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Abstract 

Background 

The importance of parent-child attachment in supporting child wellbeing and 

development has been well-documented in the literature. However, modern technologies may 

act as a barrier to parent-child interactions. Currently, literature suggests many parents 

identify decreased feelings of social connectedness and lower levels of attention quality when 

using their smartphones while caring for children. However, no research to date has explored 

children’s perspectives of parental smartphone use.  

Aims 

This research explored the perceived impact of parental smartphone use on children, 

by gathering both children’s and parents’ perspectives. Two principal research questions 

identified were: 

1. How do children perceive parental smartphone use? 

2. What are parents’ experiences of using smartphones when caring for children? 

Methods 

Children’s perspectives were elicited using a Short Story Methodology, with children 

asked to complete one of three story variations. Parental perspectives were gathered using an 

online questionnaire, consisting of both open and closed ended questions. Closed ended 

questions were taken from the Distraction in Social Relations and Use of Parent Technology 

(DISRUPT) scale (McDaniel, 2016), while open-ended questions asked parents about their 

experiences of their smartphone use when spending time with children. Descriptive analyses 

were performed on the quantitative data, while the qualitative data was analysed using 

thematic analysis. 

Results 

 Children identified negative emotional responses in relation to the disrupted parent-

child interactions. Children also discussed negotiations that occur with caregivers when 

interactions are disrupted. Parents identified a number of ways in which smartphones intrude 

on family life, as well as external pressures and personal factors which cause them to engage 

in smartphone use. 

Conclusions 
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Exploring the impact parental screen time has on children may provide valuable 

insights when examining the ecological factors that may be influencing child development. 

For educational psychologists, these factors are important to consider when supporting 

children and their families. 

Keywords: parenting, phubbing, smartphone use, parent-child interactions 
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Introduction 

Within this introduction, a brief overview of the research area is presented. Key terms 

used throughout the study are also defined. The researcher’s own positionality is outlined, 

with reference to her practice and experiences as a Trainee Educational Psychologist to date. 

The structure and layout of the thesis is provided, in accordance with research guidelines 

provided by Mary Immaculate College. 

Research Area 

Smartphones have become one of the most prevalent technologies in Ireland, with 

majorty of adults owning at least one device (Gibney & McCarthy, 2020). With increased 

access to smartphones, it is important to examine the perceived impact such devices have on 

children’s emotional health and wellbeing. Much of the research to date has explored 

children’s screen time, with many potentially harmful effects identified (Kim et al., 2017). 

However, the detrimental impact of screen time is debated, as some researchers suggest that 

the harmful impact of screen time is often confounded by a variety of individual risk factors 

(Orben, 2020), and is mediated by parent-child interactions and monitoring of device use 

(Livingstone & Franklin, 2018). However, while there has been a lot of discussion in recent 

years about children’s screen time, less is known about the impact of caregiver device use. 

Of the research that looks at parental smartphone use, much of the focus has been on 

examining the impact on the quality of parent-child interactions. Parent-child interactions 

have been shown to be crucial in supporting child development and learning (Landry et al., 

2001; Landry et al., 2006). However, it has been found that increased use of technology is 

associated with higher levels of distracted parenting (Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017), which in 

turn has been shown to be linked to increased risky behaviours and injury among children, 

with younger children more likely to engage in risky behaviour (Boles & Roberts, 2008). 

Mothers who engage more frequently with their devices were also shown to engage in fewer 

verbal interactions with their children (Radesky et al., 2015), suggesting distracted parenting 

not only has implications for child safety, but also for the quality of parent-child interactions, 

and potentially, for children’s social and emotional wellbeing. To my knowledge, no study 

has yet explored children’s perceptions or examined what feelings children identify in 

relation to their parents’ smartphone use. Exploring children’s perceptions of parental screen 

time may provide valuable insights into the ecological factors that may be influencing child 

development and child wellbeing. 
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Researcher’s Positionality 

My own interest in this topic area began by observing those around me. On buses and 

trains, shops and supermarkets, and in clinic waiting rooms, I observed parents and their 

children, sitting side by side but not interacting. Instead, one or both parties tended to be on a 

mobile device, generally a smartphone, watching videos or simply scrolling. I was 

particularly curious about the parents who seemed absorbed in their phones, about their 

motivations for engaging with their devices while with their children, and the potential 

impact this may be having on these children. While my own observations were merely 

anecdotal, I began to wonder what researchers were finding out about this phenomenon, and 

what empirical studies could tell me. Upon performing a database search however, I soon 

realised there was a paucity of literature exploring parental smartphone use. I became 

interested in exploring parent and child experiences of parental smartphone use, and wanted 

to know how about how this specifically impacted upon family functioning. 

The Ontological and Epistemological Position of the Researcher 

A critical realist paradigm (Bhaskar, 1975, 1989) was adopted by the researcher. 

According to critical realist perspectives, there is a distinction between the “observable” 

world and the “real” world, consisting of an objective reality. It is not possible to access the 

real world directly however, as our perceptions of reality are mediated by our own subjective 

experiences and constructions. However, critical realism determines that these unobservable, 

“real” phenomena manifest in observable events that can be measured and studied. In this 

way, critical realism makes clearly distinguishes between epistemology and ontology within 

research, as it makes distinctions between what is “real” (i.e. ontology), and how we can 

know or understand what is read (i.e. epistemology).  

Overview of Thesis Layout 

This thesis has been structured in line with the most recent research guidelines for the 

Doctorate in Educational and Child Psychology thesis submission, as recommended by Mary 

Immaculate College. The main body of the thesis consists of three sections. Firstly, a 

literature review is provided, which gives an overview of the current research relevant to the 

research area. Secondly, an empirical paper is included. This paper is formatted in the style of 

a journal article, and contains an account of the research methods employed in the study, the 

key findings of the research, and a discussion of these findings. The final section consists of a 

critical review paper, which outlines the considerations given to all aspects of the research 
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process, including the epistemological position of the researcher, the data collection and 

analysis approaches utilised throughout the research, ethical considerations and dilemmas 

encountered during the research process, and the implications of the research for policy, 

practice and future research. Strengths and weakness of these aspects are discussed, as well as 

potential alternative approaches that could have been selected. An impact statement outlining 

the critical impact of the current research study is also included. 
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Literature Review 

Digital technologies are a ubiquitous presence in modern society. However, with the 

introduction of new technologies, there has been increasing concern over what impact these 

may have on all aspects of daily life. Numerous studies have examined the impact of 

technology use on health and wellbeing (e.g. Chang et al., 2019; Elhai et al., 2017), child 

development (e.g. Kim et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2012), family functioning (e.g. McDaniel & 

Coyne, 2016; Rudi et al., 2015), and relationships (e.g. Antonucci et al., 2017; 

Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016; González-Rivera & Hernández-Gato, 2019).  

Technology use which disrupts everyday social interactions is increasingly being seen 

as an important area for research (Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017). This phenomenon, termed 

“technoference” (McDaniel & Coyne, 2016), may have implications for familial 

relationships, and, in particular, the parent-child relationship. Parental smartphone use is an 

emerging topic of interest in the literature. Research has shown that parental device use 

influences child behaviour, with positive correlations found between parent and child screen 

time (Lauricella et al., 2015). Bandura (1977) posits that children model and learn new 

behaviours from copying their parents, and therefore may develop unhealthy device habits 

from their social environment. However, the negative impacts of parental device use might be 

even more invasive, directly impacting on children’s psychological wellbeing. The 

prevalence of technology in homes means that parents are frequently engaging in mobile 

device use throughout the day, including during time they are spending with their children. 

The presence of digital media during times in which families would normally connect and 

interact with each other may cause significant disruption to these interactions, impacting 

parent-child bonding and children’s social and emotional development. Establishing the 

further impact parental screen time use has on children is important when examining the 

ecological factors that may be influencing child development. The purpose of this review is 

to determine the current understanding of this phenomenon in the literature, and to identify 

trends in recent research. 

Characteristics of Mobile Device Use 

Technology is ever-evolving, and with the advent of new technologies humans are 

constantly adapting to new ways of integrating and utilising new technologies across all 

aspects of their daily life. How people interact with technology in all aspects of life has 

changed drastically. Many modern workplaces have been transformed by the introduction of 
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a variety of technological devices, while the use of screens and devices in homes has also 

expanded greatly. The increasing reliance on technology in daily life has perhaps been 

accelerated by the global COVID-19 pandemic. Many employees have begun regularly 

working from home using laptops and home computers (Beck & Hensher, 2020; Beck et al., 

2020), while schools and universities have turned to e-learning strategies such as virtual 

classrooms and online webinars to enable their students to access learning materials (Nic 

Dhonncha & Murphy, 2020; Srivastava, 2020).  

Indeed, technology has become an increasingly integral part of everyday life, with 

many households owning multiple devices such as computers, smartphones and tablets. The 

Pew Research Center (2019b) estimates that over five billion people worldwide own a mobile 

device, and approximately half these devices are smartphones. In Ireland, recent research by 

Gibney & McCarthy (2020) found that 77% of all individuals aged between 16-74 years use a 

smartphone, with usage rates comparable between males (76%) and females (78%).  

Differences do emerge however when comparing smartphone usage across age groups. It was 

found that smartphone usage is highest in the 16-29 (95%) and 30-44 (96%) age groups, with 

77% of those aged 45-59, and just 37% of those aged 60-74 using smartphones. 

Age 

There are significant differences in how different generations use mobile devices and 

technology. The ubiquitous nature of smartphone use means children are often exposed to 

mobile devices at a young age. Kiliç et al. (2019) found that by 60 months of age, 

approximately 75% of children had some experience of using a device, with the median age 

of first usage being 12 months. According to Goh et al. (2016), television and mobiles 

devices are the most commonly used technologies by children under the age of two, followed 

by computers and video game consoles. Explorations of parents’ motivations for allowing 

screen time have found that parents give their children devices to enable them to complete 

housework and chores, to comfort their children when they are upset, and to increase their 

children’s compliance during mealtimes (Kiliç et al., 2019; Kulakci-Altinas, 2020). 

A study by Hosokawa and Katsura (2018) of six-year-old children found that 14% of 

children used mobile devices for an hour or longer each day, and among adolescents the rates 

have been found to be even higher. According to a study by Sánchez-Martínez and Otero 

(2009), almost all (96.5%) adolescents between the ages of 13 and 20 owned a mobile phone. 

The majority of these took their phones to school with them, and almost half kept it on or 
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engaged with their phone during class. Recent Irish research has uncovered changes in 

patterns of screen time use in children. Using data from a representative large-scale 

longitudinal survey, the Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) study, Bohnert and Gracia (2020) 

examined modern media use habits of Irish children. It was found that 73% of children born 

in 1998 spent over an hour watching television, compared to just 48% of those born in 2008. 

However, the usage of other forms of screen time use increased, with digital screen time of 

more than an hour rising from 13% as reported by the 1998 cohort to 28% as reported by the 

2008 cohort. The findings suggest modern children are increasingly turning away from 

television viewing to other forms of screen use, such as tablets and smartphones. Researchers 

also found a decrease in children reporting that they used digital technologies for educational 

purposes, falling from 56% to 17% (Bohnert & Gracia, 2020). Among adolescents, 

international research has shown that teenagers frequently engage with a variety of digital 

technologies, including smartphones, mobile apps, and social media platforms (Villanti et al., 

2017; Wartella et al., 2016), with texting and social networking emerging as particularly 

prevalent in adolescence (George et al., 2020; Ling et al., 2012). From the research, it is clear 

that mobile devices maintain a strong presence in children’s lives from infancy to 

adolescence.  

Among adults, the Pew Research Center (2019a) has found that 96% of American 

adults own a mobile phone, and that smartphone ownership specifically has increased from 

35% in 2011 to 81% in 2019. Additionally, one in five American adults use their smartphone 

as their sole means of accessing the Internet while at home, in place of traditional broadband 

services. Device use in adults is common across all age ranges. However, some differences 

exist in how different generations use technologies, with older adults (65 years of age and 

older) were more likely to use those technologies that have been around longer, such as 

telephones, answering machines, and recording devices, than younger generations (Olson et 

al., 2011).  

Gender 

Gender appears to play little role in smartphone usage, with men and women 

generally using technology, including smartphones, the internet and social media, at similar 

rates (Pew Center Research, 2019). However, some differences do emerge when the way in 

which media devices are used by males and females. Multiple studies analysing patterns of 

male and female technology use have found females are more likely to use online services, 
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such as e-mail and instant messaging, as a way of interacting socially with others, while 

males will more often use these services as a means of conveying information (Boneva et al., 

2001; Colley & Todd, 2002; Colley et al., 2004; Fox et al., 2007; Lee, 2003). There is 

evidence that these same patterns of device use also occur in children, For instance, Cotten et 

al. (2009) found that boys were more likely than girls to use technology in the home for 

recreational, non-social purposes, such as playing video games In terms of internet usage, 

girls are more likely to use time online interacting with peers on social networking sites 

(Gross, 2004), while boys used the internet to stream and upload digital media (Lenhert & 

Madden, 2007; Rideout et al., 2010). The research suggests that despite age or technological 

platform, females are more likely to use technology for social purposes, while males are more 

likely to use technology to access and share content. 

Socio-economic Status (SES) 

There are many demographic factors which influence device use and ownership. A 

wealth of research identifies SES as being associated with smartphone ownership and internet 

access and use skills (e.g. Baishya & Samalia, 2019; Hargittai & Hinnant, 2008; Livingstone 

& Helsper, 2007), and that those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds have fewer 

opportunities to use media tools (Zillien & Hargittai, 2009). Clark (2009) found that low-

income families reported they spent less time using the Internet and other digital media, when 

compared with young people from higher income families. Some researchers point to a 

“digital divide” (Norris, 2001; Rice & Katz, 2003) not only in people’s ability to access 

technology but also how they utilise it, their motivation for doing so, and their relative 

Information and Communications Technology (ICT) skills. Rice and Katz (2003) were 

among the first to investigate the digital divide in relation to mobile device use. They 

examined the impact of socio-economic factors on the adoption of both internet and mobile 

devices, and found that patterns of the internet and mobile phone were generally similar, with 

income and education being the most influential factors shaping the use of both technologies. 

Their research found that those were more highly educated or who had a higher income were 

more likely to have access to the internet and mobile technologies. Mascheroni and Ólafsson 

(2016) examined smartphone ownership and usage in children in a number of European 

countries, including Ireland. It was found that social inequality was associated with difference 

in access to devices, as well as with disparities in online activities. 

