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ated sustainability, we explored the 
complexity of the ecological prob-
lem posed by device proliferation on 
a global scale. This work illustrates 
that a single solution can�t address the 
sustainability challenges posed to a 
device; despite the commonalities of 
mobile devices worldwide, the varied 
perceptions and practices represented 
in different regions and nations dem-
onstrate a necessity for �exibility that 
suits the needs of individuals within 
their contexts.

Currently, several end-of-life op-
tions exist for phones and are exercised 
to varying extents. Options include re-
cycling through electronics recycling 
programs, reuse of phones through 
reselling, phone giveaways, donation 
of phones to organizations that collect 
and distribute phones for reuse, and 
disposal of phones in the trash. Addi-
tionally, some actions cut across these 
options. For example, phone take-back 
programs offered by manufacturers or 
service providers might result in refur-
bishing and reselling, recycling, or dis-
posal depending on the phone�s model 
and condition. Donation programs 
might also distribute some phones for 
reuse while recycling others. Although 
sometimes not considered an end-of-
life action, we also considered phone 
storage because it�s an option that peo-

ple often exercise when they stop using 
their phones.

In this article, we report on �ndings 
from a larger ongoing inquiry into the 
sustainability implications of mobile 
phone practices around the world. 
Here, we focus on phone transferabil-
ity�the ability to transfer device own-
ership easily to others through

direct person-to-person transfers,
mediated transfers such as donation 
for reuse, or
refurbishing through a service or 
take-back program.

We explore how high transferabil-
ity can open avenues for sustainability 
and how low transferability leads to 
increased waste and disposal and cre-
ates a barrier to sustainable end-of-life 
actions. Transferability has the ability 
to prolong the device�s life, thus reduc-
ing e-waste and the burden on recycling 
centers, as well as the need to manufac-
ture new devices. Although prolonging 
phones� life cycles and delaying disposal 
alone won�t solve the waste problem, 
they�re critical steps in reducing waste 
and the use of resources and materials. 
Figure 1 illustrates a simple example of 
how transferring cell phones can reduce 
the rate of e-waste.

Increasing transferability will also 
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be important in promoting the reap-
propriation of devices by other users 
or for other functions.7 An emphasis 
on design that supports device reuse 
and reappropriation is a key tenet of 
sustainable interaction design.8 Par-
ticularly for ubiquitous mobile devices, 
which are proliferating rapidly, increas-
ing device transferability will be crucial 
to improving sustainability.

Study Design and Method
Though this work is part of a larger, on-
going study, for this particular study, 
we conducted semistructured tele-
phone interviews with 35 participants 
in North America (11 participants from 
the US and Canada), Germany (8), and 
Japan (16). Variation in distribution 
re�ects varying participant availability 
and access. Within each region, par-
ticipant groups represented a variety of 
backgrounds, including students, re-
tirees, salespeople, architects, admin-
istrative assistants, clergy, engineers, 
and artists. Participants ranged in age 
from their early-20s through early-70s, 
with the largest number of participants 
in their late-20s through late-30s. We 
recruited participants using snowball 
sampling, leveraging our personal and 
professional social networks of the re-
searchers conducting the study. We re-
corded the telephone interviews, which 

Month
17

Person A Person B

Phone
A1

Phone
A2

Phone
A1

Phone
B2

Person C

Phone
A2

Person D Waste

Phone
D3

Phone
D2

Phone
D1

Phone
D2

Phone
D1

Phone
D1

Phone
A1

Phone
B2

Phone
C1

When some transferring occurs When no transferring occurs

Phone
D3

Phone
A2

Phone
A1

Phone
B1

Month
34

Phone
A3

Phone
A3

Person A Person B

Phone
A1

Phone
A2

Phone
B1

Person C Person D Waste

Phone
D2

Phone
D1

Phone
D1

Phone
D2

Phone
A1

Phone
D1

Figure 1. Phone transfers. Transferring phones can slow the rate of e-waste production and lessen the need to produce 
new devices.
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