Cell phones are becoming a crutch for late arrivers 
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    NEW YORK -- Restaurateurs, hairstylists and friends and family of the unpunctual have suspected it, but now research is providing evidence: As cell phones have become more prevalent, so too has lateness. Cell phones have enabled more people to fall behind schedule, and provided a new crutch for the chronically tardy. 
    Researchers talk of a nation living in "soft time" when eight-thirty is still 8 o'clock as long as your voice arrives on time -- or even a few minutes after. 
    James Katz, a professor of communication at Rutgers University, has studied the behavior of thousands of cell phone users and he argues in two recent books, Perpetual Contact and Machines That Become Us, that the cell phone has changed the nature of time and relationships. 
    "Just by calling and changing the plan, you're able to change being late to being on time," he said. 
    The Context-Based Research Group, a consulting firm in Baltimore, surveyed 144 cell phone users in seven cities around the world in 2000 and again in 2002. In the United States, the researchers looked at San Francisco and New York City, finding that some forms of bad cell phone etiquette had declined. In 2002, for example, people were less likely to share the details of their personal lives with other riders on a bus. But they said that more people reported being late or being victimized by others, who were blaming cell phones for the behavior. 
    Arriving late for a dinner reservation is only the beginning. Career coaches say they now must instruct job applicants not to call ahead to say they will be late for an interview. Day-care centers say parents who used to be on time regularly phone to say they will be late picking up children. 
    Phyllis Cohen, a psychoanalyst in New York, said one patient routinely calls from a cab to say she is 10 blocks away. She begins her therapy on the phone. 
    People are fighting against soft time. Some day-care centers are charging steep fees when parents arrive late. Restaurants are increasingly refusing to seat people who are waiting for stragglers. Some people are throwing away their phones. 
    "Within the week I threw it out, . . . I started showing up on time," said Chris Ohanesian, a broker in Manhattan. 
    