Risks Associated with Mobile Device Use 
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The increasing prevalence of technology has led to discussion concerning the 

potential risks smartphones and mobile devices pose, particularly to children and young 

people. Smartphones in particular are often specifically chosen as a focus for research when 

examining mobile device use and technology, as they are ever present, portable, and provide 

easy access to many applications and websites (Ofcom, 2015). While smartphones may 

provide many benefits, for example allowing people to communicate with others, access 

information online, and plan and organise their calendars with efficiency and ease (Al-

Daihani, 2018; Cho, 2015; Devitt & Roker, 2009; Pandey et al., 2013), research has also 

identified many detrimental effects of the technology. Many researchers point to what they 

term smartphone addiction, as a form of problematic smartphone use. Smartphone addiction 

is said to occur when adults and young people engage in smartphone usage to such an extent 

that it becomes problematic and interferes with daily life functioning. However, while some 

research has shown that smartphone addiction is an emerging phenomenon internationally 

(e.g. Chang et al., 2019; Haug et al., 2015; Ko et al., 2005; Li et al., 2015), other research has 

disputed the existence of smartphone addiction (e.g. Ellis et al., 2019; Panova & Carbonell, 

2018), suggesting device use should be framed as habitual and not addictive. 

Previous research has found associations between high levels of smartphone and 

technology use and markers of psychological distress, such as low self-esteem, self-

regulatory problems, hyperactivity, and disruptive behaviours (Bianchi & Phillips, 2005; 

Bohnert & Gracia, 2020; Kim et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2014). Excessive use of mobile phones 

and social networking applications have been shown to have negative impacts on academic 

performance in several studies (Judd, 2014; Karpinski, Kirschner, Ozer, Mellott, & Ochwo, 

2013; Rosen, Carrier, & Cheever, 2013). Research has also found that mobile device use is 

positively correlated with poorer social interactions and social anxiety in young people (Enez 

Darcin et al., 2016). Yen et al. (2008) has claimed that some symptoms of smartphone 

addiction manifest similarly as in other forms of addiction, such as substance use, with 

adolescents displaying higher levels of hostility and depression associated with smartphone 

addiction.  

Overuse of smartphones is associated with a number of health concerns in adults. 

Multiple studies have found that problems such as headache, earache, tinnitus, painful fingers 

and restlessness are positively associated with mobile phone usage (Cho et al., 2017; Chu et 

al., 2011; Stalin et al., 2016). Adult sleep is also impacted by smartphone use. Exelmans and 

Van den Bulck (2016) found that over half of all adults took their mobile phone to bed with 



SMARTPHONES IN PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS  9 
 

them. Sending and receiving text messages, and making phone calls while in bed predicted a 

number of sleep problems, including longer sleep latency, more sleep disturbance, and worse 

sleep efficiency.  

Among children, use of smartphones has been shown to have a detrimental effect on 

learning and development across a number of domains (Kim et al., 2017). Children who are 

exposed to greater amounts of screen time are more likely to experience depression and mood 

disorders (Chang et al., 2019; Lemola et al., 2015; Sánchez-Martínez & Otero, 2009), as well 

as sleep disorders (Cain, & Gradisar, 2010; Hysing, el al., 2015; King et al., 2014; Lemola et 

al., 2015). Higher levels of device use in children also has implications for academic 

performance (Samaha, & Hawi, 2016; Sánchez-Martínez & Otero, 2009). For instance, 

Chang et al. (2019) found that children who performed poorly at school were more like to 

own smartphones, frequently engage in smartphone or tablet gaming, and regularly used 

social networking sites.  

The wide-ranging effect of device use on children however remains a hotly researched 

phenomenon within current literature. A review by Orben (2019) found that while small 

negative associations have been found between technology use and wellbeing, much of the 

research in this area is often cross-sectional and exploratory, and does not often highlight the 

bidirectionality of results, or account for individual risk factors that may confound results. 

Beatty and Egan (2020), meanwhile, suggest that the wide-ranging applications of mobile 

devices, and the variation in how these devices are used in everyday life, mean it is not 

possible to determine what impact screen use as a whole has on child development. Instead, it 

is important to consider a number of factors when weighing the benefits and detriments of 

device use, including the amount of screen time children are engaging in each day, the type of 

content they are exposed to, the interactivity of device use, and the caregivers modelling and 

moderation of device use. 

Research has identified that parents are aware of the possible negative impact of their 

children’s exposure to technology and mobile devices. Plowman et al. (2010) found that a 

quarter of parents sampled felt that technology was harmful to children’s health and 

development, potentially impeding children’s ability to learn and develop social skills. They 

also raised concerns over their children being exposed to inappropriate content. Further 

research has identified parental concerns regarding their children’s physical health in relation 

to developing sedentary lifestyles and harmful radiation effects (Genc, 2014; Toh, et al., 
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2019; Warren, 2003).  

Potential Benefits Associated with Mobile Device Use 

Despite parent concerns about the perceived risks of smartphone use, many 

researchers suggest a more nuanced view of children's smartphone usage is warranted (e.g. 

Green & Bavelier, 2008: Greenfield, 2009). Bavelier et al. (2010) argue that the content 

associated with smartphone use is a far more important factor to consider when determining 

the impact of smartphone use on children. For instance, exposure to the children’s television 

show “Dora the Explorer” has been shown to be associated with increases in vocabulary and 

expressive language skills in infants. This is in contrast to “Teletubbies”, which has shown to 

be associated with a decrease in infants’ skills across both measures (Linebarger & Walker, 

2005). Bavelier et al. (2010) point to the need to consider technology as neither wholly good 

nor wholly bad but instead consider the forms technology use takes in our daily lives.  

Mobile device use may also be beneficial in enhancing parents’ wellbeing and 

parenting efficacy. For instance, in a study of Australian parents, Baker et al. (2017) found 

that 65% of parents used parenting websites to access support and information, while 45% 

used social media websites. Furthermore, over 44% of parents felt that smartphone 

applications were useful when accessing parenting programmes. Social media, readily 

accessible by smartphone, has also been shown to be a source of social support for parents, 

with many accessing social networking sites and forums in order to seek advice and 

information in relation to parenting (Haslam et al., 2017), and also to bond with other parents 

(Jang & Dworkin, 2014). 

Similarly, technology can support parents in other aspects of family life. Lanigan 

(2009) discusses how technology enables parents to communicate spontaneously with other 

family members, enabling them to plan and organise family time together. For instance, 

families use technology to plan outings or vacations, or to get information about upcoming 

events or activities (Lanigan et al., 2009). Smartphones also enable family members to stay 

connected when not in close proximity to each other. Parents can remain connected to home 

life when at work, and can communicate with their children throughout the day (Lanigan, 

2009) and respond quickly to potential child emergencies (Palen & Hughes, 2007), which in 

turn has been found to enhance parents’ efficacy (Warren & Aloia, 2018). However, while 

smartphones may be beneficial in increasing parents’ sense of connectedness to their families, 

they may also have a negative impact on family life. For instance, research suggests modern 
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technology means that parents find it difficult to disconnect from work while at home, and 

that work issues can sometimes spill over into family life (Chesley, 2005; García-Montes et 

al., 2006). 

The Parent-Child Relationship 

Research among adults and young people has found attention to devices is associated 

with changes in how people interact with each other. For example, Misra et al. (2016) found 

that even the mere presence of a mobile device caused conversation partners to rate 

conversations as less empathetic and of lower quality than conversations in which no device 

was present. Evidence suggests that mobile device use can impair a person’s ability to attend 

to their surroundings and to other people. Among families, this has implications for how 

members of the household interact with each other, and, in particular, how parents and 

children interact. 

The Importance of the Parent-Child Relationship 

The relationship between parents and children is one of the most studied relationships 

in psychological research, due to its importance in shaping learning and development. It is 

well-established that parents play a crucial role in all aspects of their children’s development, 

including their social, emotional, and physical wellbeing (Farrant & Zubrick, 2012; Yates, 

2011). The importance of parenting is perhaps best theoretically established by research on 

attachment theory, as conceptualised by Bowlby (1958) and Ainsworth (Ainsworth & Bell, 

1970; Ainsworth, 1973; Ainsworth, 1991). Infants and children require large amounts of 

frequent, response, sensitive caregiving in order to meet their physical and psychological 

developmental needs (Winnicott, 1960). This caregiving enables children to form secure 

attachment bonds with their parental figures (Bowlby, 2005). Children whose parents were 

not consistently available or responsive to their needs may develop insecure attachment styles 

(Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). Therefore, parental distraction and inattention towards 

children may have negative implications for the parent-child relationship. 

The significance of strong parent and child bonds to a child’s happiness persists into 

adolescence. A wealth of research has found associations between the parent-child 

relationship and adolescents’ perceptions of their own self-worth, with more positive 

relationships associated with higher levels of self-worth (Arbona & Power, 2003; Birkeland 

et al., 2012; Kernis et al., 2000; Liable et al., 2004; Parker & Benson, 2004). This research 

highlights the importance of positive parent-child relationships in developing feelings of self-
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worth in adolescents, and improving mental health outcomes (Garber, et al., 1997; Masselink 

et al., 2018).  

Impact of Device Use on Parent and Child Interactions 

Technology use among families and in the home has implications for how parents 

interact with their children. Smartphones have been recognised as an important tool in 

families in maintaining family connectedness and increasing opportunities for parents and 

children to communicate. For instance, Weisskirch (2011) found that parents reported greater 

feelings of closeness when adolescents initiated calls to them seeking social support. 

Likewise, Palen and Hughes (2007) found parents felt mobile phones were useful in enabling 

them to feel connected to family members who were not at home.  

While smartphones may increase opportunities for parents and children to interact 

when apart, they can also be a source of family conflict. Of the research that looks at parental 

smartphone use much of the focus has been on examining the impact on the quality of parent-

child interactions, as well as its impact on harmonious family relationships. A study by 

Hiniker et al. (2016) examined parent and child’s perspectives of technology within the 

home, and the parental boundaries enforced around its use. It was found that context-based 

constraints (e.g. “no phones at the dinner table”) were harder for children to live up to than 

rules which ban the use of certain activities or technologies outright (e.g. “no Instagram”), 

and that parents found these constraints more difficult to enforce. Hiniker et al. (2016) found 

that parents and children tended to agree that parents should also apply these constraints to 

themselves, and put away their devices when spending time with family.  

Although much research has been conducted on family and child smartphone use, 

there is a paucity of research focusing exclusively on parental smartphone use and the 

resulting impact this has on children’s social and emotional wellbeing. However, evidence 

from adult populations provide an indication of the potential impact of smartphone use on 

others. The term phone snubbing, or “phubbing”, has been used to describe the phenomenon 

where a person will ignore others in order to attend to a smartphone or mobile device 

(McDaniel & Coyne, 2016). In adult populations, “phubbing” has been shown to be 

associated with more conflict over technology use, lower relationship satisfaction, more 

depressive symptoms, and lower life satisfaction (McDaniel & Coyne, 2016). Among parents, 

phubbing has been found to lead to greater conflict over technology use between parents, 

with higher levels of conflict further identified as a predictor of lower relationship 
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satisfaction and poorer perceptions of co-parenting quality (McDaniel et al., 2018). 

Although the impacts of phubbing have been studied in adults, less is known about 

the impact it may have on parent-child relationships. However, from attachment theory 

research, it is possible to theorise that parental phubbing may be detrimental to this important 

relationship. According to Bowlby “giving time and attention to children means sacrificing 

other interests and other activities” (Bowlby, 2005, p. 2). Often, parents in the digital age are 

surprised at the level of daily attention needed to raise children. New parents are often 

already dependent on the use of social media to communicate and share with family 

members, and may find themselves having to sacrifice that time for social interaction. There 

may be a conflict then between the amount of time needed to care for their children and the 

amount of time parents would like to devote to their own social, emotional, and entertainment 

needs (Mattingly & Blanchi, 2003; Offer, 2016). It has been found that increased use of 

technology is associated with higher levels of distracted parenting (Kildare & Middlemiss, 

2017). Distracted parenting has been shown to have adverse consequences for children’s 

physical health, as it has been linked to increased risky behaviours and injury among 

children, with younger children more likely to engage in risky behaviour (Boles & Roberts, 

2008). However, as attachment theory demonstrates, parents who are unavailable due to 

absorption in technological devices may have adverse consequences for other areas of 

children’s wellbeing also.  

While research suggests that phubbing may have negative implications for familial 

relationships, there are still questions about the exact nature of these implications. 

Adolescence is a time of increasing independence from parental influences. Therefore, 

parental smartphone use may not impact upon adolescents in the same way or to the same 

extent as in younger children. Older children and adolescents, for instance, may have access 

to smartphones of their own, which may change their attitudes to parental smartphone use. 

Older children and adolescents who do not have access to smartphones may also view them 

as aspirational, which may screw their perceptions of smartphone use as positive. This review 

therefore aims to determine in what ways parental smartphone use impacts upon children and 

adolescents.  

Review Question 

What impact does parental smartphone use have on the parent-child relationship and 

on outcomes for children?  
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Method 

Literature Search 

A literature search was conducted through to August 2020 using the databases 

Academic Search Complete, British Education Index, ERIC, Education Source, Medline, 

PsycARTICLES and PsycINFO.  The search terms used to find articles are presented in 

Table 1.  

Table 1 

Search Terms Used During Database Search 

1  2 

"smartphone" OR   parent OR 
 

"cell phone" OR AND parental OR 

"mobile device" OR  mother OR 

"mobile phone"  maternal OR 

  father OR 

  paternal 

 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were then applied to assess whether or not the articles 

should be included in the review (see Table 2). Articles which had not been peer-reviewed or 

which were not available in English were filtered out. Articles which centred on child or 

adolescent smartphone use were excluded from this review, to focus more specifically on 

parental smartphone use. Articles were initially vetted based on their title, and irrelevant 

articles were removed. The abstract of each article was then read to deem whether or not the 

article should be included in the literature review, and articles deemed irrelevant were 

discarded. The full text of the remaining articles was screened, and articles which did not 

meet the inclusion criteria were removed. A detailed overview of the screening process is 

outlined in Figure 1. Samples of articles removed after title and abstract screening are 

included in Appendix A. Full references of all articles removed after full text screening are 

also included in Appendix A. 
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Table 2 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

 Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria Rationale 

1. Type of 

Articles 

Peer-reviewed 

journal articles 

Articles or other 

sources that are not 

peer-reviewed 

To ensure all articles 

are scholarly and 

contain good quality 

research 

2. Language Articles published in 

English the language 

Articles not 

published in the 

English language 

To ensure the 

articles can be fully 

understood by the 

reviewer 

3. Participant 

Demographics  

Articles which focus 

on parental 

smartphone use 

Articles which 

address child or 

adolescent 

smartphone use only  

To focus more 

specifically on 

parental smartphone 

use 

4. Patterns of 

Smartphone 

Use 

Articles which focus 

on parents using 

their smartphones 

while caring for 

children in ways 

other than to 

communicate with 

them (e.g. through 

phone calls, text 

messages etc.) 

