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Abstract

To escape uninteresting conversations during an aperitif or alunch break, in pubs and restaurants, people prefer to communicate
with their smartphone rather than with those sitting next to them. This online contact led to greater isolation in real life and
impaired relationships. The nudging technique called salience was used to increase face-to-face relationships and obtain a
reduction in the frequency of use of the smartphone in the moments of aggregation, to gently push people to undertake specific
behavior such as distancing themselves from their mobile device in moments intended for sharing. Research has shown that,
by making the options more visible, in order to attract people's attention, it is possible to direct them to more appropriate
choices. In fact, the data obtained showed that the experimental group had a reduction in frequency of smartphone usage in

moments of aggregation, which suggests the effectiveness of intervention.
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Introduction

The analysis of the effects of the smartphone on
interpersonal relationships is extremely complex: The
original intent of the smartphone device was to allow and
facilitate the communication between people in different
areas of the world. After some years it expanded its function
giving everyone, regardless of personal technical-IT skills,
the opportunity to develop multi-lateral interactions in order
to obtain greater visibility and to move in the virtual world
with reduced physical and mental effort. It has enhanced
the sphere of social interactions to the point that everyone
has become free to reach others everywhere, without the
need to need to confront each other in the same place. A
more fluid culture of social interactions was therefore born,
based on instantaneous interactions, on immediate and non-
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predefined agreements, which made it possible to create
diverse relationships, groups, organizations and institutions.
It also facilitated highly informal and spontaneous
cooperation [1-3].

All this, over time, has also proved to be a cost to people
and the entire community. The new generations today can
“disappear” in their smartphones, because instead of being
bored while listening to an uninteresting conversation they
can access video games, social networks or send sequential
text messages with a simple click and have a conversation
with a more stimulating interlocutor [4-6].

We prefer “mediated communication”, through our

devices and its software, rather than face-to-face interaction
[7]. This does not mean that humans are less social. It is the
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way of communication that has undergone a change [8].
Goffman’s observations [9,10] on the behaviour of people
in public places provided important information on the
new rules of social interaction. Communicating through the
smartphone does not simultaneously involve the five senses
as occurs in face-to-face communication. Sitting in front of
the table while another person talks to us, the ringing coming
from the smartphone, which announces a call or message,
becomes an element of distraction and gives rise to a feeling
of exclusion in the other.

The 7% of a group interviewed in a study conducted by
Pearson and Hussain [11] showed that when someone uses
the mobile device during a conversation their partner or
acquaintance feels abandoned or isolated. In doing so, the
motivation for confrontation is lost, and empathy that is the
ability to understand and trust that allows you to understand
the thoughts and moods of another individual, decreases.

This data are confirmed in the study conducted by
Przybylski and Weinstein [12]. The authors observed 74
strangers sitting in a restaurant, which they asked to talk
in pairs, for ten minutes, on a specific topic (for example,
the most interesting event of the last month). Participants’
assessments of the quality of the relationship (for example,
“partner’s liking”) and the feelings associated with the other
person (eg closeness, trust and empathy) turned out to be
lower when the smartphone was present on the table. These
differences were even more evident when the topic chosen in
the discussion was significant for the person and related to
his experience (the most important event for you, last year)
rather than casual (considerations on the future holiday). The
smartphone on the table was a source of distraction between
couples and made face-to-face communication difficult.

This behavior is frequent in social situations, such as an
aperitif or a dinner, in which people often deprive themselves
of the company of those present to participate, both mentally
and physically, in virtual relationships [13-17], focusing on
other issues and shifting the focus out of the experience they
are currently experiencing, without being aware of it [16,18-
20].

Nudge procedures, translated into Italian as “spinta
gentile”, are useful when high cognitive effort or quick
thinking is required and System 2 loosens grip on behavior
and creates a situation in which there is little self-control [21].
Nudge does not use economic incentives or punishments in
guiding people’s choices.

