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Abstract

Purpose: Phubbing is a phenomenon whereby a person looks at their mobile phone and 
uses it while talking to others, thereby avoiding interpersonal communication (Karadağ 
et al., 2015). The study aimed to investigate whether phubbing by parents correlates with 
phubbing by their adult children, whether phubbing by parents is associated with chil-
dren’s self-esteem (in adulthood) and whether children’s self-esteem (in adulthood) is cor-
related with their level of phubbing.

Method: 107 people from Poland participated in the study. The authors used the Rosen-
berg Self-Esteem Scale (SES), the Generic Scale of Phubbing (GSP), and self-report ques-
tions to verify the level of phubbing used by the subjects’ parents.

Results: The results showed a positive correlation (r = .37, p < .001) between parents’ 
phubbing and children’s phubbing, as well as between children’s self-esteem and phub-
bing by parents (r = .37; p < .001) and between children’s phubbing and their self-esteem 
(r = .46, p < .001).

Conclusion: The study confirms the modelling role of parental phubbing for the intensity 
of children’s phubbing, but at the same time, it does not show a negative role in children’s 

1 Correspondence address: malwina.cholewa12@gmail.com.

https://orcid.org/0009-0004-8451-8380
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-4666-1865
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0841-0015
mailto:malwina.cholewa12@gmail.com


BOGUMIŁA WEIMANN, MALWINA CHOLEWA, PAWEŁ KLEKA150

self-esteem. Furthermore, the positive correlation between children’s phubbing and self-
esteem contradicts previous results. Children’s phubbing partially mediates the relation-
ship between parents’ phubbing and their self-esteem, which requires further research to 
understand this mechanism more fully.

Keywords: phubbing, phubber, self-esteem, parenting, smartphone

The effects of using electronics, mainly smartphones, can be seen in changes 
of quality and satisfaction with interpersonal relationships. On the one hand, 
these changes have positive effects, as they allow loved ones to stay in contact 
when they are not around, but on the other hand, when mobile phones are used 
in the company of loved ones, they can distract from the conversation at hand 
and thus deteriorate contact and lead to conflict situations or cause irritation 
(Beukeboom & Pollmann, 2021). An example of such a relationship is the child’s 
bond with a parent, caregiver or other attachment figure. Technologies can stim-
ulate a child’s psychosocial development, but they can also pose a risk to the 
child – the risk depends on the context of their use. As Kowaluk-Romanek (2019) 
examined, this is linked to the child’s level of media competence, their be-
havioural responses in risky situations and depends on adults behaviour and ac-
tions. A child’s relationship with his or her closest adults builds the foundation 
of a young person’s development and helps to create a view of the world. In this 
context, the problem with the commonly observed negative effects of smart-
phone misuse causes concern. The rationale for this approach can be found in so-
cial learning theory, which states that observational learning encompasses a very 
wide range. Social learning theory, developed by Albert Bandura, has its roots in 
the behavioural approach. Within this theory, the mechanisms responsible for 
the emergence of new behaviours, their maintenance, change and disappearance 
are analysed (Wojciszke, 2011).

The misuse of electronics in interpersonal communication can take negative 
forms. An example of such behaviour is phubbing2, which is the intentional ig-
noring of those around you by focusing your attention on your mobile phone. The 
effects of phubbing are many (Al-Saggaf & O’Donnell, 2019), for example nega-
tive emotions in those around the so-called phubber or a reduction in the quality 
of the relationship between partners.

Empirical data reveals a whole spectrum of negative effects of phubbing be-
haviour – including in children’s relationship with their parents. Research by Liu 
and associates (2019) demonstrates a link between parental manifestation of phub-
bing and the occurrence of smartphone addiction in minors. The research shows 
that phubbing positively correlates with increased smartphone addiction and that 
subjective norm and intention to become addicted influence the development of 

2 The term phubbing itself was invented and was used as part of a language experi-
ment conducted by Macquarie Dictionary to describe the habit of ignoring someone in fa-
vour of that person’s use of a smartphone. A phubber, on the other hand, can be described 
as a person who ignores others by using their phone in their company.
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addiction in children. The researchers explain that this phenomenon may occur be-
cause phubbing behaviour of parents serves as a model for children’s behaviour. 
They surmise that children may develop phubbing behaviour by planning, replicat-
ing and performing certain activities that will consequently be incorporated into 
their daily behaviour, resulting in staying with their parents (Liu, 2019). The re-
sults presented by the authors lead us to conclude that parental behaviours and 
the norms they present to children model in them behaviours that are elements of 
phubbing and consequently smartphone addiction. From the perspective of child 
development and raising children in an age of widespread availability of electronic 
devices, this implies a danger that many adults may not be aware of.