Articles which 

concern parents 

using their 

smartphones to keep 

in contact with their 

children, or using 

their smartphones 

while not 

specifically caring 

for children 

To focus on possible 

effects of parental 

distraction or neglect 

on children 

5. Child Age Parents who used 

mobile devices after 

Parents who used 

mobile devices 

To focus more 

specifically on 
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their children had 

been born, and while  

their children were 

under the age of 18 

while children were 

in the womb, or 

whose children were 

aged 18 or older 

parents of children 

from infancy to 

adolescence 

6. Device Use Studies focusing on 

smartphone use or 

mobile device use 

Studies focusing on 

non-mobile screens, 

such as PC or 

television screens 

Many studies do not 

make the distinction 

between 

smartphones and 

other mobile 

devices. Therefore, 

to ensure all possible 

data was included, 

the distinction was 

not made for this 

review. 

 

Ultimately, 25 articles were deemed to meet all the criteria for review (see Table 3). A 

table provided in Appendix B gives an overview of each study selected for review, including 

details of the sample size, study design, and outcomes. 

Table 3 

List of Articles Included for Review 

Full Reference 

Atlı, S., Gunuc, S., Kuss, D., & Baran, G. (2019). Impact of parents’ technology use on 18-

to 24-month-old infants’ adaptive behaviors. Adaptive Behavior, 27(3), 197-219. 

Golen, R. P., & Ventura, A. K. (2015b). What are mothers doing while bottle-feeding their 

infants? Exploring the prevalence of maternal distraction during bottle-feeding 

interactions. Early Human Development, 91(12), 787-791. 

Hong, W., Liu, R. D., Ding, Y., Oei, T. P., Zhen, R., & Jiang, S. (2019). Parents' phubbing 

and problematic mobile phone use: The roles of the parent–child relationship and children's 
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self-esteem. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 22(12), 779-786. 

Johnson, D. J., & Hertlein, K. M. (2019). Parents' perceptions of smartphone use and 

parenting practices. The Qualitative Report, 24(6), 1423-1441. 

Kushlev, K., & Dunn, E. W. (2019). Smartphones distract parents from cultivating feelings 

of connection when spending time with their children. Journal of Social and Personal 

Relationships, 36(6), 1619-1639. 

Liu, R. D., Wang, J., Gu, D., Ding, Y., Oei, T. P., Hong, W., Zhen, R., & Li, Y. M. (2019). 

The effect of parental phubbing on teenager’s mobile phone dependency behaviors: The 

mediation role of subjective norm and dependency intention. Psychology Research and 

Behavior Management, 12, 1059-1069. 

Mangan, E., Leavy, J.E., & Jancey, J. (2018). Mobile device use when caring for children 0-

5 years: A naturalistic playground study. Health Promotion Journal of Australia, 29(3), 337-

343. 

McDaniel, B. T., & Radesky, J. S. (2018). Technoference: Parent distraction with 

technology and associations with child behavior problems. Child Development, 89(1), 100-

109. 

Modecki, K. L., Low‐Choy, S., Uink, B. N., Vernon, L., Correia, H., & Andrews, K. (2020). 

Tuning into the real effect of smartphone use on parenting: a multiverse analysis. Journal of 

Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 61(8), 855-865. 

Myruski, S., Gulyayeva, O., Birk, S., Pérez‐Edgar, K., Buss, K. A., & Dennis‐Tiwary, T. A. 

(2018). Digital disruption? Maternal mobile device use is related to infant social‐emotional 

functioning. Developmental Science, 21(4), e12610. 

Newsham, G., Drouin, M., & McDaniel, B. T. (2020). Problematic phone use, depression, 

and technology interference among mothers. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 9(2), 

117-124.  

Poulain, T., Ludwig, J., Hiemisch, A., Hilbert, A., & Kiess, W. (2019). Media use of 

mothers, media use of children, and parent–child interaction are related to behavioral 

difficulties and strengths of children. International Journal of Environmental Research and 

Public Health, 16(23), 4651. 
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Radesky, J. S., Kistin, C., Eisenberg, S., Gross, J., Block, G., Zuckerman, B., & Silverstein, 

M. (2016). Parent perspectives on their mobile technology use: The excitement and 

exhaustion of parenting while connected. Journal of Developmental & Behavioral 

Pediatrics, 37(9), 694-701. 

Radesky, J. S., Kistin, C. J., Zuckerman, B., Nitzberg, K., Gross, J., Kaplan-Sanoff, M., ... & 

Silverstein, M. (2014). Patterns of mobile device use by caregivers and children during 

meals in fast food restaurants. Pediatrics, 133(4), e843-e849. 

Radesky, J., Leung, C., Appugliese, D., Miller, A. L., Lumeng, J. C., & Rosenblum, K. L. 

(2018). Maternal mental representations of the child and mobile phone use during parent-

child mealtimes. Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 39(4), 310-317. 

Radesky, J., Miller, A. L., Rosenblum, K. L., Appugliese, D., Kaciroti, N., & Lumeng, J. C. 

(2015). Maternal mobile device use during a structured parent–child interaction 

task. Academic Pediatrics, 15(2), 238-244. 

Reed, J., Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2017). Learning on hold: Cell phones 

sidetrack parent-child interactions. Developmental Psychology, 53(8), 1428. 

Stockdale, L. A., Coyne, S. M., & Padilla-Walker, L. M. (2018). Parent and Child 

Technoference and socioemotional behavioral outcomes: A nationally representative study 

of 10-to 20-year-Old adolescents. Computers in Human Behavior, 88, 219-226. 

Stockdale, L. A., Porter, C. L., Coyne, S. M., Essig, L. W., Booth, M., Keenan‐Kroff, S., & 

Schvaneveldt, E. (2020). Infants’ response to a mobile phone modified still‐face paradigm: 

Links to maternal behaviors and beliefs regarding technoference. Infancy, 25(5), 571-592. 

Sundqvist, A., Heimann, M., & Koch, F. S. (2020). Relationship between family 

technoference and behavior problems in children aged 4–5 years. Cyberpsychology, 

Behavior, and Social Networking, 23(6), 371-376. 

Vanden Abeele, M. M., Abels, M., & Hendrickson, A. T. (2020). Are parents less 

responsive to young children when they are on their phones? A systematic naturalistic 

observation study. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 23(6), 363-370 

Wang, X., Gao, L., Yang, J., Zhao, F., & Wang, P. (2020). Parental phubbing and 

adolescents’ depressive symptoms: Self-esteem and perceived social support as moderators. 
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Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 49(2), 427-437. 

Wolfers, L. N., Kitzmann, S., Sauer, S., & Sommer, N. (2020). Phone use while parenting: 

An observational study to assess the association of maternal sensitivity and smartphone use 

in a playground setting. Computers in Human Behavior, 102, 31-38. 

Xie, X., Chen, W., Zhu, X., & He, D. (2019). Parents' phubbing increases Adolescents' 

Mobile phone addiction: Roles of parent-child attachment, deviant peers, and gender. 

Children and Youth Services Review, 105, 104426. 

Xie, X., & Xie, J. (2020). Parental phubbing accelerates depression in late childhood and 

adolescence: A two-path model. Journal of Adolescence, 78, 43-52. 
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Figure 1.  

A Flow Diagram of the Literature Search 
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Results 

Weight of Evidence 

Each study was critically appraised using Gough’s (2007) Weight of Evidence (WoE). 

The WoE model examines the quality of each study across three criteria – methodological 

quality (WoE A), methodological relevance (WoE B), and topic relevance (WoE C). An 

average of the scores across these three criteria are then obtained to give an overall WoE 

(WoE D). The WoE for each study in this review is summarised in Table 4. For WoE A, an 

adapted version the Thompson et al. (2005) protocol was used to assess the methodological 

quality of correlational studies (Atlı, et al., 2019; Golen & Ventura, 2015b; Hong et al., 2019; 

Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; Liu et al., 2019; McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Modecki et al., 2020; 

Myruski et al., 2018; Newsham et al., 2020; Poulain et al., 2019; Radesky et al., 2014; 

Radesky et al., 2018; Radesky et al., 2015; Reed et al., 2017; Stockdale et al., 2018; 

Stockdale et al., 2020; Sundqvist et al., 2020; Vanden Abeele et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; 

Wolfers et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2019; Xie & Xie, 2020). Qualitative research quality of the 

remaining studies (Johnson & Hertlein, 2019; Mangan et al., 2018; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 

2016) was evaluated using the Letts et al. (2007) protocol. WoE B was assessed using 

Petticrew and Roberts (2003) typology of evidence framework. WOE C, the topic relevance 

of articles was assessed via a checklist. 
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Table 4 

Weight of Evidence Overview 

Studies WoE A 

Methodological Quality 

WoE B 

Methodological Relevance 

WoE C 

Topic Relevance 

WoE D 

Overall Weight of Evidence 

Atlı et al. (2019) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) 

Golen & Ventura (2015b) Low (1) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (1.66) 

Hong et al. (2019) High (3) Medium  (2) Low (1) Medium (2) 

Johnson & Hertlein (2019) Medium (2) Low (1) Low (1) Low (1.33) 

Kushlev & Dunn (2019) High (3) Medium (2) Low (1) Medium (2) 

Liu et al. (2019) High (3) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2.33) 

Mangan et al. (2018) Medium (2) Low (1) Low (1) Low (1.33) 

McDaniel & Radesky 

(2018) 

Medium (2) Medium (2) High (3) Medium (2.33) 

Modecki et al. (2020) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) 

Myruski et al. (2018) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) 

Newsham et al. (2020) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) 
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Poulain et al. (2019) Medium (2) Medium (2) High (3) Medium (2.33) 

Radesky, Kistin et al. 

(2016) 

High (3) Low (1) Low (1) Medium (1.66) 

Radesky et al. (2014) Low (1) Medium (2) Low (1) Low (1.33) 

Radesky et al. (2018) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) 

Radesky et al. (2015) Medium (2) Medium (2) Low (1) Medium (1.66) 

Reed et al. (2017) Medium (2) High (3) Low (1) Medium (2) 

Stockdale et al. (2018) High (3) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2.33) 

Stockdale et al. (2020) Low (1) Medium (2) High (3) Medium (2) 

Sundqvist et al. (2020) Medium (2) Medium (2) High (3) Medium (2.33) 

Vanden Abeele et al., 2020 Low (1) Medium (2) Low (1) Low (1.33) 

Wang et al. (2020) Medium (2) Medium (2) Low (1) Medium (1.66) 

Wolfers et al. (2020) High (3) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2.33) 

Xie et al. (2019) Medium (2) Medium (2) Low (1) Medium (1.33) 

Xie & Xie (2020) Medium (2) Medium (2) Low (1) Medium (1.66) 

Note. Low: Below 1.4; Medium: 1.5-2.4; High 2.5 or above 
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Participant Demographics 

There is variation in the research to date regarding the populations selected for 

research. Among the studies included in this review, some chose to focus on parents of 

infants (Atlı, et al., 2019; Golen & Ventura, 2015b; Myruski et al., 2018; Reed et al., 2017; 

Stockdale et al., 2020), while others focused on parents of children (Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; 

McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Poulain et al., 2019; Radesky et al, 2015; Radesky et al., 2018; 

Sundqvist et al., 2020), and others focused on both infants and children (Mangan et al., 2018;; 

Newsham et al., 2020; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016; Vanden Abeele et al., 2020). Six studies 

focused on parents of adolescents (Hong et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019; Stockdale et al., 2018; 

Wang et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2019; Xie & Xie, 2020). Radesky et al. (2014) were not able to 

obtain accurate ages of the children involved in their study, however estimated the ages were 

between zero to 10 years of age. Likewise, Wolfers et al. (2020) did not obtain the ages of all 

children involved in the study, however from the post-study data they did obtain, it was found 

children’s ages ranged from 7 to 36 months, with an average age of 20 months. Johnson and 

Hertlein (2019) and Modecki et al. (2020) did not specify the ages of children in their studies 

but stated that all children were under the age of 18. 

 Eight studies in this review focused on maternal relationships with children (Golen & 

Ventura, 2015b; Myruski et al., 2018; Newsham et al., 2020; Poulain et al., 2019; Radesky et 

al., 2015; Radesky et al., 2018; Reed et al., 2017; Wolfers et el., 2020), while 14 focused on 

both maternal and paternal relationships (Atlı et al., 2019; Hong et al., 2019; Johnson & 

Hertlein, 2019; Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; Liu et al., 2019; Mangan et al., 2018; McDaniel & 

Radesky, 2018; Modecki et al, 2020; Radesky et al., 2014; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016; 

Stockdale et al., 2018; Stockdale et al., 2020; Sundqvist et al., 2020; Vanden Abeele et al., 

2020; Wang et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2019; Xie & Xie, 2020). Of studies which gathered 

information from both mother’s and father’s perspectives, only two examined the impact of 

parental gender on aspects of the parent-child relationship (Atlı et al., 2019; McDaniel & 

Radesky, 2018). McDaniel and Radesky (2018) noted differences between maternal and 

paternal reports. However, Atlı et al. (2019) found no such discrepancies. 

Early Child Development 

Two studies in this review measured outcomes for children in relation to their parents’ 

smartphone use across a number of domains, including behavioural, social emotional, and 

developmental (Atlı et al., 2019; Reed et al., 2017). Atlı et al. (2019) examined infant’s 
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adaptive behaviours, including motor skills, communication, and pre-academic abilities, in 

relation to their parents’ smartphone use. In this study, Atlı et al. (2019) measured the amount 

of smartphone and mobile device use parents engaged in alongside their children, such as 

watching videos and animations. The study found that children who were exposed to higher 

levels of screen time and internet use from their parents’ devices displayed lower adaptive 

behaviours. Reed et al. (2017) examined the impact of smartphone interruption on children’s 

language learning. It was found that when a word teaching task was disrupted by the child’s 

mother receiving a phone call, the child failed to learn the new word. Children who were not 

interrupted, however, were able to acquire new language.  

Parental Mobile Device Use and Child Affective Problems 

The impact of parental smartphone use on child affect was examined in four studies in 

this review (Stockdale et al., 2018; Stockdale et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Xie & Xie, 

2020). Stockdale et al. (2020) found that parental smartphone use had a negative impact on 

infants’ affect, through the use of an adapted Still Face Paradigm (Tronick et al., 1978). 

Children’s behaviour was observed in three sequential phases – a Free Play phase, in which 

infants and parents were allowed to interact as normal, a Still Face phase, in which parents 

were instructed to only interact with their mobile phone, and a Reunion phase, in which 

parents and children interacted normally once again.  It was found that infants displayed 

greater levels of emotional distress and self-comforting behaviours during the Still Face 

phase when parents were engaging with mobile devices. 