The literature demonstrates numerous interventions in
which the use of salience has proven effective in directing
people to engage in alternative behaviors such as the one
carried out by Kallbekken and colleagues [22]. They showed

Vaccaro M and Bisagni M. Are you Really Social? Put your Smartphone Down. Using Nudge to Reduce

Ergonomics International Journal

how, after highlighting to buyers the information on energy
cost of household appliances that these are oriented towards
the purchase of energy-saving products. The salience is a
nudging procedure that describes in concrete what to do in
order not to incur arisk “you can do X and Y to reduce the risk
of Z”, thus pushing people to emit a certain behavior. Another
example is told by the psychologist Sunstein who was at a
rock music festival with his daughter. A luminous sign, in
addition to showing various messages, occasionally made
the word “more water”, “more water” appear, followed by: “in
the heat you sweat and lose water”. The organizers’ goal was
to prevent possible problems related to dehydration, given
the heat wave that hit the city of Chicago at the time. The
authors of the initiative proved very attentive to how people
think. They managed to find the perfect phrase to be directed
without imposing anything, but by leveraging, with the
second sentence, on the natural aversion of human beings to
loss (in this case of water). We use colors, images, or, in the
case of written texts, particular characters, suggestive forms
that attract attention and imprint themselves in the memory
by orienting the choices.

Nudge is a form of behavioral modification widespread
in Italy thanks to the publication of the book «The gentle
push» by Sunstain and Thaler (2008), which has captured
the attention of researchers over time and is spreading like
wildfire, even if slowly, in different regions of the nation.

Materials and Methods

The experiment, with an experimental group n=131 and
a control group n=144, took place in three regions: Calabria,
Lombardy and Sicily. The premises were chosen based on
the willingness of the owners to participate in the initiative:
in Calabria, a bathing establishment used as a restaurant
and bar, the Marina Blu di Montepaone (CZ); in Lombardy,
the Four Roses Pub, in the Motta Visconti area; in Sicily, the
Razmataz Wine Bar in Catania.

The observations were made during the aperitif hours,
from 18:00 to 24:00, by two independent observers.

All participants (n=275) were customers of different
ages, sexes and ethnicities, who habitually or occasionally
frequented the premises mentioned above. The statistical
unit chosen for data analysis refers to the consecutive
number of observations of people sitting at the tables. It
changes every time the number of people sitting at the table
changes.

Materials

The experimenters observed and evaluated the
behaviour of people at the tables, with specific tools.
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In the research form of observation created ad hoc for
each phase of the research, both on the control board (Figure
1) and on the experimental board (Figure 2), there were
boxes to record the number of people sitting at the table and
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the number of those who interacted with the smartphone.
In the experimental research form, in addition to the control
research form, there was a slot to record the number of
devices inside each wooden box (Figure 2).

-

o

Figure 1: The image shows the grid used in the control phase.

o

Figure 2: The image shows the grid used in the experimental phase.

Other tools were also used:

e List of target behaviours (Table 1).

e Audio file that scanned the number of the table to be
observed every 5, calibrated for the observation of six
tables.

e Electronic device to play the audio file (smartphone of

one of the two observers).

Pair of earphones (two pairs, one for each observer).
Jack splitter to connect the two pairs of earphones to the
same electronic device that reproduced the audio file
created ad hoc for observation.
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Behaviors to be marked as interaction with the
smartphone

Behaviors to be marked as non-interaction with the
smartphone

The subject picks up the smartphone and looks at it.

The smartphone is kept on the table next to the person.

The subject picks up the smartphone to call or send a
message.

The device is held on the legs but is not looked at.

The subject touches their device to view notifications / time
etc.

The subject is alone at the table and uses the smartphone as

a “distractor”.

The subject picks up the smartphone and uses it as a sharing
tool with the other components of the table (In this case the
frequency of the behavior to be reported will be double: X =
subject picking up the phone; X = subject (s) observing the
smartphone).

The device is taken in hand when going away, then it is
slipped into a bag or held in the hand.

The subject takes photographs or selfies (in this case the

frequency of the behavior to be marked will be double: X

= subject that takes the device in hand; X = subject(s) that
observes the device and is part of the photo.

You do not have good visibility of the contents of the box.

The subject holds the smartphone in his hand without
looking at it.

The behavior of people sitting at the table is not clearly
visible.

Table 1: The table illustrates the specific behaviors considered and agreed between observers such as “interaction with the

smartphone” or “non-interaction with the smartphone”.

