to ensure the accuracy of all the information (the
“Content”) contained in the publications on our platform. However, Taylor & Francis,
our agents, and our licensors make no representations or warranties whatsoever as to
the accuracy, completeness, or suitability for any purpose of the Content. Any opinions
and views expressed in this publication are the opinions and views of the authors,
and are not the views of or endorsed by Taylor & Francis. The accuracy of the Content
should not be relied upon and should be independently verified with primary sources
of information. Taylor and Francis shall not be liable for any losses, actions, claims,
proceedings, demands, costs, expenses, damages, and other liabilities whatsoever or
howsoever caused arising directly or indirectly in connection with, in relation to or arising
out of the use of the Content.
This article may be used for research, teaching, and private study purposes. Any
substantial or systematic reproduction, redistribution, reselling, loan, sub-licensing,
systematic supply, or distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden. Terms &

Downloaded by [West Virginia University] at 05:40 13 January 2015

Conditions of access and use can be found at http://www.tandfonline.com/page/termsand-conditions

Communication Research Reports
Vol. 32, No. 1, January–March 2015, pp. 107–111

Downloaded by [West Virginia University] at 05:40 13 January 2015

BRIEF REPORT

An Experimental Examination of
Students’ Attitudes Toward
Classroom Cell Phone Policies
Alexander L. Lancaster & Alan K. Goodboy

This study examined the manipulation of instructors’ persuasive messages to introduce
classroom cell phone policies to college students. Guided by Chaiken’s (1980, 1987)
heuristic-systematic model, we predicted significant differences in students’ systematic message processing and favorable attitudes held toward a cell phone policy based on the number of
arguments presented and involvement (i.e., motivation). Using a 2 (number of arguments:
high; low)  2 (involvement: high; low) experimental design, 101 undergraduate students
participated by watching a video-recorded persuasive message about a hypothetical cell phone
policy. Results indicated that participants did not differ significantly in systematic or heuristic
message processing based on the assigned condition but held more favorable attitudes toward
the cell phone policy when assigned to the lower number of arguments condition.
Keywords: Attitudes; Cell Phone Policies; Heuristic-Systematic Model; Message
Processing; Persuasion
Recent research (Finn & Ledbetter, 2013; Johnson, 2013; Ledbetter & Finn, 2013) has
examined the effect of instructor characteristics and technology policies on instructor
credibility and learner empowerment. Finn and Ledbetter (2013) identified three types
of instructor technology policies: encouraging, discouraging, and laissez-faire policies.
An instructor’s policy on student cell phone use in the classroom is important to
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consider because students who use their mobile devices in class take less-detailed notes,
recall less lecture information, and receive lower scores on exams (Kuznekoff &
Titsworth, 2013). Additionally, Johnson (2013) found that students’ use of cell phones
to engage in computer-mediated communication (CMC) during class time (i.e., to
text) was a threat to student engagement and called for instructors to find ways to abate
such behavior. It is important to examine how instructors communicate these policies
in classrooms, as students may respond differently to a policy depending on how it is
presented to them. Therefore, this study explores students’ perceptions of cell phone
policies that instructors present with persuasive messages.
Chaiken’s (1980, 1987) heuristic-systematic model of information processing
(HSM) is a dual-process model of persuasion that posits that individuals can process
a message in one of two ways: systematically or heuristically. Systematic processing
occurs when a receiver is motivated to process all argument-relevant pieces of
information presented in a message. Heuristic processing relies on a few informational cues to come to a judgment on the message (Todorov, Chaiken, & Henderson,
2002). Consistent with the HSM, two hypotheses are proposed:
H1: Participants in the (a) fewer-arguments condition will be more likely to process a
cell phone policy heuristically than participants in the more-arguments condition, and participants in the (b) more-arguments condition will be more likely
to process a cell phone policy systematically than participants in the
fewer-arguments condition.
H2: Participants in the more-arguments condition will hold more favorable attitudes
toward a cell phone policy afterwards than participants in the fewer-arguments
condition.

The HSM also posits that individuals who are motivated to think about a message
tend to process persuasive appeals systematically, whereas people who are not as
highly motivated engage in heuristic processing (Chaiken, 1980). Therefore, the
following hypothesis is proposed:
H3: Participants in the (a) high-involvement condition will engage in greater
systematic processing than participants in the low-involvement condition, and
participants in the (b) low-involvement condition will engage in greater heuristic
processing than participants in the high-involvement condition.