The impact of parental smartphone use on the emotional affect of adolescents in 

particular was examined in three studies in this review (Stockdale et al., 2018; Wang et al., 

2020; Xie & Xie, 2020). Stockdale et al. (2018) examined adolescents’ perceptions of 

parental smartphone use, and the impact this had on their relationships with their parents. It 

was found that while adolescents understood that occasional parental distraction due to 

smartphone devices was to be expected as part of living in a digital world, this interference 

still led to decreased perceptions of parental warmth, which further led to increased feelings 

of anxiety and depression, due to adolescents’ perceived worthlessness. Wang and colleagues 

(2020) found significant correlations between parental phubbing and depressive symptoms. 

This relationship was mediated by adolescent self-esteem, with low self-esteem adolescents 

at greater risk of depressive symptoms and low affect than high self-esteem adolescents. Xie 

and Xie (2020) found similar effects, with parental smartphone use positively associated with 
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adolescent depressive symptoms. Furthermore, reduced parental warmth and increased 

parental rejection were identified as pathways leading to affective mood disorder symptoms.  

It is noted by Stockdale et al. (2020) that confounding variables such as parental 

mental health may impact on a parents’ responsiveness. Previous research has found that 

maternal depression may be associated with less sensitive and responsive parenting (e.g. 

(Field, 1995; Rosenblum et al., 2002; Weinberg et al., 2008). Although not assessed within 

their own study, Stockdale et al., (2020) suggest that the Still Face Paradigm design may be 

useful in not only exploring child affect, but also in understanding the patterns of interactions 

between children and their caregivers. This may then be used to give an insight into the 

behaviours of depressed mothers towards their children, compared with the behaviours of 

mothers with no reported depressive symptoms. 

Parental Mobile Device Use and Child Behaviour Problems 

 Many studies in this review found associations between parental smartphone use and 

child behaviour problems, including symptoms of hyperactivity/inattention and conduct 

problems (Hong et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019; McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Poulain et al., 

2019; Radesky et al., 2014; Stockdale et al., 2020; Sundqvist et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2019). 

Many studies theorised that children engaged in challenging behaviour more frequently when 

parents were using smartphones in order to obtain caregiver attention. McDaniel and Radesky 

(2018) found that child behaviour problems were significantly predicted by greater amounts 

parent-child interactions interrupted by technology such as smartphones and mobile devices. 

In the case of mother-child relationships, this was true for measures of both internalising and 

externalising behaviour problems, as measured by the Child Behaviour Checklist (Achenbach 

& Rescorla, 2000). However, when father-child relationships were analysed, mobile device 

use was predictive of externalising behaviours, but not internalising behaviours. Sundqvist et 

al. (2020) also examined the correlates between parental smartphone use and child behaviour 

problems, and found similar results, with higher smartphone use associated with higher 

internalising and externalising behaviour problems. Boys in particular were more likely to 

display externalising behaviours than girls.  

 Radesky et al. (2014) examined parent and child interactions during a meal in a fast-

food restaurant. It was found that children of parents who frequently engaged with their 

smartphones or mobile devices were more likely to engage in disruptive or provocative 

behaviour. The authors posit that the child may have been feeling ignored or neglected and 
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were therefore are using their behaviour as a means of obtaining caregiver attention. 

However, parents then often engaged with their children in a harsh manner in response to 

their behaviour, often with a reprimand. In this circumstance, parental media use appears to 

be associated with more negative parent-child interactions. 

 In adolescents, Stockdale et al. (2018) found that parental smartphone use was 

associated with decreased levels of prosocial behaviours and civic engagement. Adolescents 

whose parents were more frequently distracted by their mobile devices were more likely to 

engage in cyberbullying, less likely to provide help to friends or family members in need, less 

likely to volunteer with charitable causes, and less likely to engage with local or political 

campaigns. Poulain et al. (2019) found similar effects among children, with more frequent 

parent–child interactions associated with fewer conduct problems, fewer peer-relationship 

problems, and more prosocial behaviour.  

Many studies found that maladaptive parent smartphone behaviours were often 

modelled by children (Hong et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019; Poulain et al., 2019; Xie et al., 

2019). Hong et al. (2019) found that adolescents whose parents engaged in higher levels of 

problematic smartphone use were more likely to engage in problematic phone use 

themselves. Liu et al. (2019) also found the same effects, with higher instances of parental 

smartphone use normalising smartphone dependency among adolescents and increasing their 

smartphone use. Children who engaged in higher levels of screen time were more likely to 

exhibit conduct problems, and display symptoms of hyperactivity and inattention. 

Meanwhile, children who had greater opportunities to interact with parents exhibited more 

prosocial behaviour and had better relationships with peers.  

Impact of Smartphones on the Parent-Child Relationship 

Many studies identified smartphones as a source of conflict or tension within parent-

child relationships (Johnson & Hertlein, 2019; Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; McDaniel & 

Radesky, 2018; Myruski et al, 2018; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016; Wolfers er al., 2020). 

Myruski et al. (2018) measured mothers’ habitual device use, while also observing mother-

child interactions over a number of conditions. It was found that frequent mobile device use 

over time may impair children’s ability to reengage with mothers when parent-child 

interactions are disrupted by mobile devices. Disengagement also arose as a theme in Johnson 

and Hertlein’s (2019) research. Parents reported often being unaware that they were 

inattentive and disengaged until they were alerted to it by their children.  
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 Kushlev and Dunn (2019) found that parents who engaged in high levels of 

smartphone use felt less socially connected to their children. Parents identified smartphone 

use as interfering in their interactions with their children, preventing them for giving their 

children high quality attention. Higher phone use was also found to be negatively correlated 

with parents’ sense of meaning and purpose in life. In a study by Newsham et al. (2020), 

mother’s identified technology as interfering in their interactions with their children with 

many parents engaging with their smartphones and mobile devices when playing or 

completing chores with their children. High correlates were found between maternal 

depression and technology interference, particularly when interactions during playtime were 

interrupted. Radesky et al. (2018) examined not only parents’ perceptions of their smartphone 

use, but also their perceptions of their children while using their smartphones. It was found 

that parents were more likely to use their phones if they perceived their children as difficult, 

and that these parents also displayed less sensitivity to caregiving. The authors suggest that 

higher levels of parental smartphone use may therefore be indicative of strained parent-child 

relationships. Similar effects in regard to sensitivity were found by Wolfers et al. (2020), who 

determined that mothers who engaged with their smartphones for longer periods of time were 

more likely to display lower levels of sensitivity to their children’s needs. 

One study in the review however (Modecki et al., 2020) did not find positive 

associations between parental smartphone use and negative parent-child relationships. In fact, 

Modecki and colleagues (2020) determined that, at low levels, more smartphone use was 

associated with increased parental warmth. The authors posit that this may be due to the 

beneficial aspects of smartphone use, which include easy, on-demand access to social support 

and information, and enabling parents to quickly complete work and digital errands, which 

may reduce stress and increase parent availability towards children. 

Distracted Parenting 

Distracted parenting emerged as a theme in four studies (Golen & Ventura, 2015b; 

Mangan et al., 2018; Radesky et al., 2015; Vanden Abeele et al., 2020). Mangan et al. (2018) 

found that over three quarters of parents engaged with a mobile device when supervising 

children in a playground. This is despite parents recognising the need to remain vigilant in the 

playground to ensure their children do not engage in risky behaviours and to remain aware of 

the environment.  Vanden Abeele et al. (2020) also observed parents and children in 

playground settings, as well as in clinical waiting rooms. It was found that parents were five 
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times less likely to respond to their child’s bids for attention when using a phone than not 

using one, and that when they did respond, they were slower to do so and showed less 

emotional affect towards the child. Radesky et al. (2015) found that mothers who engaged 

with their smartphones more frequently were less likely to interact with their child during a 

structured feeding task. They were also less likely to provide their child with encouragement 

to try new foods. 

In a study by Golen and Ventura (2015b), mother’s mobile use is examined during an 

infant bottle-feeding task. Almost one third of mothers were distracted by a mobile device 

during feedings. The implications of mothers becoming distracted during feeding were 

discussed in relation to its potential impact on infant health. Parents may be more likely to 

overfeed their children if they are distracted and do not notice cues that the child is satiated, 

with implications for early childhood obesity. 

Parent Perspectives of Their Smartphone Use 

Many parents identified their smartphone use as problematic (Johnson & Hertlein, 

2019; McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016). Radesky, Kistin, et al. 

(2016) found that parents felt overloaded due to the amount of notifications, phone calls, text 

messages and other reminders they received through their mobile devices. With regard to 

child-rearing, parents reported difficulty in “multitasking”, that is attending appropriately to 

both their children and their phones, and some parents recognised that they had to proactively 

switch off their phone or put in away when with their children, in order to interact 

appropriately with them. Some parents reported feeling addicted to certain applications and 

games, adding to the sensation of being overwhelmed. However, in the same study, benefits 

of mobile devices for parental psychological wellbeing were also identified. Applications and 

games were perceived as stress relieving. Mobile devices also enabled stay-at-home parents 

to feel a sense of connectedness to the outside world, and reduced boredom and stress. 

Johnson and Hertlein (2019) also found parents deliberately engaged in mobile device use as 

a “coping mechanism” (pg. 1429), a way of being distracted when they are feeling stressed 

from other aspects not family life.  
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Discussion 

The focus of the research to date regarding the impact of parental smartphone use is 

highly varied. However, a number of key themes emerged in this review with regard to 

parental smartphone use, including the potential long-term implications for children’s 

development, the association between parental device use and behaviour problems, 

disruptions to child and parent relationships, and parents’ own satisfaction with their mobile 

media use. It is clear that the increased use of mobile devices in daily life has introduced a 

number of complex issues which require further investigation. 

Many studies focused on maternal reports of their children’s behaviours as opposed to 

gathering both parents’ perspectives, and no studies in the review focused exclusively on 

paternal perspectives. This may be due to the fact that mothers are traditionally perceived to 

spend more time with their children, particularly during the period of early childhood 

(Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994), and therefore may have greater knowledge of their child’s 

behaviour and attitudes. It is unclear from the current review whether gathering information 

from one parent alone is sufficient, as one study (McDaniel & Radesky, 2018) did find 

discrepancies between maternal and paternal device use and children’s reported internalising 

and externalising behaviours, suggesting that the impact of device use may be dependent on 

the parent. However, another study, Atlı et al. (2019) did not find any such differences. 

Reasons for potential differences in the impact of maternal and paternal smartphone 

use may be due to a number of variables. In previous studies of family media use, 

associations have been found between parent gender and child screen time (e.g. Duch et al., 

2013; Jago et al., 2012). Lloyd et al. (2014) found that differences in maternal and paternal 

parenting practices, such as monitoring of screen use, were predictive of child media habits. 

Therefore, it may be possible that mothers and fathers have different practices when it comes 

to their own media use. Secondly, research into smartphones and gender have revealed 

specific differences in how males and females utilise mobile technologies such as 

smartphones, with females more likely to use technology for social purposes than males, 

while males are more likely to use technology to access and post information. Some studies 

included in the review (e.g. Modecki et al., 2020) attempted to examine how specific 

smartphone use variables, such as making calls, sending texts, social networking, and 

checking behaviours, impacted on time spend with family. For two variables, social 

networking and checking, there was found to be a negative association between time and 
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immersion of use and quality of attachment. However, Modecki et at. (2020) did not examine 

whether or not fathers or mothers were more likely to engage in these behaviours. While 

there is currently not enough research to draw conclusive arguments, it may be the case that 

how mothers and fathers engage with their devices differ, and that this engagement may 

further impact on the quality of the parent-child relationship.  

Variations were also found in the literature regarding the ages of children, with the 

populations selected for study ranging from infancy to adolescence. Findings of research 

conducted to date seem to suggest that parental smartphone use can have a negative impact 

on child wellbeing and parent-child relationships, regardless of the child’s age. However, 

there may be differences in the exact nature of the issues experienced by children depending 

on their age and stage of development.  

Infancy is a critical period in a child’s development, in which many important skills 

develop (e.g. Maggi et al., 2010; Montroy et al., 2016). These skills are vital in determining 

outcomes for children throughout their childhood and indeed throughout the lifespan, in areas 

including school readiness, academic achievement, adult educational attainment, self-worth, 

and coping skills, (McClelland et al., 2013; Mischel et al., 2011). A wealth of research shows 

that parents in particular play a key role in assisting children to build these skills (Heckman & 

Mosso, 2014; Jenkins & Handa, 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2009). Researchers have therefore 

argued for further research on the impact of technology use on children during this phase of 

development (e.g. Wartella et al., 2005). In this review, studies examining parental 

smartphone use around infants found that parental smartphone use may have implications for 

key areas of children’s development, such as language acquisition and adaptive behaviour 

(Atlı et al., 2019; Radesky et al., 2015; Reed et al., 2017).  Previous research into infant 

development and screen use has shown that greater amounts of infant screen time are 

associated with limited parent-child verbal interactions (Mendelsohn et al., 2008). It is likely 

that the same holds true when parental smartphone use is considered, with limited parent-

child interactions negatively impacting on children’s’ language acquisition and development. 

However, more research in this area is required to determine if this is the case. 

In childhood, studies focused more on potential behavioural problems emerging as a 

result of parental smartphone use (McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Radesky et al., 2014), as well 

as on the impact device use has on the parent-child relationship (Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; 

McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Myruski et al, 2018; Radesky et al., 2016; Stockdale at al., 
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2018). Behaviour problems in children can be symptomatic of other issues, but manifest 

behaviourally due to the fact the child has possibly not developed sufficient self-regulatory 

skills to manage their behaviour, or sufficient language abilities to explain their thoughts and 

emotions and seek help. Radesky et al. (2014) found that children often engaged in 

increasingly disruptive behaviour, seemingly in a bid for parent attention. However, parents 

also identified in the review that they used phone use as a coping mechanism and as a tool to 

reduce stress (e.g. Johnson & Hertlein, 2019). It therefore may be the case that parental phone 

use increases as a result of child behaviour, often cited as a source of stress for parents (Baker 

et al., 2005; Neece et al., 2012). While associations have been found between parental 

technology use and child behaviour, more research is needed in determining what the 

direction of the associations may be. 

Four studies in the review explored the impact parental smartphone use had on 

affective outcomes (Stockdale et al., 2018; Stockdale et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Xie & 

Xie, 2020), and three of those explored adolescent experiences of parental phubbing. While 

adolescents are often perceived as more independent from their parents, it is clear from the 

review they are still impacted by their parents’ smartphone use. While symptoms of 

psychological distress in children may manifest as behavioural problems, there is evidence in 

this review to suggest that adolescent responses to parental smartphone present as 

internalising symptoms such as low affect and depressive problems.  