For the experimental group, a parallelepiped shaped
wooden box with six internal dividers was used to facilitate
the insertion of each customer’s smartphone (Figure 3). On
the two longer sides of the box there was a transparent label

with the image of a smartphone and a slogan: “Are you really
social? #PutltDown”. The box was placed in the center of
each table in the room.

-

insertion of the smartphone inside.

Figure 3: The images show a wooden box used in the experimental phase with the six separators inside that facilitated the

Measures

During the control phase, before proceeding with the
observation and detection of behaviours, the observers chose
the most visible tables to be observed during the control and
experimental phase, and agreed with the customers on the
tables to be observed.

Two independent observers measured the frequency
of customer use of the smartphone. In taking the data each
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observer compiled 5 observation grids for each phase of
the intervention. The observations were anchored to a list
of specific behaviours that served to describe in an objective
and measurable way what was intended as “interaction with
the smartphone”. These behaviours, reported in the table
below (Figure 3), had been discussed among observers
during the design phase.

The method chosen to record people’s behavior, applied
in all observations, is Momentary Time Sampling (MTS).
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With MTS, the observer records whether a behavior occurs at
the end of a preset time interval. This procedure was chosen
because the behaviors to be observed were prolonged such
as making or receiving calls and text messages, checking the
internet, playing games, etc., and in order to observe them,
it is necessary to fragment the number of observations in
small time intervals. Furthermore, it reliably measures long
and/or heterogeneous behaviors; and it was effective for
observing a large sample of people such as the one present
in the rooms chosen for detection. Finally, it is less intrusive
than other methods to record the time in which a certain
behavior occurs, so that the experimenter is prevented from
influencing the customer’s behavior or from being noticed.
Customers were unaware of ongoing comments because this
information could have altered their behavior. During the
experiment, in fact, the observers were seated in the room in
a table that allowed them to have a good view but, to appear
as if they were any customers and not to be recognized by
the customers, they inserted the observation grids inside the
own menus. The ability of observers to quickly move their
gaze between the tables without arousing suspicion among
the customers of the restaurant was the result of previous
exercises to carry out the research.

Procedures

Each restaurant was observed twice, on the same day
agreed with the restaurant owner, for two consecutive
weeks, from 6.00 pm to midnight. The days agreed with
the restaurateur were Tuesday and Saturday. In the control
phase (first time of observation), for each table observed,
the number of people sitting at the table and the number of
people interacting with the smartphone were recorded in
the grids while in the experimental phase (second time of
observation), the box was put at the center of the table and
in addition to these two items the number of devices placed
in the box was reported.

The observers agreed on which tables to observe and
in what sequence, based on two criteria: visibility of people
sitting and presence of at least two or more people at each
table. Each observation string considered a total of 6 tables,
observed in succession and kept the same for both phases
of the research, for a total duration of 30 seconds (table 1
+ table 2 + table 3 + table 4 + table5 + table 6). Each table
was observed with a 5 second cadence. At the end of each
observation, a 5 second pause was inserted in the audio file.
The total duration of each observation string was therefore
35 seconds. The observers had headphones to listen to
the audio file created specifically to measure time and
synchronize the moment when it was necessary to move
one’s gaze to the next table. To listen to both tracks of the
audio file from a single device they used a splitter.
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Each observation grid was constructed in such a
way as to contain a total of 30 observations and the time
required for compilation was 17 minutes and 30 seconds.
The experimenters could consider the observation in the
premises ended when they had filled all 5 observation grids.

Experimental Design

The experimental design is the between groups type, with
an independent variable (non-intervention vs intervention)
and two independent groups (control group vs experimental
group) with repeated measurements on the dependent
variable.

The dependent variable is the frequency of use of the
smartphone within the two groups.

The independent variable is the smartphone storage box
with the words “’Are you really social? #PutltDown”.

Data Analysis and Results

The expected result was the reduction in the frequency
of use of the smartphone in presence of the independent
variable (box). Specifically, it was expected that it would be
lower in the experimental groups (independent variable
presence) than in the control groups (independent variable
absence). The null hypothesis was that there was no
difference between frequency of use in the experimental
group and in the control group.