This phenomenon is not obvious. The authors of the aforementioned studies, 
when interpreting their results, highlight that other empirical work provides con-
tradictory results. Xie and Xie (2020), in their study of the relationship between 
parental phubbing and depressive symptoms in adolescent children (average age 
around 13 years old), indicate that this one may work by lowering parental 
warmth, which reduces relationship satisfaction and causes depression in the 
child. A second – alternative – explanation attributes parental phubbing to induc-
ing feelings of rejection, which secondarily causes depression. Based on the results 
of their study, the authors highlight how the rules operating in a family can signif-
icantly influence the development of phubbing in children. In another study, 
Ivanova and associates (2020) tested the strength of the correlation between mo-
bile device addiction, phubbing (communication disorders and phone obsession), 
depression and loneliness. The main aim of the study was to determine whether 
there is a relationship between smartphone addiction and depression in male and 
female students and whether phubbing is a mediator of this relationship. The re-
sults presented by the authors indicate that there are no significant gender differ-
ences in smartphone addiction, communication disorders, depression and loneli-
ness. The researchers observed that women were more obsessed with phone use 
and highlighted a positive correlation between smartphone addiction and commu-
nication disruption, as well as the occurrence of depression and levels of loneli-
ness. However, the study did not find that gender moderated relationship between 
the variables. Instead, it was found that phubbing functions as a mediator of the 
relationship between smartphone addiction and depression, with loneliness as 
a moderator of this mediation, whose moderating effect is asymmetrically depen-
dent on gender: in men, high loneliness increases the mediating role of phubbing, 
which translates to depression to a greater extent, while in women, the mediating 
effect analysed weakens as loneliness increases – meaning that in this group, 
phubbing correlates less strongly with depression. However, the researchers point 
out certain limitations of the study, such as the narrowing down of the subjects to 
students only, and point out that the study was cross-sectional – which makes it 
impossible to interpret the results in terms of cause and effect.

Another noteworthy study that confirms that parental phubbing increases 
adolescents’ smartphone addiction is that of Xie and associates (2019), which ana-
lysed the role of parent-child attachment, the role of peers exhibiting deviant be-
haviour and gender. Family and peers are important factors influencing adoles-
cents’ use of media and electronic devices. Based on social learning theory and 
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informal social control theory, this study proposed a moderated mediation model 
to test how parental phubbing influences adolescents’ smartphone addiction. The 
results of this study showed that parental phubbing increased adolescent smart-
phone use through lower parent-child attachment and increased risk of belonging 
to deviant peers, and that gender moderated the mediating effect. In particular, 
the indirect effect of parental phubbing on adolescents’ dependence on smart-
phones by deviant peers was greater in boys than in girls. From this study, we can 
learn that parental phubbing is positively correlated with deviant peer behaviour 
and smartphone addiction, but negatively correlated with attachment in the par-
ent-child dyad. Child-parent attachment is negatively correlated with behaviours 
displayed by deviant peers and smartphone addiction. Behaviours displayed by 
problematic peers were positively correlated with smartphone addiction. How-
ever, this study had several drawbacks that should be mentioned here: a) the 
model proposed by the researchers that worked in the family-peer model was not 
tested in other groups, b) the limitation of the results by the cross-sectional nature 
of the study, and c) the low effect size that detracts from the mediation effect, 
which suggests that the results of this study should be interpreted with caution.

Self-esteem can be defined as a subjective assessment of one’s self-worth as 
a person – the extent to which one perceives oneself as a good, competent and 
decent person (Wang et al., 2020). In a study presented by Wang and Associates 
in 2020, the authors indicate that the self-esteem of the adolescents studied 
moderated the association between phubbing by parents and depressive symp-
toms. Adolescents with low self-esteem and high levels of parental phubbing 
manifested higher levels of depressive symptoms than adolescents with high 
levels of self-esteem. The authors also mention that those with higher self-es-
teem are more satisfied with their lives and the phubber behaviour used by their 
parents does not have such a destructive effect on them. However, the re-
searchers point out that it is not entirely clear when parental phubbing signifi-
cantly increases depressive symptoms in adolescents.