Parents often report difficultly paying attention to both their device and their child 

(Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016). Distracted parenting has been shown to have many 

implications for child safety and wellbeing. Golen and Ventura (2015a) found that distracted 

mothers were potentially more likely to overfeed their infants. Rapid infant weight gain has 

been found to be associated with later obesity risk and poorer child health outcomes (Druet et 

al., 2012; Ekelund et al., 2007). Children have also been shown to engage in higher levels of 

risky behaviours when parents are distracted, and that distractions limit parents’ ability to 

supervise their children appropriately (Boles, & Roberts, 2008). Palsson (2017) posits that 

distracted parenting as a result of smartphone use may be linked to an increase in child 

emergency room visits in the United States. Indeed, in an experimental study by Stupica 

(2016), children were asked to run around a baseball field. It was found children were able to 

run faster and were less likely to trip and fall when parents engaged with them and were 

supportive, than when parents disengaged or appeared distracted.  However, this is still an 

ongoing area of research, and the implications are not yet fully understood. While it is 
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possible that parents who are less engaged and more distracted by mobile devices may have 

children that are less securely attached, no study to date has yet directly linked attachment 

style and parental smartphone use.  

Previous research has found that parental behaviour is a significant predictor of child 

and adolescent behaviour (Borawski et al., 2003). From the articles included in this review, 

this holds true for smartphone use (Hong et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019; Poulain et al., 2019; 

Xie et al., 2019). Rules around mobile device use are often enforced by parents, with a view 

of mediating their children’s device use (Chang et al., 2019; Domoff et al., 2019; Piguet et 

al., 2017). However, this review demonstrates that by applying these rules to themselves and 

limiting their own smartphone use around their children, parents can shape their children’s 

behaviour and develop healthier habits. Research has found that children expect parents to 

model good patterns of behaviour around smartphone use. For instance, children expect their 

parents to put away phones and mobile devices at the dinner table and to engage with family 

at mealtimes (Hiniker et al., 2016).  

Previous literature has shown that many parents are concerned about their children’s’ 

device use (Radesky, Eisenberg, et al., 2016; Terras & Ramsay, 2016) and are aware of the 

potentially harmful effects that device overuse may have on their children. In this review, 

many studies captured parents’ perspectives of their own smartphone use. There is evidence 

to show that parents are also often concerned about their own device behaviour. Some 

research recognises that parents make attempts to limit their smartphone use when around 

their children (Palen & Hughes, 2007). However, parents may overestimate their success in 

doing so. Mangan et al. (2018) found that during a 20-minute observation, the majority of 

parents interacted with their smartphone, with 58% of parents engaging with their device for 

up to five minutes. In interviews following the observation however, many parents identified 

that mobile device use in a playground was not appropriate, due to concerns about child 

safety. While some parents identified concerns however, others identified smartphones as 

tools for stress-relief and coping. Modecki et al. (2020) suggest that some smartphone use, 

provided it is not overused, may be beneficial for parents, reducing their stress and enabling 

them to be more available to their children.  

Studies which focused on adolescents tended to involve parents using their phones to 

communicate with their children while they were away at college or university, and were 

therefore excluded from this review. These studies may have uncovered less negative 
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perspectives of parental smartphone use, as parents had previously identified smartphones as 

a useful tool in staying connected as a family when away from their children (Palen & 

Hughes, 2007; Weisskirch, 2011). However, some studies included in the review did identify 

some positive aspects of smartphone use. Smartphones were found to be sources of 

entertainment, relaxation, and support for parents (Golen & Ventura, 2015; Kushlev & Dunn, 

2019; Mangan et al., 2018; Modecki et al., 2020). In fact, Modecki et al. (2020) found that 

small amounts of smartphone use could be beneficial in enabling parents to access parenting 

support, and thereby increasing parents’ sense of social connectedness and self-efficacy.  

Cultural Factors Impacting Smartphone Research 

The current review paper includes articles from both Western (e.g. Golen & Ventura. 

2015b; Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; Mangan et al., 2018; McDaniel & Radesky, 2018) and Asian 

cultures (e.g. Hong et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2019). Previous research has 

identified a number of cultural differences between Western and Asian countries, particularly 

in relation to the individualist and collectivist traditions that have emerged, with Asisn 

countries being seen as more collectivist and group-orientated (e.g. Kitayama et al., 1997; 

Oyserman et al., 2002; Yamaguchi, 1994). Within Asian families, Qiao and Liu (2020) 

suggest research exploring technology use may find it to be particularly disruptive, due to the 

cultural emphasis placed on family in Asian societies. 

However, there is rationale to include both Western and Asian studies in this review. 

Primarily, phubbing appears to be recognised as a cross-cultural phenomenon, and is defined 

similarly in research from both Western and Asian cultures. For instance, Hong et al. (2019) 

borrow the description of phubbing provided by Roberts & David (2016), defining phubbing 

as “interrupting ongoing in-person conversations or ignoring other people who are present to 

interact with one’s mobile phone” (p. 779). While Western studies tend to use the term 

“technoference” in place of “phubbing”, the definition provided describes a similar 

phenomenon. For instance, McDaniel and Radesky (2018) define technoference as “everyday 

interruptions in interpersonal interactions or time spent together that occur due to digital and 

mobile technology devices” (p. 100). Both definitions are characterised by technology, 

particularly mobile device use, disrupting social interactions. This similar understanding of 

the phenomenon that exists gives justifications for the inclusion of both Asian and Western 

studies in the current review. 

Recommendations for Future Research 
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As discussed, the age ranges throughout the research to date are varied. It stands to 

reason that research carried out among different populations will establish different patterns 

of results, as children undergo many developmental phases throughout their early lifespan 

and therefore may be impacted differently by parental device use at each stage. However, 

there is a lack of research within this review to perform a thorough review of these 

differences. Further investigation providing a comparison across age groups may shed more 

light on the varying impacts of parental mobile device use.  

Currently, many of the studies examining parental smartphone use rely on self-report 

measures to determine problematic smartphone use. Research by Yuan et al. (2019) suggests 

self-report measures of device use may not be the most accurate, with most parents tending to 

underreport their smartphone use. There may be multiple reasons for this. Firstly, social 

desirability bias may be at play, with parents concerned they would appear neglectful if they 

were found to use their phones often around their children. Additionally, many smartphone 

users may use their phones habitually, and may not even realise how often they check their 

phone or scroll through applications. However, many modern smartphones are now able to 

track usage, even providing data on which particular applications the user spent the most time 

engaging with. This data, either used alone or alongside other observational or self-report 

measures, may be useful in gaining accurate and unbiased insights into patterns of 

smartphone usage among parents.  

Research further exploring parents’ motivations for engaging in smartphone use may 

also be beneficial in understanding what aspects of smartphone use are most harmful. 

Smartphones have moved away from the traditional communicative purposes of telephones, 

and have become pocket computers, allowing people to perform a multitude of non-social 

tasks, such as online banking, streaming videos and other media, and reading online articles. 

While multiple studies in the review attempted to capture data on how parents engaged with 

their smartphones when around children (e.g. Mangan et al., 2018; Modecki et al., 2020), 

these studies did not further analyse whether particular aspects of smartphone usage (e.g. 

social use versus non-social use) had greater negative impacts upon children.  

Research to date of the impact of parental smartphone use on children has identified 

numerous negative outcomes for children’s behaviour and development. Parents also perceive 

their own smartphone use as problematic (Johnson & Hertlein, 2019; McDaniel & Radesky, 

2018; Radesky et al., 2016). Some studies have attempted to capture the feelings and 
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perceptions of adolescents in relation to parental smartphone use (e.g. Wang et al., 2020; Xie 

& Xie, 2020). For instance, Stockdale et al. (2018) found adolescents’ perception of parental 

warmth decreased with higher levels of parental smartphone use. However, despite the fact 

that children often experience different development challenges than adolescents, and may 

have differing views on smartphone use and ownership in particular, there has been no study 

to date which explores children’s perspectives of parental smartphone use. One study by 

Hiniker et al. (2016) did explore children’s views of other parental media use, particularly 

parents use of social networking sites. It was found that children are frustrated when parents 

post pictures or information about them online without their permission. However, this 

research does not go further to explore the perceived impact other aspects of parental 

smartphone use, such as phubbing may be having on children’s social and emotional 

wellbeing, and whether children are able to identify their parent’s mobile device use as 

excessive or problematic in regard to this. Further research exploring this topic would be 

beneficial in fully understanding the impact of parental smartphone use on children. 

Conclusion 

 This review of the current literature exploring parental smartphone use has identified 

a number of key findings. Parent smartphone use has been shown to be associated with child 

affective and behaviour problems, and may also have implications for the parent-child 

relationship. Many studies in this review suggest that parental smartphone use can lead to 

disrupted parent-child interactions, with parents often missing their children’s bids for 

attention. This review has also identified a number of gaps within the current research base. 

Very few studies have explored adolescent perspectives of parental smartphone use and those 

that do tend only to provide superficial reports of these perspectives. Critically, no studies 

have examined the perspectives of younger children, particularly those in middle childhood. 

There are significant developmental changes that occur between middle childhood and 

adolescence, with adolescents becoming more independent and more responsible for 

regulating their own behaviour. Parenting approaches and family dynamics often adjust to 

reflect these changes, with adolescents granted more freedom and less parental supervision 

(Laursen & Collins, 2009). It is therefore reasonable to assume that adolescent perspectives 

and child perspectives of parent smartphone use may differ. 

 Many researchers have discussed the importance of entering the child’s world, and 

exploring their perspectives in research (Grover, 2004; Komulainen, 2007; Phelan & 
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Kinsella, 2013). Much research exploring the views and experiences of children is conducted 

indirectly, through caregiver or teacher reports. This may be due to the increased ethical 

considerations when undertaking research with vulnerable populations such as children 

(Phelan & Kinsella, 2013). However, the value of allowing the child a voice within research 

cannot be overstated. As Grover (2004) states “there is a need then to offer children the 

opportunity to define themselves through collaboration in the research effort, rather than to be 

defined solely by adult interests, biases and agendas” (p. 83). This may be particularly true 

when exploring child perspectives of parent behaviour, as parents may be reluctant to report 

negative views or opinions their child may have expressed. There is a clear need to further 

explore the impact of parental smartphone use from a child’s perspective and ensure the voice 

of the child is heard. 
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Empirical Paper 

Technology has become an integral part of everyday life, with most households 

having access to multiple devices such as computers, smartphones and tablets. Smartphones, 

in particular, have become one of the most frequently used devices, due to their portability 

and functionality. While phones initially emerged as a means of communication, their 

purpose has now evolved beyond that, with smartphones now granting users access to a range 

of other activities and information, including news sites, emails, and music and video 

streaming platforms. Due to their ubiquity, it is therefore important that the impact these 

devices have on daily life are examined. The impact of these smartphones and mobile devices 

on children has been widely studied, with some research suggesting child screen time may be 

associated with adverse mental health and behaviour problems (Kim et al., 2017). However, 

the focus of much research to date has been on children’s mobile device use, and the potential 

negative impacts this may have on children’s health and wellbeing. While there are a wealth 

of studies exploring the impact of children’s device use on children themselves (e.g. 

Domingues‐Montanari, 2017; Sweetser et al., 2012; Zimmerman et al., 2007) there is a 

paucity of research examining the impact of parental and caregiver mobile device use, 

particularly in terms of their children’s social and emotional wellbeing. 

The ubiquitous nature of mobile devices both in and outside of the home has had 

implications for the ways in which families interact with each other. Research has shown that 

technology, and the rules and boundaries around how devices are used within the home, are 

often a source of family conflict, (Hiniker et al., 2016; Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017; 

McDaniel et al., 2018). In particular, mobile device use may have a pertinent impact on the 

parent-child relationship. This is particularly true if we consider parental device use, and its 

impact, within the framework of attachment theory. Attachment, as described Bowlby (1958) 

and Ainsworth (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; Ainsworth, 1973; Ainsworth, 1991), is the process 

by which individuals develop social bonds with caregivers and others. Strong, secure 

attachment bonds, have been shown to be important for an individual’s overall health and 

wellbeing (Bowly, 1999). 

Childhood is an important time for developing secure attachment bonds, as research 

suggests children who fail to develop secure attachment bonds in early life will go on to 

experience greater mental health difficulties, poorer self-concept, and more relationship 

difficulties in adolescence and young adulthood than securely attached peers (Jacobsen & 
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Hofmann, 1997; McCarthy & Taylor, 1999; O’Connor et al., 2018). Children whose parents 

are unavailable or who are not sensitive to their needs may develop insecure attachment 

bonds (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). Therefore, it is important to fully explore and 

understand the role of mobile technologies such as smartphones play in contributing to parent 

inattention and distraction, in order to understand the further impact this may have on child 

development. 

The Impact of Parental Device Use on Children 

There is a body of emerging research examining the impact of parental smartphone 

use on infants, children, and adolescents. This research explores how parental device use 

effects outcomes for children across a number of domains, including development, mental 

health, and behaviour, as well as exploring the further impact on the parent-child relationship 

and relationship quality.  

Affective problems in infants (Stockdale et al., 2020) and adolescents (Stockdale et 

al., 2018; Wang et al., 2020; Xie & Xie, 2020) have been shown to be associated with 

parental smartphone use.  Stockdale et al. (2020) used a modified Still Face Paradigm to 

examine infant behaviour and perceived affect when parents engaged in mobile device use. 

They found that infants displayed greater levels of emotional distress and self-comforting 

behaviours during the Still Face phase when parents were engaging with mobile devices. Of 

the research examining affective impact in adolescents, three studies have found positive 

correlations between parental phubbing and child depressive symptoms (Stockdale et al., 

2018; Wang et al., 2020; Xie & Xie. 2020), with mediating variables of self-worth (Stockdale 

et al., 2018) and self-esteem (Wang et al., 2020) identified.  

Associations have also been found between parental smartphone use and child 

behaviour problems. Parental smartphone use has been positively correlated with both 

internalising and externalising behaviours in children across a number of studies (McDaniel 

& Radesky, 2018; Poulain et al., 2019; Stockdale et al., 2018; Sundqvist et al., 2020). In 

particular, children who experience parental phubbing are more prone to exhibiting conduct 

problems and antisocial behaviour, such as bullying (Poulain et al., 2019; Stockdale at el., 

2018). Problematic parental mobile phone use has also been associated with greater mobile 

phone use in adolescents, leading to an increased risk of smartphone addiction and associated 

detrimental outcomes (Liu et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2019). One theory proposed by researchers 

is that children engage in more frequent challenging behaviour in order to gain caregiver 
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attention. For instance, observational research by Radesky et al. (2014) has found that 

children of parents who frequently engaged with their smartphones or mobile devices while 

spending time with their children were more likely to engage in disruptive or provocative 

behaviour.  