Four result measurements were made for each statistical
unit. During the surveys, 465 statistical units were identified,
from which were excluded: statistical units with consecutive
observations of less than four and statistical units with none
or one person sitting at the table.

Overall, 190 statistical units were excluded, therefore
the total number of those subjected to analysis was 275: 144
(52.4%) during the control phase and 131 (47.6%) during
the experimental phase.

The Chi-square test was used for the comparison
between nominal/categorical variables.

The Mann-Whitney U test was adopted to compare
ordinal variables or interval /rational variables characterized
by a non-normal distribution on two independent groups.
All analyses were carried out with the SPSS version 20.0 of
2009. Finally, a score p <.050 was considered statistically
significant for all the analyses carried out.

The observer agreement (I0A), i.e. the degree to which
two or more independent observers report the same

Copyright© Vaccaro M and Bisagni M.

the Frequency of use of Smartphones in Pub and Restaurants. Ergonomics Int ] 2021, 5(4): 000274.


https://medwinpublishers.com/EOIJ

observation after measuring the same event, was assessed
both in the control phase both in the experimental one.
Specifically, it is based on the relationship between the
number of agreements and the total number of agreements
and disagreements between the two observers. The
agreement percentages refer, in both phases of the research,
to the percentage of crosses made by each observer on the
observation grids.

During the control phase, the agreement between
observers relating to the number of people seated at
the tables ranged between 98.3% and 100%, while the
percentage of the frequency of use of the smartphone ranged
between 97.6% and 100%.

During the experimental phase, the 10A relating to the
number of people seated at the tables oscillated between
99.1% and 100%, the frequency of use of the device oscillated
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between 96.9% and 100%, while the number of smartphones
placed in the box fluctuates between 99.7% and 100%. The
values obtained show a statistically significant reliability of
the agreement between the observers, which allows the data
obtained to be considered valid.

The statistical units consisted of a number of people
sitting at the tables which ranged between two and six
subjects. In the control group, 70 of these (48.6%) consisted
of two people, 31(21.5%) of three people, 25(17.4%) of four
people, 8(5.6%) of five people and 10(6.9%) by six people. In
the experimental group, 47 statistical units (35.9%) consisted
of two people, 35(26.7%) of three people, 31(23.7%) of four
people, 10(7.6%) of five people and 8(6.1%) of six people
(Figure 4). As for these distributions, no differences were
found between the two statistically significant groups at the
Chi-square test: x? (4, N = 275) = 5.248, p =.263 [p>.050].

Figure 4: The graph shows the number of people sitting at the tables in the control group and in the experimental group.

Also with regard to the duration of the statistical units,
no statistically significant differences were found (U =
8450.500; p =.136). Specifically, residence times were found
at similar tables during the control phase (median = 740
seconds, equal to 12 minutes and 20 seconds; interquartile
distance = 1400.00 seconds; average = 1026.81, equal to
about 17 minutes and 7 seconds) and the experimental
one (median = 915 seconds, equal to 15 minutes and 15
seconds; interquartile distance = 1085.00 seconds; average
= 1192.60 seconds, equal to approximately 19 minutes and
53 seconds). In this case, we chose to use the U test given
the non-normality of the duration of the statistical units (p
=.000), but the averages referring to the two phases were
highlighted, for a further comparison between the two
conditions.
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Finally, the median relative to the percentage of
smartphones present in the wooden box for each statistical
unit during the experimental phase (equal to the sum,
multiplied by 100, of the mobile devices present in the
box divided by the product between the number of people
sitting at the table and the total number of observations) was
91.67% (interquartile distance = 7.29%; average = 84.57%).

In the preliminary phase, intended to analyse the
relationship between the experimental group and the control
group based on the interaction-non-interaction with the
device, a contingency table was created (Figure 5). Overall,
9029 observations were considered, excluding those that
referred to an empty table or occupied by one person.
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Figure 5: The 2x2 contingency table shows the preliminary analysis of the target behaviour: presence of interaction-absence
of interaction with the device in the two groups (control and experimental).

From a statistical point of view the probability of
not using the smartphone was significantly higher in the
experimental group than in the control group: x*> (1, N =
9029) =199.655, p =.000 [p <.050] (Figure 6).