Using this knowledge and the fact that the researchers conducted their 
study on adolescents whose parents used mobile phones, we decided to see how 
phubbing by parents using other media (measured declaratively) correlates with 
the self-esteem of the adults who took part in our study.

Taking the above-mentioned studies into account, the present study was de-
voted to testing the incidence of 1) the relationship between phubbing by parents 
and phubbing by their adult children on a group of Poles, and 2) the incidence of 
the relationship between phubbing by parents and their adult children’s self-es-
teem, i.e. attitudes towards themselves.

Hypotheses

In embarking on the study, we posed the following hypotheses:

H1: Parents’ use of phubbing positively correlates with children’s use of phub-
bing in adulthood.
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H2: Parental phubbing is negatively correlated with children’s self-esteem.
H3: Children’s self-esteem is negatively correlated with the intensity of their 

phubbing.

Methods

In the following study, phubbing was framed as behaviour aimed at ignor-
ing those around someone by using a smartphone, radio, newspaper or other me-
dia. This broad definition is due to the inclusion of adults’ recollections of their 
parents in the study. With this in mind, it is important to remember that the 
most popular forms of media 20 or 30 years ago were different from those used 
today. Also, the former forms of media today are often contained in smartphones 
(e.g. newspapers, magazines, radio, etc.).

Study Design and Procedure

The survey was conducted online and created on the Google Forms website, 
and the results were collected from October to November 2021. A link to the sur-
vey page was sent out to potential respondents and posted in online groups, in-
cluding student groups at the University of Zielona Góra. Respondents an-
swered the questions by clicking on the appropriate response option, according 
to previously obtained instructions posted on the survey. If a response was miss-
ing, the form reminded them to go back and complete the missing data. Partici-
pants were not compensated for completing the survey. They were informed that 
their data would be kept confidential before taking the survey. Participants in-
vited to the survey were informed that they could opt out of responding at any 
time during the study and agreed to participate if they proceeded to answer the 
questions.

Measurement

Two research standard scales and one self-constructed scale were used in 
the study.

Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (SES) in 
the Polish language version (Łaguna et al., 2007). The questionnaire consisted of 
10 questions the respondent had to answer on a 4-point scale, where 1 – strongly 
disagree with the statement presented, and 4 – strongly agree with the statement 
presented. The reliability of the results, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha coeffi-
cient in the sample, was very high at .92 (CI.95 [.89, .94]).

The Generic Scale of Phubbing (GSP) (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018), 
translated independently by two researchers, was used to investigate adult 
phubbing. A translation and retranslation of the GSP scale questions were also 
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conducted, revealing minor discrepancies. Despite the minor differences, the 
meaning of the questions remained the same. After discussing the discrepancies 
in the translation, the version that was the best form of the operationalised vari-
able was chosen. This scale consists of 15 questions answered by the subject 
through a 7-point scale, where one is never, and seven is always. The reliability 
of the results, as estimated by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, was high at .89 
(CI0.95 [.86, .92]).

In addition, seven questions (Appendix 1) were used to explore whether the 
subjects’ parents used phubbing. These questions referred to the respondents’ 
memories and related to different media types. The researchers created the 
questions based on observations and information about the media used in the 
past. Responses were coded on a 5-point scale (binary responses Yes/No as 
5 and 0), and the total score was used to indicate parental phubbing. The relia-
bility of responses in the sample measured by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 
high at .78 (CI0.95 [.70, .83]). Confirmatory factor analysis confirmed the validity 
of the assumption of a single factor responsible for the variance in item scores 
(chi2(14) = 221.31, p < .001, TLI = .921, RMSEA = .083, CI0.90 [.017, .138]). Apart 
from a low factor loading for the first question (𝜆 = .39), the remaining questions 
had factor loadings ranging from .50 to .80.