In relation to the parent-child relationship, Kildare and Middlemiss (2017) suggest 

that increased technology use is associated with higher levels of distracted parenting. Boles 

and Roberts (2008) have found that distracted parenting is associated with adverse 

consequences for children’s physical health, as it has been linked to increased risky 

behaviours and injury among children. In particular, younger children are more likely to 

engage in risky behaviours (Boles & Roberts, 2008). A number of studies have examined 

parent distraction as a result of smartphone use (Golen & Ventura, 2015; Mangan et al., 2018; 

Radesky et al., 2015; Vanden Abeele et al., 2020). An observational study by Mangan et al. 

(2018), showed that over three quarters of parents engaged with a mobile device when 

supervising children in a playground, despite the potential for accidents to happen in this 

environment. Parents are also often distracted during other caregiving duties, including when 

feeding young children (Golen & Ventura, 2015; Radesky et al., 2015).  

Distracted parenting in particular has implications for the development of attachment 

bonds between children and their caregivers. Indeed, disengagement during smartphone use 

was a theme identified by parents in research by Johnson and Hertlein (2019), with parents 

reporting they were less aware of their children’s needs when using smartphones. Vanden 

Abeele et al. (2020) also report similar findings, with parents less likely and slower to 

respond to child bids for attention when using a smartphone. This study also found that 

parents who frequently engaged with their smartphones displayed less emotional affect 

towards their children. Similarly, Kushlev and Dunn (2019) found that parents who reported 

high levels of smartphone use also reported feeling less connected to their children and less 

perspective of their children’s needs. Overall, parents tend to consider smartphones as a 

barrier in being responsive and sensitive towards their children (Radesky et al., 2018; 

Wolfers et al., 2020). However, some parents also acknowledged the benefits of smartphone 

use when with children. Some parents report smartphone use as helpful in providing them 

with social support and parenting information (Gibson & Hanson, 2013), which in turn may 

be beneficial in developing parental confidence and increasing sensitivity towards their 

children (Wolfers et al., 2020). 
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Parents’ Perspectives of Technology 

Currently, literature suggests many parents are aware of the potential impacts of 

technology use upon family functioning. Capturing parent perceptions of both their children’s 

and their own device use gives insight into how parents perceive these impacts, and into 

strategies parents have developed to limit the negative influence of mobile devices in the 

home. 

Parents’ Perspectives of Children’s Media Use 

Research suggests the prevalence of technology has led to feelings of unease in many 

parents over the potential impact of technology use on their child, with many parents 

expressing concern that increased technology use may have detrimental impact on their 

children’s development. Parents have reported fearing that their children will fail to develop 

appropriate social skills (Genc, 2014), will adopt a sedentary or inactive lifestyle (Solomon-

Moore et al., 2017; Solomon-Moore et al., 2018), or will be exposed to inappropriate content 

online (Boyd & Hargittai, 2013). These concerns are by and large not new, as similar 

concerns in relation to children’s screen use have been recorded in the literature for decades 

(e.g. Funk & Buchman, 1995; Meyrowitz, 1985; Osofsky, 1995). However, what has changed 

in recent years is the increased prevalence and portability of technology, and the increased 

ease with which children can access a range of functions through mobile devices. Genc 

(2014) found that many parents felt concerned that smartphones may pose health risks for 

their children or may impact upon their development. However, despite these concerns, 

parents also recognised the benefits of child smartphone use in relation to family functioning, 

recognising smartphones as a source of entertainment, and as a tool to reward children for 

positive behaviour.  

 Parental concerns in relation to child device use have led to many parents attempting 

to limit their children’s mobile device use. According to Valkenburg et al. (1999), parents 

mediate their children’s device use in three ways, either through active mediation, restrictive 

mediation, or through social co-viewing. Active mediation involves parents discussing media 

use and content with children in order to explore and frame children’s understanding of what 

they have consumed, while restrictive mediation involves setting rules around what content 

children can consume and when. Social co-viewing meanwhile involves parents viewing 

media and using devices together. Overall, parental mediation has been shown to be 



SMARTPHONES IN PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS  42 
 

associated with better outcomes for children (e.g., Gentile et al. 2014; Rasmussen et al., 

2016). 

Parents’ Perspectives of Their Own Media Use 

Parents have not only expressed concern over their children’s media use, but also can 

be similarly concerned about their own behaviour. Numerous studies examining parental 

smartphone use have found that parents often identified their smartphone use as problematic 

(Johnson & Hertlein, 2019; McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Radesky, et al., 2016). Problematic 

smartphone use has been viewed in some research as a behavioural addiction (Billieux et al., 

2015). While this concept has been contested (e.g. Panova & Carbonell, 2018), nevertheless 

smartphone addiction has become a widely researched phenomenon in recent years (e.g. 

Chang et al., 2019; Haug et al., 2015; Ko et al., 2005; Li et al., 2015). Previous research has 

found associations between smartphone addiction and a number of detrimental impacts, 

including depression, low self-esteem, self-regulatory problems, hyperactivity, and disruptive 

behaviours (Bianchi & Phillips, 2005; Bohnert & Gracia, 2020; Kim et al., 2009; Lee et al., 

2014; Mohamed & Mostafa, 2020). While much of the research around smartphone addiction 

focuses on adolescents and college students, there is also evidence in the literature of the 

detrimental effects of smartphone overuse on adults, particularly in relation to phone 

snubbing or phubbing. A concern identified by parents is the amount of time and attention 

smartphones demand of parents, leaving them overwhelmed and reducing opportunities for 

them to engage with their children (Radesky, et al, 2016) and other family members 

(McDaniel et al., 2018). 

Parents recognise the potential impact of their own smartphone use on their 

relationships with children (Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; Radesky, et al., 2016). Parents report 

decreased feelings of social connectedness and lower levels of attention quality during time 

spent with children when using smartphone use was found to be associated with lower 

feelings of connectedness to others and lower quality of attention when spending time with 

children (Kushlev & Dunn, 2019), and report feeling they struggle to “multitask” between 

responding to their children and their phone (Radesky et al., 2016). 

Children’s Perspectives of Technology 

Research shows child smartphone use is often a source of concern for parents. 

However, less is known about children’s own perceptions of smartphone use, and their 

awareness of the risks and benefits associated with digital technology. 
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Children’s Perspectives of Their Own Media Use 

There is a paucity of research exploring young children’s perspectives of devices. 

However, research by Haddon and Vincent (2015) found that children often did not focus on 

the risks of mobile device use, such as inappropriate online content or cyberbullying. Instead, 

children were more likely to express concerns around the fragility and cost of the physical 

device itself, and irritation in relation to popup advertisements. Among adolescents, research 

has identified smartphone ownership as aspirational in early adolescents, with many 

teenagers viewing it as an important milestone (Moreno et al., 2019). However, many 

adolescents recognise their smartphone usage as problematic, acknowledging the addictive 

tendencies of device use. Adolescents report being unable to stop using or checking devices, 

losing track of time when using their device, and report that smartphones can act as a barrier 

to completing schoolwork or going to sleep (Toh et al., 2019).  

Children’s Perspectives of Parental Media Use 

A key aspect when exploring children’s attitudes towards parental media is 

determining which aspects of parental media use children find problematic. For instance, in a 

study by Hiniker et al. (2016) children identified issues in relation to their parents’ social 

media use. In particular, children were often unhappy with parents posting pictures of them or 

posting personal information online with their consent. While this research suggests children 

may express some dissatisfaction with their parents’ technology use, it does not explore how 

children perceive their parents use of devices such as smartphones, and in particular, does not 

explore how children view the phenomenon of parental phubbing. Among adolescents, there 

is some literature to suggest adolescents do feel negatively about their parents’ smartphone 

use, (e.g. Wang et al., 2020; Xie & Xie, 2020). Indeed, a study by Stockdale et al. (2018) 

found that adolescents whose parents engaged in higher levels of smartphone use were less 

likely to perceive feelings of parental warmth from their caregivers. However, it is worth 

noting that this has been done as part of a larger study where exploring adolescent 

perceptions is not a key aim of the research, and there is therefore significant scope to explore 

these perspectives more thoroughly in future research. Less is known about the views of 

children in middle childhood, as there are currently no empirical research studies that have 

explored their perspectives of parental smartphone use. This is despite the fact that children 

in middle childhood may have different views on smartphone use and ownership than 

adolescents. Like younger children, children’s use of technology in middle childhood is often 
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still heavily monitored by parents (Smahelova et al., 2017). However, children’s interactions 

with technology at this age begin to change, with some children owning their first phone 

(Common Sense Media, 2017) or signing up to social media sites (Willoughby, 2019). The 

parent-child relationship also changes in adolescence, with teenagers becoming more heavily 

influenced by peer relationships and less reliant on parent attention (Laursen & Collins, 

2009). It is therefore important to explore the unique perspective of those in middle 

childhood, to gain insight into the experiences and perceptions of this age group. 

Research Questions 

The current research aims to explore the perceived impact of parental smartphone use 

on children. This has been identified as a significant gap in the current literature. To date, 

there are currently no studies which explore children’s perceptions of their parent’s 

smartphone use. A secondary aim of the research is to explore parent experiences of using 

smartphones while caring for their children. Thus, this research aims to answer two main 

questions, which are: 

1. How do children perceive parental smartphone use? 

2. What are parents’ experiences of using smartphones when caring for children? 
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In order to answer the two research questions generated in the review, two studies 

were designed. The first study aimed to uncover children’s perceptions of parental 

smartphone use, while the second study aimed to gather parent reports of child perspectives, 

and also their own experiences of smartphone use while caring for their children. Limitations 

imposed by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (i.e. schools in Ireland were closed from 

March to September 2020), meant that the timeline for data collection in Study 1 in particular 

was delayed. It is worth noting that data in both Study 1 and Study 2 were therefore 

collecting concurrently, in the period October to December 2020.  

Study 1 

Method 

Study Design. The methodology chosen for this research was a Story Completion 

Task (Kitzinger & Powell, 1995). Story Completion is a projective methodology, whereby 

participants’ responses to a story stem are presumed to be representative of their attitudes and 

opinions towards a particular topic. Story Completion methodology was selected for the 

current study for two main reasons. Firstly, children may not have felt comfortable disclosing 

information about their families if asked directly about parental smartphone use. By enabling 

children to write about a hypothetical situation, it removes any potential worries or concerns 

children may have about providing admissible or acceptable accounts of parental smartphone 

use. Secondly, previous research has identified that parents can be concerned about their own 

device use. Asking children directly about their parents’ device use may also be concerning 

for parents who feel they may use their smartphone excessively. Parents who feel this way 

may be worried their children will report on them and therefore may decide not to allow their 

children to participate in the research, leading to a biased sample group. Ultimately, Story 

Completion methodology enables children to give their views in a way that does not require 

them to reflect directly on their own experience, and removes concerns both parents and 

children may have in providing perspectives on this topic. 

Ethical Considerations. Ethical approval was obtained from Mary Immaculate 

Research Ethics Committee (MIREC) prior to commencing the research study (see Appendix 

H). The Psychological Society of Ireland’s Code of Ethics (PSI; 2019) was also adhered to 

throughout the research process. As children are considered a vulnerable group in 

psychological research, a number of considerations were made in the current study to ensure 

this population were protected, and also that their perspectives were represented accurately in 
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the research. When working with children, as in the current study, a common first step 

involves obtaining informed consent from guardians and schools (Cree et al., 2002). Firstly, 

consent was sought from schools to access the target research group and to distribute 

information about the research to parents. Then parents were asked to provide informed 

consent to permit their children to participate in the study. Parents were informed that their 

child’s participation was voluntary, and that all information collected would be anonymised 

and could not be used to identify their child, their family, or their school. 

Participants. Participants in this study were 25 third, fourth and fifth class pupils (13 

girls and 12 boys), aged between eight and 12 years of age. The small sample size is 

reflective of the difficulty of recruitment and data collection during the ongoing COVID-19 

pandemic.  

Participants were recruited from two primary schools in Ireland. Both schools which 

took part in this research were co-educational, with both male and female pupils. One school 

which participated was a member of the Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools 

(DEIS) programme, which aims to provide educational support to children from 

disadvantaged communities.  

Of the 25 participants, seven completed Condition 1, seven completed Condition 2, 

and 11 completed Condition 3. For ease of reading, Condition 1 will be hereon referred to as 

the Social Device Interruption group, Condition 2 will be referred to as the Non-social 

Device Interruption group, and Condition 3 will be referred to as the Social Physical 

Interruption group. Data was collected in the children’s’ normal classrooms. Due to COVID-

19 restrictions, it was not possible for the researcher to directly collect data within schools, 

and therefore data was collected by the children’s’ teachers. Teachers were asked to 

randomly assign children to one of the three conditions.  

Sampling. The sampling approach adopted in the current study was a purposive 

sampling strategy (Patton, 2002), where children in third, fourth and fifth class were sought 

in order to give insight into the research question. An upper age limit of 12 years was applied 

to differentiate between children and adolescents and to focus the lens of the research more 

directly on child perspectives. A lower age limit of eight years was implemented as it was felt 

children under eight years of age may have found it difficult to participate in the research 

without significant support from adults, which in turn may have influenced the content of 

their responses. 
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Recruitment of Participants. Participants were recruited through primary schools 

within the Republic of Ireland. Principals of schools were contacted through publicly 

available email addresses to ascertain whether or not they would be willing for pupils in their 

school to take part in the research. Principals were fully informed of the purpose of the study 

and what pupil participation would entail, and were provided with copies of the parent and 

child information sheets and consent forms. Principals were made aware that participation in 

the study was completely voluntary, and were encouraged to ask questions at any time. If 

principals agreed to allow pupils in their schools to participate in the research study, then they 

were asked to distribute consent forms and information sheets to parents of third, fourth and 

fifth class pupils. Once consent was received back in the school, a suitable time and data for 

data collection was arranged.  

Due to COVID-19 restrictions and school closures, the timeline for participant 

recruitment and data collection was extremely limited (i.e. both recruitment and data 

collection took place over a span of four months). This had an adverse impact on the number 

of participants recruited for this study.  

Materials. Three short story stems were constructed for the purpose of the study (see 

Appendix E). All three story variations focused on a parent-child interaction (i.e. a mother 

and son playing a board game) that is disrupted. In the first condition, the Social Device 

Interruption group, the parent-child interaction is disrupted by social device use (i.e. the 

parent receives a phone call). In the second condition, the Non-social Device Interruption 

group, the interaction between parent and child is interrupted by a non-social device use (i.e. 

the parent continuously scrolling through their phone). In the final condition, the Social 

Physical Interruption group, the parent-child interaction is disrupted by a social interaction, 

not related to device use (i.e. another person physically interrupting the parent-child 

interaction).  