Figure 6: The graph shows the target behaviour: presence
of interaction-absence of interaction with the device in the
two groups (control and experimental).

J

Measure 1: the percentage of time in which none of the
subjects included in a specific statistical unit interacted with
their smartphone was significantly higher (U = 6545.000;
p = .000) in the experimental phase (median = 77.78%;
interquartile distance = 20.14 %; average = 76.82%),
compared to that of control (median = 69.57%; interquartile
distance = 26.26%; average = 65.73%). Specifically, the U
test was chosen, given the non-normality of measure 1 (p
=.015), but the averages referring to the two phases were
highlighted, to further clarify the difference between the two
conditions. In addition, 36 statistical units (25.0%) during
the control phase and 61 (46.6%) during the experimental
phase were characterised by the absence of smartphone
use for at least 80% of the observations (Figure 7). From
a statistical point of view, the probability of not using the
device for at least 80% of the observations was significantly
higher in the experimental group than in the control group:
x?(1,N=275)=13.972,p=.000 [ p <.050].
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Figure 7: The histogram shows the number of statistical
units characterized by the absence of smartphone use for
at least 80% of the observations in the two phases.
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Measure 2: the percentage of time in which each of the
subjects included in a specific statistical unit interacted with
their smartphone was significantly higher (U = 7172.000; p
=.000) in the control phase (median = 0.00%; interquartile
distance = 7.61%; average = 5.92%) compared to the
experimental one (median = 0.00%; interquartile distance =
0.00%; average = 1.62%). Specifically, the U test was chosen,
given the non-normality of measure 2 (p = .000), but the
averages referring to the two phases were highlighted, to
further clarify the difference between the two conditions.
There were no statistical units (in any of the two research
phases) in which each of the subjects interacted with their
smartphone for the duration of the same statistical unit.
Furthermore, 86 of them (59.7%) during the control phase
and 107 (81.7%) during the experimental phase presented
the absence of observations characterised by a “total use”, in
which all subjects interacted with their smartphone (Figure
8). From a statistical point of view, the probability of not
detecting observations characterised by a “total use” was
significantly higher in the experimental group than in the
control group: x2 (1, N=275) = 15.803, p=.000 [p < .050].
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Figure 8: The histogram shows the number of statistical
units in which there are no observations characterised by

“total use” of the smartphone in the two phases.
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Measure 3: the maximum consecutive period of time within
a specific statistical unit in which none of the subjects
interacted with their smartphone was significantly higher
(U = 6884.500; p = .000) in the experimental phase than
in the control phase. In fact, during the control phase the
median was equal to 215.00 seconds, or 3 minutes and 35
seconds (interquartile distance = 315.00 seconds; average =
305.00 seconds, or 5 minutes and 5 seconds), while during
the experimental phase it was equal to 355.00 seconds, or
5 minutes and 55 seconds (interquartile distance = 525.00
seconds; average = 493.63 seconds, or approximately 8
minutes and 14 seconds). Specifically, the U test was chosen,
given the non-normality of measure 3 (p = .000), but the
averages referring to the two phases were highlighted, to
further clarify the difference between the two conditions.

Measure 4: the percentage relating to the frequency
of smartphone use within a specific statistical unit was
significantly higher (U = 5570.000; p = .000) in the control
phase (median = 15.48%; interquartile distance = 15.58%;
average = 17.84%) compared to the experimental one
(median = 7.89%; interquartile distance = 8.58%; average
= 9.48%)). Specifically, the U test was chosen, given the non-
normality of measure 4 (p =.000), but the averages referring
to the two phases were highlighted, to further clarify the
difference between the two conditions.