Sample

A total of 107 individuals from Poland aged between 19 and 55 years (M = 27.8, 
SD = 9.52, Md = 24) took part in the study, with those aged 25 years or older ac-
counting for 36% of the sample. All subjects voluntarily participated in the study 
and met the age of majority requirements. Results were compiled from their re-
sponses. Slightly more than 80% of all people surveyed were women, while men 
accounted for less than 20%. More than half of the people surveyed, 56%, de-
clared that they had completed secondary education, 26% had completed a mas-
ter’s degree, and 15% had a bachelor’s degree. Those with vocational or secondary 
education who do not have a high school diploma accounted for less than 3% of the 
sample. In terms of demographics, respondents living in the country accounted for 
28% of all respondents, those living in cities with more than 150 000 inhabitants – 
26.2%, up to 150 000 – 16.8%, up to 50 000 – 15%, and up to 10 000 – 14%.

Results

The distributions of the outcomes of the study variables are close to symmet-
rical, with negative kurtosis values not exceeding the <-2, 2> range, allowing 
parametric correlation coefficients to be used for hypothesis testing (Table 1, 
p. 155).

The parametric Pearson’s r linear correlation coefficient was used to test the 
hypotheses. It was used to test all of the following correlations:
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1. The correlation between parental phubbing, measured by the set of ques-
tions created by the authors, and children’s phubbing, i.e. scores on the 
GSP questionnaire;

2. The correlation between children’s self-esteem and the intensity of their 
parents’ phubbing;

3. The correlation between children’s self-esteem and the intensity of their 
phubbing.

The results are statistically significant at the assumed level of statistical 
significance p < .05. They indicate a positive correlation between parents‘ phub-
bing and children’s phubbing (r = .37, p < .001), between children’s self-esteem 
and parents’ phubbing (r = .37, p < .001), and between children’s phubbing and 
their self-esteem (r = .46, p < .001). The relationships are shown in scatter plots 
(Figure 1).

Table 1

Distribution Parameters for the Results of the Analysed Variables

Figure 1

Scatter Plots of the Pairs of Variables Including the Regression Line

Variable Mean SD Median Skewness Kurtosis SE
Self-esteem 20.90 7.27 21 0.30 –0.89 0.70
Phubbing 41.46 15.60 40 0.45 –0.23 1.51
Parental 
phubbing 18.09 7.87 17 0.23 –1.20 0.76
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Discussion

The main aim of our study was to examine whether phubbing used by par-
ents shows covariation with pubbing used by their adult children and with those 
children’s self-esteem. Following H1, phubbing used by parents positively corre-
lates with phubbing used by children. This is in line with the results of previous 
studies. This correlation finds its justification in Bandura’s social learning the-
ory. According to this construct, the child learns expected norms through obser-
vation – behaviour is being modelled through observing parents (Bandura, 
2007). Similar results to ours were obtained by Liu and colleagues (2019), indi-
cating that parental phubbing positively correlates with their children’s phub-
bing and may lead to increased dependence on smartphone use and thus the 
probability of phubbing in their daily lives. It should be noted that the aforemen-
tioned authors studied children in their teens (the average age of the students 
was 15 years old) who had been observers of their parents using mobile phones.

Our hypothesis assuming a negative correlation between children’s self-es-
teem and the intensity of phubbing used by parents (H2) was not confirmed. The 
results of our study indicate a positive correlation between the aforementioned 
variables. This is contrary to previous reports (Xie & Xie, 2019). The difference in 
the results may be explained by the age of the subjects. The study reported here 
refers to adults, whereas researchers Xie and Xie focused on adolescents, whose 
average age was around 13 years old. We can hypothesise that a retrospective 
study done on adults does not reflect the impact that phubbing parents directly 
had on their children – something worth revisiting in future studies.

The most interesting results were obtained in relation to the hypothesis as-
suming a negative correlation between self-esteem and the amount of phubbing 
(H3). The study proves an inverse relationship – the correlation came out posi-
tive, moderate. This suggests that approximately 13% of the variance in phub-
bing is a result of the level of self-esteem. This is a different conclusion from 
those put forward by other researchers (Ivanova et al., 2020).

It may be wondered whether the level of phubbing plays a mediating role in 
the relationship between parental phubbing and children’s level of self-esteem 
and the reported positive correlations between the variables are not apparent. 
Mediation analysis using a non-parametric bootstrap to assess the significance 
of the averaged indirect effect showed that the size of the indirect effect accounts 
for 32% of the total effect (Figure 2, p. 157). That is a moderately large magni-
tude, and since the relationship between parental phubbing and respondents’ 
self-esteem in such a model is significant and positive, we found no suppression 
effect. That outcome still does not explain the reason why we reached inverse 
correlation coefficients between the study variables.