Method
Undergraduates (N ¼ 118; 47 men and 71 women) participated during class time at a
large, mid-Atlantic university. Ages ranged from 18 to 31 (M ¼ 19.97), and 89% were
White.
The study used a 2 (number of arguments: high; low)  2 (involvement: high; low)
experimental design. Participants responded to half of the items, viewed one of two
video clips (more or fewer arguments), then finished the survey. A pilot test for the
manipulation of more or fewer arguments with two groups of participants (n ¼ 138)
who did not participate in the main study revealed a significant difference between the
more-arguments (M ¼ 2.21, SD ¼ .89) and fewer-arguments (M ¼ 1.70, SD ¼ .74)
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pilot groups, t(133) ¼ 3.58, p < .001. A manipulation check of involvement was
successful, with all but 17 participants, who were excluded from further analyses,
responding correctly to the single-item check.
Cell phone use was measured using four forced dichotomy (i.e., yes=no) items that
were developed for this study. Participants used their cell phones to send or receive
text messages (n ¼ 114), surf the Internet (n ¼ 99), make calls (n ¼ 9), and watch
media (n ¼ 13).
Campbell’s (2006) Attitudes toward Mobile Phones scale was used to assess cell
phone policy attitudes. Measurements were conducted for attitudes preexposure
(M ¼ 4.08, SD ¼ 1.35, a ¼ .76) and postexposure (M ¼ 3.79, SD ¼ 1.35, a ¼ .72).
Griffin, Neuwirth, Giese, and Dunwoody’s (2002) systematic and heuristic risk
information processing items were modified to address cell phone policies. For systematic
processing, measurements were conducted for premessage exposure (M ¼ 3.63,
SD ¼ 1.17, a ¼ .59) and postmessage exposure (M ¼ 4.50, SD ¼ 1.29, a ¼ .61). For heuristic processing, measurements were conducted for premessage exposure (M ¼ 4.78,
SD ¼ 1.05, a ¼ .53) and postmessage exposure (M ¼ 4.08, SD ¼ 1.26, a ¼ .58).
Participants rated message quality using three 7-point semantic differential items
modified from the 9-point semantic differential items used in Petty, Cacioppo,
and Schumann’s (1983) study. Measurements were conducted for the
more-arguments (M ¼ 3.00, SD ¼ 1.41, a ¼ .88) and fewer-arguments (M ¼ 3.91,
SD ¼ 1.45, a ¼ .86) conditions.
Four 7-point Likert-type items (1 ¼ completely unlikely; 7 ¼ completely likely) were
developed for this study to measure propensity to comply with cell phone policies.
Measurements were conducted for the more-arguments (M ¼ 2.96, SD ¼ 1.43,
a ¼ .83) and the fewer-arguments (M ¼ 2.37, SD ¼ 1.12, a ¼ .77) conditions.
Results
Before testing the hypotheses, all data were included in a manipulation check for the
number of arguments conditions. The manipulation was successful, t(113) ¼ 2.098,
p < .05. Participants in the more-arguments group (M ¼ 1.92) reported that the
speaker used more arguments than participants in the fewer-arguments group
(M ¼ 1.63).
For H1, results of t-tests revealed no significant differences in systematic,
t(99) ¼ .114, p > .05, or heuristic, t(99) ¼ .447, p > .05, processing based on the
condition to which participants’ were assigned. Thus, H1a and H1b were not supported. For H2, results of a t-test revealed that a significant difference between the
groups existed, t(99) ¼ 2.941, p < .01, but in the direction opposite the prediction.
Participants in the fewer-arguments condition (M ¼ 4.21) had more favorable
attitudes toward the cell phone policy than individuals in the more-arguments condition (M ¼ 3.45). Hypothesis 2 was not supported. For H3, results of two t-tests
revealed no significant differences between participants in different conditions for
either systematic processing, t(99) ¼ 1.813, p > .05, or heuristic processing,
t(99) ¼ 1.868, p > .05. Thus, Hypotheses 3a and 3b were not supported.
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Table 1 Pearson Correlations Among Variables
Variables
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
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Policy attitudes in general
Advocated policy attitudes
Argument quality perceptions
Cell phone use likelihood
Heuristic processing
Systematic processing

p < .05;



1

2

3

4

5

6

–
.72
.48
.22
.02
.16

–
–
.60
.28
.03
.07

–
–
–
.48
.06
.28

–
–
–
–
.03
.20

–
–
–
–
–
.28

–
–
–
–
–
–

p < .01 (two-tailed).

Given the unexpected findings contrary to the HSM, two post hoc tests were conducted. The first revealed a positive relationship between participants’ attitudes
toward cell phone policies and their attitudes toward the cell phone policy in the
experiment (r ¼ .72, p < .001). Participants who had unfavorable attitudes toward cell
phone policies in general also held negative attitudes toward the cell phone policy in
this study. See Table 1 for all correlations.
The second post hoc test revealed a negative relationship between participants’
attitudes toward the cell phone policy and participants’ likelihood to use their cell
phones during class time (r ¼ .28, p < .01). Thus, participants who had
less-favorable attitudes toward a cell phone policy also were likely to use their cell
phones in classes that have such policies in place.

Discussion
The results of this study suggest that the number of arguments does not significantly
affect systematic or heuristic message processing and that a greater number of supporting arguments in the persuasive message led to participants holding
less-favorable attitudes toward the message. Furthermore, the results suggest that
there is no significant difference in systematic or heuristic message processing based
on where the cell phone policy will be implemented. This finding should be interpreted with caution, considering the low reliability of the HSM measure.
Two explanations for these results are discussed. First, from a social judgment
(Sherif, Sherif, & Nebergall, 1965) and cognitive miser (Fiske & Taylor, 1991) perspective, individuals tend to maintain consistent attitudes and will not change their
opinion without sufficient reason to do so. Thus, because participants held negative
attitudes toward cell phone policies in general, it is logical that they would hold negative attitudes toward the cell phone policies in this study as well. Second, in this
study, nearly all participants reported using their cell phones to send text messages
during class time, which likely influenced their attitudes toward cell phone policies
that ban the use of these devices during class time. Thus, because participants were
already behaving in a manner that was counter to the advocated policy, it follows that
they also would be likely to hold negative attitudes toward the policy.
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This study complements previous research on instructor technology policies (Finn
& Ledbetter, 2013; Ledbetter & Finn, 2013) by looking at students’ attitudinal
reactions to a type of technology policy in the wake of an instructor’s attempt to
implement the policy in a classroom. On a practical level, instructors should avoid
the use of threats because students appear to be unlikely to respond favorably to this
type of communication. According to psychological reactance theory (Brehm, 1966),
individuals may perform the very behavior that a persuasive message attempts to
induce them to stop. Thus, classroom technology policies may be more successful
when they include an encouraging aspect, as well as discouraging aspect (Finn &
Ledbetter, 2013; Ledbetter & Finn, 2013). For instructors, who are charged with
maintaining an orderly, productive classroom environment, the challenge remains
to find a classroom policy that discourages the nonacademic use of cell phones in
class, and one that students will follow.
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