The results relating to the comparison between Calabria,

Sicily and Lombardy are analysed below:

e (Calabria: Atotal of 144 statistical units were observed, 77
(53.5%) during the control phase and 67 (46.5%) during
the experimental phase. As regards the distribution of
people seated at the tables, there were no statistically
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significant differences between the control group and
the experimental group on the Chi-square test x* (4, N =
144) = 1.946, p =.746. The same applies to the duration
of the statistical units (U = 2276.500; p = .225). In the
latter case, we chose to use the U test given the non-
normality of the variable in question (p = .000). Finally,
the median relative to the percentage of smartphones
present in the box for each statistical unit during the
experimental phase was 92.59% (interquartile distance
= 8.99%; average = 90.76%).

e Lombardy: A total of 29 statistical units were observed,
16 (55.2%) during the control phase and 13 (44.8%)
during the experimental phase. As for the distribution
of people sitting at the tables, the Chi-square test was
not possible. As regards the duration of the statistical
units, there were no statistically significant differences
between the two phases of the research (U = 81.500; p
=.322). In the latter case, it was decided to use the U
test despite the normality of the variable in question
(p =.380) to comply with the analyses conducted for
the other samples. Finally, the median relative to the
percentage of devices in the smartphone storage box
for each statistical unit during the experimental phase
was 23.81% (interquartile distance = 58.33%; average
=31.75%).

e Sicily. A total of 102 statistical units were observed,
51 (50.0%) during the control phase and 51 (50.0%)
during the experimental phase. As for the distribution
of people sitting at the tables, the Chi-square test was
not possible. The duration of the statistical units did not
reveal statistically significant differences between the
two phases (U = 1249.000; p = .730). In the latter case,
we chose to use the U test given the non-normality of
the variable in question (p = .047). Finally, the median
relative to the percentage of smartphones in the box for
each statistical unit during the experimental phase was
found to be 91.67% (interquartile distance = 7.29%;
average = 84.57%).In the preliminary analysis overall,
5157 observations were considered in Calabria, 591 in
Lombardy and 3281 in Sicily.

From the statistical point of view, the probability of
not using the smartphone was significantly higher in the
experimental group than in the control group in Calabria, x?
(1, N =5157)=164.039, p=.000 [p <.050], and in Sicily, x* (1,
N =3281) =47.126,p =.000 [p <.050], but not in Lombardy,
2 (1,N=591) =1.036, p =.309 [p>. 050].

Measure 1: as already found in the overall analyses, in
Calabria the percentage of time in which none of the
subjects included in a specific statistical unit interacted with
their smartphone was significantly higher (U = 1621.500;
p = .000) in the experimental phase (median = 78.38%;
interquartile distance = 24.76%; average = 77.26%) than in

Copyright© Vaccaro M and Bisagni M.

the Frequency of use of Smartphones in Pub and Restaurants. Ergonomics Int ] 2021, 5(4): 000274.


https://medwinpublishers.com/EOIJ

control (median = 68.00%; interquartile distance = 20.91%j;
average = 66.31%). Specifically, we chose to use the U test
despite the normality of measure 1 (p =.361) to comply with
the previous analyses, but the averages referring to the two
phases were highlighted, to further clarify the difference
between the two conditions. Also in Sicily, the percentage
of time in which none of the subjects included in a specific
statistical unit interacted with their device was significantly
higher (U = 877.000; p = .005) in the experimental phase
(median = 76.19%; interquartile distance = 14.62%j;
average = 75.87%), compared to the control one (median
= 68.75%; interquartile distance = 34.05%; average =
62.38%). Specifically, the U test was chosen, given the non-
normality of Measure 1 (p =.020), but the averages referring
to the two phases were highlighted, to further clarify the
difference between the two conditions. In Lombardy, there
were no statistically significant differences between the two
conditions (U = 93.500; p = .629). Specifically, we chose to
use the U test despite the normality of measure 1 (p =.105)
to comply with the previous analyses.

Measure 2: as already found in the overall analyses, in
Calabria the percentage of time in which each of the subjects
included in a specific statistical unit interacted with their
smartphone was significantly higher (U=1780.500; p =.000)
in the control phase (median = 0.00%; interquartile distance
= 7.92%; average = 5.99%), compared to the experimental
one (median = 0.00%; interquartile distance = 0.00%j;
average = 1.50%). The choice to use the U test is given by
the non-normality of measure 2 (p =.000) and the averages
referring to the two phases have been highlighted, to further
clarify the difference between the two conditions. Also in
Sicily, the percentage of time in which each of the subjects
included in a specific statistical unit interacted with their
smartphone was significantly higher (U=1036.500; p =.030)
in the control phase (median = 0.00%; interquartile distance
= 7.69%; average = 5.36%), compared to the experimental
one (median = 0.00%; interquartile distance = 0.00%j;
average = 1.66%). We chose to use the U test, given the non-
normality of measure 2 (p =.000), but the averages referring
to the two phases were highlighted, to further clarify the
difference between the two conditions. In Lombardy, there
were no statistically significant differences between the two
conditions (U = 99.500; p =.764) and the U test was chosen,
given the non-normality of measure 2 (p =.000).