An alternative explanation for the results could be based on the assumption 
of the development of psychological resilience as a result of contact with phubbing 
parents. Contact with such parental attitudes would not only develop a tendency 
to exhibit such behaviour in the child (X-M pathway in our model), but also en-
hance coping with difficulties, adversity and stress, consequently resulting in pos-
itive adaptation in difficult or traumatic situations, which is expressed in positive 
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associations with self-esteem (Masten, 2001). However, this remains a far-fetched 
assumption, verification of which would require targeted research aimed at test-
ing this thesis while controlling e.g. personality and temperamental variables.

Figure 2

Standardised Regression Coefficients for the Relationship Between Parental Phubbing 
and Children’s Self-Esteem Mediated by Children’s Phubbing Levels

Annotation. The value in brackets represents the total standardised regression coefficient between 
variables, the value prior to the brackets represents the value of this coefficient while controlling the 
level of phubbing by children.

When interpreting the results of our study, its limitations must be acknowl-
edged. A strong advantage of our survey is that the majority of participants were 
young adults, increasing the likelihood that their parents may have had greater 
access to both paper and electronic media, such as televisions and mobile 
phones. The survey was posted out to respondents online via social media. This 
method allows the survey to reach significant distances in a way that is easy and 
accessible for most people. However, it is worth noting that by recruiting respon-
dents this way, there is an increased chance of responses coming from people 
who are dependent on social media and, by extension, various forms of media in 
general. In order to address these possible biases in the results, the follow-up 
study should be conducted in parallel in different forms in order to obtain as 
many responses as possible from a diverse range of respondents. Another limita-
tion of the reported study is the reliance on retrospective memories of parental 
phubbing, which may have influenced the results. With no possibility of empiri-
cally exploring this phenomenon, it was obvious to rely on respondents’ percep-
tions. This, however, increases the possibility of distorting data actually occur-
ring by answering the questionnaire based on false memories, which may affect 
the results of the study. When undertaking a similar study next time, it would 
be worth reflecting on how to verify the data obtained or use more recent memo-
ries of respondents to avoid the possibility of false memories. In addition, the 

Children’s 
phubbing

Parental 
phubbing

Self-esteem 
(GSES)

.361*** (.413***)

.366*** .281**
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levels of phubbing among parents in the study we conducted were differently op-
erationalized and reported as relatively low compared to the high levels in their 
adult children. Therefore, it is worth considering whether the parents’ not-so-
high levels of phubbing actually had a direct, proportional effect on their adult 
children’s self-esteem, or whether it was related to other factors that were not 
included in our study. In future studies on similar topics, it would be valuable to 
take into account possible mediating variables, such as e.g. socioeconomic sta-
tus, quality of family relationships or individual characteristics of parents and 
their children (e.g. age differences), which may be relevant to the results ob-
tained. On the one hand, families with higher socioeconomic status may have 
better access to resources, e.g. psychological support, which may be related to 
their children’s self-esteem independently of the parents’ level of phubbing. On 
the other hand, low socioeconomic status may be associated with higher levels of 
stress in children and less support from relatives, which may contribute to both 
higher levels of phubbing by parents and lower self-esteem of their children. The 
inclusion of environmental variables in the study could offer an opportunity to 
better understand and explore the underlying mechanism of the meaning of 
phubbing and possibly identify strategies for support.

The survey was cross-sectional, which means that the findings cannot be in-
terpreted as proving cause-and-effect relationships, nor can the influence of var-
ious interfering variables be excluded. Attention should also be drawn to the sig-
nificant predominance of women among the respondents and the fact that 
a disproportionate number of respondents have high school education with 
a Matura exam – this suggests a low representativeness of the sample for the 
general population. The survey was carried out in Poland only, thus it would be 
worth broadening it to a more global scale in order to verify whether the rela-
tionships we found are universal or specific only to certain countries.
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3. How often did your parents turn on or make the radio louder in the car or at 
home when there was no conversation going on?

4. How often did you eat your meals with the TV on?
5. How often have your parents ignored your needs by focusing on TV, 

radio, newspaper etc.?
6. Have there been times when your parents refused to participate in fun time 

in order to watch TV/read the newspaper instead?
7. Did your parents draw attention to your excessive media use when they were 

focusing on it themselves?
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