The story stem provided in each scenario consisted of a small paragraph of between 

72 and 104 words. The length and detail of the story stem in each case was constructed to 

provide children with enough detail to understand the situation and what was happening, and 

to engage them in the character and scenario. The independent reading level of the children 

was also considered, to ensure all children partaking in the research could read and 

understand the story stem without assistance. The overall aim of the story stems was to 
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encourage children to continue writing the story along the same theme as outlined in the story 

stem, without being overly directive and thereby influencing participant responses.  

Data Collection Procedure. Data collection took place in schools in October to 

December 2020, in the children’s normal classrooms. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, the 

researcher was not permitted to enter the classrooms. Therefore, data was collected by the 

children’s teachers, following instructions given by the researcher. Teachers were asked to 

randomly assign children to one of the three story conditions, and were asked to try and 

ensure an even distribution of males and females in all three conditions, within the limits of 

the normal classroom demographics.  

Before data collection, parents of participants were asked to read an information sheet 

(see Appendix I) and sign a consent form (see Appendix J) allowing their child to partake in 

the research. Children were provided with child-friendly information sheet (see Appendix K) 

and consent form (see Appendix L), which they were also asked to read and sign. During data 

collection, children were reminded that their participation was voluntary, and were asked to 

verbally assent to take part in the research. Children were given one of three story variations 

to complete. Children were required to read the story stem and respond to it, creating a short 

story based on how they felt the main character in the story would react in the given scenario. 

They were informed that they could ask for help at any time with reading or spelling, and that 

spare paper was available if needed. Children were also made aware that no help would be 

given in relation to the content of their stories.  

Data Analysis. Themes were extracted from the raw data using the six-phase mode of 

thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006; see Table 5). Thematic analysis is a 

commonly used approach in qualitative research; however, there is debate within the 

psychological community about the nature of thematic analysis. While some psychologists 

assert thematic analysis is an analytic method in its own right, others claim that thematic 

analysis is instead meta-analytic, and its approach of identifying themes actually underpins 

most qualitative analytic approaches (Gibson & Brown, 2009; Willig, 2013). It is also worth 

noting that there is no singular approach to thematic analysis, but rather a thematic analysis is 

a term given to a number of approaches (e.g. Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006, Joffe & 

Yardley, 2004). However, all of these approaches work towards the same goal – identifying 

meaningful themes within data, whether they do so inductively or deductively (Fereday & 
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Muir-Cochrane, 2006). A deductive approach, informed by attachment theory (Ainsworth, 

1991; Bowlby, 1958), was used in the current research study. 

Table 5 

The Six Phases of Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

Phase Phase Title Phase Description 

Phase 1 Familiarising Yourself with 

the Data 

Reading and rereading the data, and 

making notes 

Phase 2 Generating Initial Codes Developing descriptive and interpretive 

codes based on the content of the data 

Phase 3 Searching for Themes Categorising coded information and 

grouping it together to form themes 

Phase 4 Reviewing Potential Themes  

Phase 5 Defining and Naming 

Themes 

 

Phase 6 Producing the Report Produce a report evidencing how the 

research questions have been answered 

through the analysis of the data 

 

Results of Study 1 

 A thematic analysis approach applied to the data elicited a number of key concepts. 

Two main themes were extracted from the data, and these are outlined and discussed below.  

Themes. Two main themes were identified in this research exploring children’s 

perspectives of parental smartphone use and disrupted parent-child interactions.  

Children’s Emotional Response to Distracted Parenting. A key theme that was 

identified in the data was the child’s emotional response to the disrupted reaction. Negative 

emotional response for the purpose of this study does not reflect any one emotion, but instead 

encapsulates any identifiable emotional response which is commonly considered maladaptive 

or harmful. Children identified negative emotional responses with similar frequencies across 

all three conditions. 
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For instance, in the Social Device Interruption group, where the parent-child 

interaction was interrupted by social device use (i.e. a phone call), many of the children 

described the main character, Sam, as being “annoyed” or “irritated”. For one child, this 

annoyance manifested in a retaliation against the parent’s device use: “[Sam] should go to his 

room. He goes to his room and then comes down with his phone. When his mother [plays the 

game], his phone will ring and he will go on his phone for hours.” In this response, the child 

describes the main character copying the action of his parent, by also deliberately receiving a 

phone call when his parent wants to play with him.  

Sadness and hurt were other emotions identified by children in all three groups, with 

no identifiable differences reported in children’s perceptions across conditions. In the Social 

Device Interruption group, a child writes “I think Sam was super sad. He was probably happy 

when he was playing the boardgame”, while in the Social Physical Interruption group a child 

writes “I think Sam feels a little bit sad.” In the Non-social Device Interruption group, in 

which the parent-child interaction was disrupted due to parent scrolling behaviour, many 

children felt the main character would be upset that his parent was not attending to him or the 

game. According to one child: “I think Sam felt sad because Mam wasn’t paying attention to 

him and the boardgame.” Another child in the Non-social Device Interruption group wrote “I 

think Sam feels unwanted and sad because he wanted her to play. I would be sad too because 

she was just not really listening.” In this instance, the child directly relates the experiences 

and feelings of the main character to their own emotions, identifying with the situation and 

how it has made the character feel. Instances of retaliatory behaviour were also described by 

children in relation to this feeling of sadness, as one child responding in the Non-social 

Device Interruption group two writes: “[Sam] storms out and cries himself to sleep. He eats 

all his Mam’s food and ignores her.” For other children, there was a sense of disappointment 

as a result of the disrupted interaction. One child in the Non-social Device Interruption group 

writes: “I think Sam feels let down, because his Mom is on her phone,” while another child in 

the same group suggested “he feels hurt and disappointed.” 

Anger was also identified as a negative emotional response in the Social Device 

Interruption group, and in the Social Physical Interruption group. In the Social Physical 

Interruption group, one child writes “Sam was so mad he shouted ‘Mam, are you playing or 

what?’ … he was so furious.” Another child in the same group writes “Sam is angry. Sam [is] 

now crying and Mam [comes] over and grounds him for a week. Then Sam stomps up the 

stairs roaring crying.” In in the Social Device Interruption group, a child initially felt the 
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main character would be sad as a result of the disrupted interaction, but then described this 

sadness turning to anger when the parent did not reengage with the child after an extended 

time, writing “Sam will probably get angry and throw a tantrum.” The children in this 

research directly attributed the child’s behaviour problems and emotional outbursts to the 

disrupted parent-child interaction. 

Negotiations Around Parent-Child Interactions. Within this theme, two distinctions 

can be made around the negotiation that is taking place. In some cases, for instance, children 

describe how the main character should negotiate with the parent in an attempt to re-establish 

the interaction. In other cases, however, children suggest the main character engages in a 

form of self-negotiation, justifying or explaining the disrupted interaction to themselves. 

Many children who identified negative emotional reactions suggested that the main 

character should tell his parent how he feels. In the Social Physical Interruption group, for 

instance, one child, who suggested the disrupted interaction might make the main character 

feel unwanted, writes: “I think he should tell his mam how he feels, then he will feel a little 

bit better.” Another child in the same group writes: “I think Sam can tell his Mam how he 

feels... He can ask if [his mother and aunt] want to watch a movie or play the boardgame with 

him.” This aspect of confiding in parents is important in ensuring the child is heard by the 

parent and that the parent is given insight into how the interaction has impacted upon the 

child.  

Other children also suggested that the main character should ask the parent to 

continue playing with him, or to play another activity. One child in the Social Device 

Interruption group suggests: “I think he should ask his Mam ‘can you play again?’” while a 

child in the Non-social Device Interruption group writes “He should ask his Mam to come off 

her phone and play the board game with him.” 

Children in all three groups also suggested that the main character should wait until 

the parent was no longer busy. For instance, in the Social Device Interruption group a child 

writes: “it might be important, so he should wait.” A child in the Social Physical Interruption 

group elaborates: “He should wait for her to stop talking to her sister. When she stops talking, 

[he should] ask her to play again, and [they] can have fun.” 

In the Non-social Device Interruption group, two children felt the main character 

should physically take the phone from the parent. According to one child, “Sam took Mam’s 

phone and told her she’ll get her phone back if she will play the rest of the board game. So 
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they carried on playing.” Another child writes: “One hour passed and still Mam is on her 

phone, reading the news... Then [Sam] had enough and took her phone and turned it off.” 

This type of response was not seen in the Social Device Interruption group, in which the 

parent was using the smartphone to socialise.  

Summary of Findings. Two themes were identified from the data. Firstly, children 

expressed a variety of negative emotions in response to disrupted parent-child interactions. 

This suggests children notice and are negatively impacted on by interrupted interactions with 

their parents. The second theme suggests children will attempt to negotiate with parents and 

with themselves in response to disrupted interactions, by prompting parents to reengage in the 

interaction or by acknowledging to themselves the need to wait for the parent to become 

ready to reengage. Within the two themes identified, it is notable that children across all three 

conditions responded similarly to disruptions in the parent-child interaction. The findings 

suggest that the source of the disruption to the parent-child interaction may not be as 

impactful as the fact that the interaction was disrupted in the first place. 
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Study 2 

Method 

Study Design. The second study consisted of an online parent questionnaire. The 

questionnaire consists of both open and closed ended questions, which parents were required 

with answer. Demographic information, such as parent gender, age, level of education, and 

the ages of children, were also collected. 

Ethical Considerations. MIREC approval was granted prior to beginning the 

research study (see Appendix H), and the PSI Code of Ethics (2019) was adhered to at all 

times throughout the research process. Participants were provided with information about the 

study (see Appendix M) and were required to indicate that they had read and understood the 

information provided prior to completing the online questionnaire. Participants were made 

aware that their participation was voluntary and that they could end the survey at any time by 

clicking out of it. 

Participants. Participants consisted of 95 parents who responded to the online 

questionnaire. Demographic information was analysed using SPSS (IBM Corp., 2020).  

Parent gender and age is outlined in Table 6. Parents responding to the survey were aged 

between 30 and 55 years of age (M = 41.13, SD = 5.91), while their children were aged 

between zero to 12 years of age (M = 8.25, SD = 3.19). All parents indicated that their 

country of residence was Ireland. 
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Table 6 

Gender and Educational Level of Parents 

 

 

Sampling Approach. A purposive sampling approach was used to recruit parents for 

the current study. Parents were invited to participate if they had a child aged 12 years or 

younger. As in Study 1, the upper age limit of 12 years was applied to focus on children as 

opposed to adolescents. No lower age limit was applied as, due to the exploratory nature of 

the research, it was useful to gather the perspectives of parents caring for children throughout 

childhood. It was also felt that, should significant differences emerge between the 

experiences reported by parents of younger children and those reported by parents of older 

children, this information could be parsed and further explored during data analysis. 

Recruitment. Participants were recruited through online parenting forums, Twitter, 

and through Facebook parenting groups. A brief recruitment notice was posted on these sites, 

giving parents an overview of the research topic and inviting them to take part if they were 

interested. A link to the survey was also provided, and parents were asked to click on the link 

for more information and to take part in the research. 

Materials. The following materials were employed in the current study, including a 

demographic questionnaire, the Distraction in Social Relations and Use of Parent Technology 
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(DISRUPT) scale (McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020), and open-ended questions (see 

Appendix F).  

Demographic Questionnaire. A demographic questionnaire, containing multiple-

choice questions, was given to participants to complete (see Appendix F). Parents were asked 

to report their age, gender, highest level of education completed, how many children they 

have, and the ages of their children. 

DISRPUT Scale. The DISRUPT (McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020) scale is a self-

report measure consisting of four items, designed to measure parents’ own perceptions of 

their smartphone use during time spent with their child. The four items included in the 

DISRUPT are “During time I spend with my child I find myself thinking about what I could 

be doing on or messages/notifications I might receive on my phone or mobile device,” 

“During time I spend with my child I find it difficult to stay away from checking my phone or 

mobile device,” “During time I spend with my child I feel like I use my phone or other 

mobile device too much,” and “During time I spend with my child there are times that I could 

play with or interact with my child, but I am on my phone or mobile device instead.” Parents 

are asked to rate their agreement with each item using a six-point Likert scale, where one is 

strongly disagree and six is strongly agree. Parents scores across all four items are averaged 

to produce an overall score, with higher scores indicative of more problematic mobile phone 

use. According to McDaniel (2016), the measure has shown good reliability (α = .87) and has 

shown good convergent validity when correlated with other measures of technology 

interference. An adapted version of this scale has also been used in research by Gramm et al. 

(2019), investigating the relationship between parent device distraction at mealtimes and 

child eating behaviour. The Cronbach’s alpha for the current study indicates a high level of 

reliability (α = .89). 

Experience of Smartphone Use Questionnaire. The questionnaire also included three 

open-ended questions exploring parents’ experiences of smartphone use in further detail. 

Qualitative surveys are commonly used in social research (Braun et al., 2020), and are useful 

in enabling researchers to explore the perceptions, understanding and experiences of 

particular populations (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

The first question asked “Is there a specific incident you can think of where your own 

device use interrupted an interaction with your child? For example, did you miss something 

your child said or did? Did you have trouble carrying on a conversation with your child?” 
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The focus of this question was to gain qualitative insight on parents’ experiences of disrupted 

interactions with their children which occurred as a direct result of their smartphone use. The 

second question, “Has your child ever commented on or complained about your mobile 

device use? If so, has this changed in any way as your child has gotten older?”, was designed 

to explore parent reports of child perspectives. It was acknowledged in designing the survey 

questions that it was important to explore not only how parents might feel about their own 

smartphone use, but also to gain insight into how smartphone use impacted children. The 

final qualitative question asked “In light of COVID-19, many parents have found they are 

spending significantly more time with their children. How do you feel your smartphone usage 

has impacted on your interactions with your child during these times specifically? For 

instance has your smartphone usage around your child increased/decreased during this time?” 

It was deemed important to determine how much parents felt their behaviour was impacted 

upon by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, in order to determine if the results of this study 

could be applied to pre- or post-pandemic family functioning. 

Data Analysis. The data were analysed using both qualitative and quantitative means. 

Data from the DISRUPT questionnaire was analysed using descriptive analyses in SPSS 

(IBM Corp., 2013), while parents’ open-ended responses were analysed using the thematic 

analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) outlined in Table 5. 

Results of Study 2 

DISRUPT. Parent responses to the DISRUPT (McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020) 

were analysed using descriptive statistical analyses using SPSS (IBM Corp., 2020). The 

results for each item are presented in Table 7. 

The majority of parents across all four items of the DISRUPT indicated they agreed 

with the statements to some extent. In particular, 68.1% of parents agreed with the statement 

“During time I spend with my child, I feel like I use my phone too much,” suggesting many 

parents view their phone use as excessive. 62.4% of parents agreed with the statement 

“During time I spend with my child, there are times that I could play with or interact with my 

child, but I am on my phone instead,” suggesting parents may identify their smartphone acts 

as a barrier in interacting with initiating interactions with their children.
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Table 7 

Results for Each Item of the DISRUPT Scale (McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020) 

Items on the DISRUPT 

Percentage of Parents who Agree or Disagree with Items on the DISRUPT 

Strongly Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 
Agree Strongly Agree 

During time I spend with my 

child, I find myself thinking 

about what I could be doing on 

my phone. 