Measure 3: as already found for global analyses, in Calabria
the maximum consecutive period of time within a specific
statistical unit in which none of the subjects interacted with
their smartphone was significantly higher (U = 1496.500; p
=.000 ) in the experimental phase compared to the control
phase. In fact, during the control phase the median was
250.00 seconds, or 4 minutes and 10 seconds (interquartile
distance = 245.00 seconds; average = 296.30 seconds, or
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approximately 4 minutes and 56 seconds), while during
the experimental phase it was equal to 460.00 seconds, or
7 minutes and 30 seconds (interquartile distance = 630.00
seconds; average = 619.33 seconds, or approximately 10
minutes and 19 seconds). Specifically, the U test was chosen,
given the non-normality of measure 3 (p = .000), but the
averages referring to the two phases were highlighted, to
further clarify the difference between the two conditions. In
Lombardy, however, no statistically significant differences
were found between the two conditions (U = 74.000; p =
.187). In particular, during the control phase the median was
equal to 180.00 seconds, or 3 minutes (interquartile distance
= 289.00 seconds; average = 300.00 seconds, or 5 minutes),
while during the experimental phase it was equal to 355.00
seconds, or 5 minutes and 55 seconds (interquartile
distance = 753.00 seconds; average = 518.85 seconds, or
approximately 8 minutes and 39 seconds). We chose to use
the U test despite the normality of measure 3 (p = .180)
to comply with the previous analyzes. Even in Sicily there
were no statistically significant differences between the two
conditions (U = 1184.500; p = .436). In particular, during the
control phase the median was equal to 215.00 seconds, or
3 minutes and 35 seconds (interquartile distance = 420.00
seconds; average = 319.71 seconds, or approximately 5
minutes and 20 seconds), while during the experimental
phase it was equal at 250.00 seconds, or 4 minutes and 10
seconds (interquartile distance = 210.00 seconds; average =
322.06 seconds, or approximately 5 minutes and 22 seconds).
The choice to use the U test is given by the non-normality of
measure 3 (p =.002).

Measure 4: as already found for global analyzes, in Calabria
the percentage relating to the frequency of use of the
smartphone within a specific statistical unit was significantly
higher (U=1371.500; p =.000) in the control phase (median
= 16.07%; interquartile distance = 11.99%; average =
17.25%) compared to the experimental one (median =
7.41%; interquartile distance = 8.99%; average = 9.18%).
Specifically, we chose to use the U test despite the normality
of measure 4 (p = .075) to comply with the previous
analyzes, but the averages referring to the two phases were
highlighted, to further clarify the difference between the
two conditions. Also in Sicily, the percentage relating to the
frequency of smartphone use within a specific statistical unit
was significantly higher (U=691.000; p=.000) in the control
phase (median = 16.29%; interquartile distance = 15.28%;
average = 18.73%), compared to the experimental one
(median = 8.33%; interquartile distance = 7.12%; average =
10.05%). Specifically, the U test was chosen, given the non-
normality of measure 4 (p =.016), but the averages referring
to the two phases were highlighted, to further clarify the
difference between the two conditions. In Lombardy, there
were no statistically significant differences between the two
conditions (U = 89.000; p = .491). Specifically, it was decided
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to use the U test despite the normality of measure 4 (p =
.024) to comply with the previous analyzes.

Discussion

Keeping your smartphone next to your plate while
eating is now a habit, that is, an automatic behaviour that is
repeated in a given context or situation and is the product
of three phases: signaling, gratification and routine [23]. For
example, sitting at a table with friends, if the conversation is
notvery interesting and leads to getting bored, the mere sight
of your device (emotional and physical stimulus) leads us to
take it in hand (routine), feeling pleasure in the activities
it mediates (gratification). The brain thus associates the
device with the elimination of boredom and this means that
every time we feel bored or have a free minute, we will take
the smartphone in our hand. Habits, although many times
they can be useful in daily life because they allow us not to
overload our brain, in other cases such as the one described,
are harmful.

