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Phubbing behaviour and phubbing aversion in the context of parent-child interaction 

INTRODUCTION 

An important communication tool for parents and their children, the smartphone potentially 

disturbs their face-to-face interactions in a family context, a phenomenon referred to as ‘parent 

– child phubbing’ (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016; Roberts & David, 2016). ‘Phubbing’ 

indicates the issue of ignoring conversational partners in favor of one’s smartphone (Aagaard, 

2019). Consequently, parental smartphone use around their children is often associated with 

fewer parent-child interactions, relationship dissatisfaction, communication problems and 

lower personal well-being (Radesky et al., 2015; Roberts & David, 2016). 

In this study we propose that parents and children can be considered both as ‘phubbers’ 

and as ‘phubbees’. This can be explained from a ‘social learning’ perspective, since children 

are prone to copy parent’s behaviour (Bandura & Walters, 1977; Derks, Van Duin, Tims, & 

Bakker, 2015; Jago et al., 2013). This could mean that children show more phubbing behaviour 

when their parent also does so. However, children being digital natives, it is also possible that 

parents who are confronted with their child’s smartphone use – and probably also phubbing 

behaviour – are more prone as well to show increased smartphone use and phubbing behaviour.  

METHOD 

Flemish parents of a child older than 12 – each time one parent per family – were asked to fill 

out a survey, questioning phubbing behaviour and phubbing aversion. They had to answer 

questions about themselves and about one of their children from the parental perspective. In 

total, 210 persons completed the survey. The parents were on average 44.74 years old, 17.14 % 

(n = 36) of them fathers. Their children were on average 14.80 years old and 52.38 % (n = 110) 

of them were girls. 

The questionnaire examined: (1) parents’ own perceived phubbing behaviour (parental 

phubbing behaviour), (2) children’s phubbing behaviour as perceived by the parent (children’s 

phubbing behaviour) (Roberts and David, 2016; Andreassen et al., 2012), (3) perceived parental 

aversion towards children’s phubbing behaviour (parental phubbing aversion), and (4) 

children’s aversion towards parental phubbing behaviour, as perceived by the parent (children’s 

phubbing aversion).  
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RESULTS 

Two models were tested. In the first model, the dependent variables were children’s phubbing 

behaviour and children’s phubbing aversion (see Fig 1A), while the second model included 

parental phubbing behaviour and parental phubbing aversion as dependent variables (see Fig 

1B). In both models, parental phubbing behaviour correlated negatively to parental phubbing 

aversion (r = -0.36, p < 0.001), just as children’s phubbing behaviour to children’s phubbing 

aversion (r = -0.30, p < 0.001).  

‘Model 1’ (Fig 1A) was made up of parental variables as predictors and children’s 

variables as dependent variables. The first multiple regression showed that children’s phubbing 

behaviour was significantly predicted by parental phubbing behaviour and parental phubbing 

aversion, as F(2, 207) = 7.52, p = 0.001, R² = 0.06. The second multiple regression showed 

that children’s phubbing aversion was significantly predicted by parental phubbing aversion, 

but not by parental phubbing behaviour, F (2, 207) = 10.66, p < 0.001, R² = 0.09.  

The other way around, ‘model 2’ (Fig 1B) was made up of parental variables as 

dependent ones, and children’s variables as predictors. The first multiple regression showed 

that parental phubbing behaviour was not significantly predicted by children’s phubbing 

behaviour and children’s phubbing aversion, F (2, 207) = 1.93, p = 0.15 > 0.05. The other 

multiple regression showed that parental phubbing aversion was significantly predicted by 

children’s phubbing behaviour and children’s phubbing aversion, F (2, 207) = 18.25, p < 

0.001.  
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Fig 1A. Model 1 with children’s phubbing behaviour and children’s phubbing aversion as dependent variables, and parental phubbing 

behaviour and phubbing aversion as factors. This model was examined via two multiple regressions.  

Fig 1B. Model 2 with parental phubbing behaviour and parental phubbing aversion as dependent variables, and children’s phubbing 

behaviour and phubbing aversion as factors. This model was examined via two multiple regressions.  
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DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

Children seem to ‘socially learn’ both phubbing behaviour and phubbing aversion from their 

parents. Their parents must therefore be aware of their role model. By contrast, parents seem to 

‘socially learn’ phubbing aversion, but not phubbing behaviour. Along with the significant 

negative correlations in both groups between their phubbing behaviour and phubbing aversion, 

parent-child communication about phubbing aversion can probably be linked to more phubbing 

aversion of the other party and indirectly lead to decreased phubbing behaviour of the other 

party. Nevertheless, parental phubbing aversion does not lead to decreased phubbing behaviour 

in children and can be positively explained by children’s phubbing behaviour.  

Further research can be conducted with an expanded sample size and in a dyadic way, 

rather than only from the parental perspective. The plausible role of open communication could 

also be further examined, as well as the potential influences of parental characteristics and those 

of their children, for example higher smartphone use, compulsive internet use, FoMO, …  
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