Leaving the smartphone in the wooden box reduces the
time in which it can be used and increases the opportunities
for interacting face-to-face with other diners. The intent
of the intervention was to reduce a routine behaviour
implemented by many people (the use of the smartphone
in the moments of aggregation), with a negative impact on
the quality of interpersonal relationships [24], to increase
behaviours conducive to socialisation such as looking each
other in the eye, smiling, speaking and/or comparing. To
obtain this result, it was hypothesised that the presence of
the Nudge, or rather a gentle push, could generate differences
on the frequency of emission of the target behaviour.

The null hypothesis was that the nudging intervention
(the presence of the box in the center of the table) did not
lead to results other than those of the control group, which
was not subjected to any intervention (absence of the box in
the center of the table).

In the experiment the results showed that the
percentage of time spent by the subjects without the use
of the smartphone in each statistical unit was higher in
the experimental phase, compared to the control phase.
Specifically, these results are widely confirmed in Calabria
and Sicily while in Lombardy there were no statistically
significant differences between the two conditions. The
percentage of time in which all the subjects included in a
statistical unit interacted with their device is significantly
higher in the control phase than in the experimental
phase. Again in Lombardy, no significant differences were
found with respect to the control. Overall, the maximum
consecutive period of time within a specific statistical unit in
which none of the people interacted with their smartphone
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was significantly higher in the experimental phase than
in the control phase, but only in Calabria. The percentage
relating to the frequency of use of the smartphone is greater
in the control phase than in the experimental phase. These
results are valid in Sicily and Calabria while in Lombardy no
particularly significant differences emerged between the two
conditions.

The purpose of Nudge’s intervention was to modify
the context in a simple and attractive way, with the aim of
highlighting the social behaviour that was considered the
“desirable model”: lay your device (“Are you really social?
#PutltDown”). Social influence was thus exploited [25]:
nudging relied on the fact that those who started to respond
positively also influenced the behaviour of the other diners
driven to do this to avoid the state of unpleasant tension
when one acts in a totally different way with respect to
one’s fellowmen [26,27]. The experiment used the principle
of salience to make the information necessary to direct
the attention of the people sitting at the tables to a certain
option / information immediately visible and accessible
(store their device in a specific place). The salient stimuli,
precisely because they are evident, are picked up, processed
and memorized by the human brain automatically and
guide behavior in a predictable choice [28]. The use of the
slogan on the physical prompt (box) “Are you really social?
#PutltDown” with the image of the phone, had an ironic
function because irony was seen to put people in a good mood
and when people are in a good mood, they make decisions in
an impulsive and faster way [29-31] and are more subject to
the influence of contextual stimuli.

It is therefore possible to say that Nudge is effective in
decreasing the frequency of use of the smartphone, despite
the charm it exerts on people, conditioning them to spend
more time with technology and less with other human
beings [32]. The intervention confirmed that individuals are
systematically influenced by the context in which they make
their decisions and that both the way the option is presented
and the group choices are elements that condition people’s
choices [33]. The study has some limitations determined
by being a research conducted in the field and not in the
laboratory. To have more reliable and clear results, it would
be advisable to make further observations and have a larger
sample available. Furthermore, given the multiplicity of the
variables considered, it may be interesting to test the digital
detox experiment in the same place, but at different times of
the day.

Considering the low cost of the intervention, however,
the results seem promising and it would be interesting to
extend the observations to other European contexts to test
their generalizability. Creating contexts that allow you to
take “intermittent breaks” from using your smartphone is
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good for health and contributes to people’s intellectual and
emotional well-being. In fact, in order to regenerate and
reduce the possibility of activating habitual behaviors, the
brain requires cyclical pauses and situations that stimulate
different behaviors than those usually used. The context
in which people find themselves making choices can be
organized and structured becoming a real architectural
product, in which every detail is relevant: it has its own
weight and function.

Ethical Approval

All the procedures carried out comply with the ethical
standards of the national research committee and the Helsinki
declaration of 1964 with its subsequent amendments.
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