4.5 23.9 11.4 37.5 14.8 8 

During time I spend with my 

child, I find it difficult to stay 

away from checking my phone. 

4.5 25 15.9 28.4 19.3 6.8 

During time I spend with my 

child, I feel like I use my phone 

too much. 

3.4 15.9 12.5 29.5 26.1 12.5 

During time I spend with my 

child, there are times that I 

could play with or interact with 

my child, but I am on my 

phone instead. 

9.1 4.5 23.9 44.3 4.5 13.6 
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Themes. Several themes were identified in the parent responses. Parents identified a 

number of issues in relation to their own smartphone use, as well as their children’s response 

to this. Ultimately, three central themes were extracted from the data, which are family 

functioning, external pressures on family functioning, and personal behaviour. The themes 

that were identified were consistent across parents of children from all age ranges. These 

themes are discussed below. 

Family Functioning. Parent data collected as part of the research process give insight 

into how families function in relation to smartphone use. Many parents described the daily 

struggle between paying attention to their child and paying attention to their phone. When 

asked if they could recall specific incidences in which they missed out on something their 

child said or did as a result of their smartphone use, many parents acknowledged that this 

frequently happened: 

“All the time... I’m constantly half in conversations with her while trying to 

answer emails and often miss things she has said.” – Mother of a ten-year-old 

child. 

“I miss the end of a sentence and I have to ask them to say it again. Sometimes 

they’ll say ‘Mammy, I already told you.’” - Mother of a seven-year-old child. 

“Yes, there have been instances when my daughter has said something to me 

and, at the same time, I receive a notification on my phone.  I tend to check the 

notification and ask my daughter to wait.” – Mother of a nine-year-old child. 

The disruptions smartphones cause can be a source of family conflict. Some parents, 

when asked if their children ever complained about their smartphone use, found this was an 

issue their children had commented on: 

“He says I am 'always' on my phone.” – Mother of an eight-year-old child. 

“My little girl got upset with me one day and walked over and knocked the 

phone from my hand. I realised then that I give my phone too much attention 

when spending time with her.” – Mother of a one-year-old child. 

“They hate if I check my phone while we are watching a movie together or if 

we are out walking.” – Mother of a nine-year-old child. 
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“If I’m reading an article and am not paying him enough attention, my child 

will grab my phone. Then I know it’s time to put the phone away.” – Mother 

of a two-year-old child. 

“If we are engaged in an activity where my interest levels are low, I might 

pick up my phone, much to their annoyance.” – Mother of an 11-year-old 

child. 

Many of the experiences parents describe can be compared to the experiences that 

children themselves have described in Study 1. For instance, one mother reports that her child 

became upset, and took the phone from her hand. In Study 1, one child suggested that the 

character in the story would take the phone away from his parent and turn it off, as a result of 

becoming frustrated with the disruption in their interaction. Parents too recognise the 

negative emotional responses their children can have in relation to their smartphone use, 

referencing their “annoyance” or describing how their children became “upset.” While 

children identified negative emotions across all three story conditions, whether a device was 

present or not, the parent data does suggest that smartphones can often be a disruptive agent, 

and can contribute to family conflict. 

For some parents, their children have commented on their parent’s phone use in 

comparison to their own, highlighting the “unfairness” in the fact that their behaviour is 

restricted while their parent’s behaviour is not:  

“She has occasionally complained that I do not have to follow the same screen 

time restrictions that she does. I can access my phone whenever I want, while 

she only has specific times when she is allowed on a screen. She tends to 

argue that this is not fair.” – Mother of a 12-year-old child. 

“If I check my phone during a movie or family activity, they comment on why 

I can, when they're not allowed to.” – Mother of a ten-year-old child. 

Ultimately, parents identified a number of ways in which parental smartphone use can 

lead to conflict within the family home, and can impact upon the wellbeing of family 

members. 

External Pressures on Family Functioning. Parents also acknowledged in the 

research that external pressures often led to an increase in smartphone usage, which in turn 

has an impact on family functioning. In particular, parents pointed to work as being a source 
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of pressure. Many parents have found themselves working from home during the COVID-19 

pandemic, while their children have also been at home due to school closures. Balancing the 

need to respond to work calls and emails, while caring for children, was something many 

parents identified as difficult: 

“I am aware that I use my phone too much in my child’s company and I do 

this partly because I am preoccupied by work, from which it often feels very 

difficult to escape.” – Father of an 11-year-old child. 

“[My phone use has] increased as I am working from home so therefore I feel 

the need to be permanently ‘on’ and available to work to the detriment of 

being available to the kids.” – Mother of a nine-year-old child. 

“I hate my phone! I hate the way I'm always on call for work or family and 

friends. I feel bad if I don't answer calls or reply immediately. It's a lot of 

pressure to be so contactable whether it be via email, phone, WhatsApp, 

messenger etc.” – Mother of an eight-year-old child. 

“I feel bad that I have to answer messages or emails from work.” – Mother of 

a six-year-old child. 

“I’m often distracted by work calls and emails particularly since COVID-19 I 

feel like I’m always on my phone.” – Mother of a 7-year-old child. 

The struggle many parents feel in balancing work and family life is clearly evident in 

the above extracts. One parent identified feelings of guilt in relation to her phone use, while 

another said she hated her phone. It is clear from these parents’ accounts that they feel under 

pressure from external demands, particularly work obligations, and are unhappy with how 

these encroach upon family life. In this way, the problematic nature of the smartphone is less 

focused on how it distracts parents from their children, but instead focuses on the smartphone 

as being emblematic of the external pressures of work. Parents in this study felt obligated to 

respond to work calls and emails, even while caring for children and many acknowledged this 

pressure was especially pronounced when working from home as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

Personal Behaviour. Many parents described the habitual nature of their smartphone 

use. Because their phones are readily accessible, many parents felt they had to check it 

constantly, or found it hard to avoid checking. Additionally, many parents in this study found 
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it difficult to avoid checking their phones when they know there were notifications or 

messages that needed a response:  

“I have gotten so used to having my phone, I don’t always realise how much it 

gets used. It’s become automatic to go and look at it.” -  Mother of a one-year-

old child. 

“I am pulled towards my phone while my son is watching TV. Generally, I 

don’t use the phone at mealtimes or if I am playing with him... But that takes 

effort.” - Mother of an eight-year-old child. 

“People contact you via messages and people expect an immediate reply. They 

know our phones are on us all the time. It’s very hard to give an excuse as to 

why you've not replied.” - Mother of a six-year-old child. 

“I generally do not use my phone when play or interacting with my children 

but if a message pops up I do find myself checking… I find now that I am 

working from home, checking my phone has become more common.” - 

Mother of a ten-year-old child. 

“I know I check my phone too much out of habit when I would have received 

a notification noise anyway, so I don’t know why I’m checking it.” - Mother 

of a 12-year-old child. 

The above extracts can be related to the quantitative data gathered from the DISRUPT 

scale (McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020). The majority of parents who responded to this 

scale agreed that they were often thinking about their phone, or about messages and 

notifications they might have received, while spending time with their children. Likewise, the 

qualitative data indicates that parents often feel the need to check in with their phones, and to 

respond regularly to messages and emails. 

Parents describe ways in they try to limit their smartphone usage, or attend more to 

their children. Many parents described particular rules or strategies they have implemented in 

the home to this end: 

“We have no technology times, e.g. meal times are phone free, same with 

homework.”  - Mother of an 11-year-old child. 
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“I have told family members to call after 9pm when children are in bed.” - 

Mother of a seven-year-old child. 

“I am trying to leave my phone in another room so we can have uninterrupted 

time together. We are spending more time together especially now with the 

short evenings when he can’t get out to play.” - Mother of an 11-year-old 

child. 

“I try to have my phone on silent so it does not interrupt my day & will only 

check in when my children are in bed.” - Mother of a ten-year-old child. 

This data indicates that many parents are willing to take a proactive approach to 

managing their phone use when they view it as problematic. For instance, parents identify 

particular “phone free” times, such as mealtimes. One parent quoted above suggested that 

spending time with her child was a driving factor in regulating and restricting her phone use. 
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Discussion 

 The current research study aimed to explore child and caregiver perspectives of 

parental smartphone use. While anecdotal evidence from parents suggested that parents felt 

their children often complained about their media and device use, little empirical research to 

date has explored this issue. Furthermore, the feelings of children in relation to this issue 

have not yet been explored in the literature. In the current study, two separate methodologies 

were employed to explore children and parent experiences. Child experiences and 

perspectives of parental smartphone use and disrupted parent-child interactions were explored 

using a short story methodology, with three story conditions. Across all three conditions, 

children identified negative emotions, such as sadness or irritation, in relation to the disrupted 

interactions. Parent data was collected using an online questionnaire, which consisted of a 

demographic questionnaire, the DISRUPT (McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020), and 

qualitative questions on their experiences of using their smartphones in the presence of their 

children. 

Children’s Perspectives of Parental Smartphone Use 

Child Reports. Previous research found that young infants display increased negative 

affect when their parents’ attention is directed towards a mobile device (e.g. Myruski et al., 

2018; Stockdale et al., 2020), and observational research suggests children are more likely to 

engage in disruptive and attention-seeking behaviours when parents are engaged with devices 

(Radesky et al., 2014). The findings from the current study seem to reflect what has been 

reported in these observational studies, with many children identifying negative emotions as a 

result of disrupted parent-child interactions. Within the current study, these negative 

responses were not specific to the device interruption conditions, suggesting that children 

tend to view any disruption to the parent-child interaction as negative. The emotions 

identified by children ranged from disappointment, hurt, and annoyance, to anger. Indeed, 

many of the children themselves also discussed behavioural problems that might arise as a 

result of disrupted parent-child interactions, including shouting and throwing “tantrums”. 

The reasons for these behaviour problems as reported by children appear to be two-

fold. Firstly, children in the current study suggested that the child might engage in behaviour 

problems in order gain parents’ attention and reorient them to the parent-child reaction. This 

is consistent with Radesky et al. (2014), who theorised that obtaining parent attention was a 

core motivator behind many of the behavioural problems they observed. Secondly, children 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sarah_Myruski
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seemed to suggest that the behaviour can be retaliatory. For instance, one child suggested the 

character should eat all his mother’s food as a consequence of being ignored.  

Many children also brought up that interactions with parents often have to be 

negotiated. For instance, children described asking the parent to put away the mobile phone, 

or asking them to engage with an activity with the child. Some children felt that the parent’s 

mobile phone should be taken away from them in order to force the parent to give attention to 

the child. Other children recognised that the parent was busy, and acknowledged that they 

may need to wait to receive parent attention.  

A significant finding of this study is that, across all three story conditions, children 

did not appear to differentiate between interruptions to interactions with their parents as a 

result of smartphone use or as a result of interruptions caused by other sources (i.e. a visitor 

calling to the house). Some disruptions are understandable and unavoidable as a part of daily 

life, and this was acknowledged by several children in their responses (e.g. “it might be 

important”, “he knew he needed to wait”). However, this did not prevent children from 

perceiving the disruptions as negative. The findings bring an awareness to the perceived 

negative impact of disrupted interactions in general, and potentially suggest a need for 

parents and caregivers to be cognisant of all sources of disruption to interactions with their 

children, and how these disruptions are managed to lessen their effect. 

Parent Reports. These negative emotions and negotiations in relation to interactions 

were also evident in the data gathered from parents in Study 2. Parents described how their 

children often noticed and complained about their smartphone use, leading to conflict within 

the family. Parents of young children in particular described situations in which their children 

would knock the phone out of their hands or take it away. Indeed, research suggests that 

children notice when their parents are distracted by mobile devices, and will compete with 

the device for parents’ attention (Oduor et al., 2016; Radesky et al., 2014; Radesky, Kistin et 

al., 2016). Radesky et al. (2014) suggest this is particularly true of younger children, who rely 

on their parents more as sources of entertainment and security. Older children, meanwhile, 

appear more resourceful at entertaining themselves, and therefore appear able to tolerate 

greater amounts of parental smartphone absorption. Research by McDaniel and Radesky 

(2017) suggests that parents also perceive child behaviour as worse on days when they rate 

their own engagement with smartphones as more problematic. However, while parents may 

notice their children’s negative perceptions of their smartphone use, the current study 
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suggests that children potentially perceive any disruption to an interaction with their parent as 

negative.  

Parent Experiences of Smartphone Use 

Three key themes were identified as part of the parent data. Firstly, parents 

acknowledged the conflicting role their smartphone use played in daily family life. A number 

of parents touched on the fact that they felt they were splitting their attention between their 

child and their phone throughout the day. The demand devices place on our time and 

attention has been explored in the literature. Radesky, Kistin et al. (2016), for instance, found 

many parents reported difficulty in switching their attention between the demands presented 

by the mobile device in the form of texts, phone calls, and notifications, and the demands 

presented by everyday family occurrences. The cognitive load caused by the constant 

demands on parents led to many reporting feeling overloaded and exhausted. Parents in this 

study, and in previous research (Blackwell et al., 2016; Radesky, Kistin et al., 2016) have 

reported feeling more satisfied and more attentive to their child’s needs when their phones are 

switched off or are put away during time spent as a family. 

Many parents claimed that they would like to engage less with their smartphone while 

caring for children. However, it was also acknowledged that this is sometimes difficult for a 

variety of reasons, including the demands of work, and the need to remain connected to 

friends and family outside of the home. An aspect of phone use identified by parents in the 

current research was the pressure to be always available, both to their employers and to 

friends and family. The current study suggests that while some parents may have felt the need 

to respond to work calls and emails at home, this pressure has been significantly exacerbated 

by the recent COVID-19 pandemic, as many more parents are working from home while also 

caring for children. Previous research (Rakow & Navarro, 1993) exploring how working 

mothers balanced childcare and their jobs also identified similar concerns. Mothers reported 

struggling to balance both their family lives and work lives, and found phones often increased 

the pressure to manage both lives simultaneously. 

Parents in the current study also identified issues in relation to managing their own 

smartphone use. Parents acknowledged feeling “pulled” to their phone, even when they knew 

they should be attending to their child. This phenomenon of parents feeling drawn to their 

device is a topic which has arisen in numerous studies to date. Many parents have reported 

that they feel an emotional connection to their smartphone, or that their phones can act as a 
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source of stress relief (Johnson & Hertlein, 2019; Radesky, Kistin et al., 2016). The reason 

for this may possibly be attributed to the near all-encompassing role smartphones play in 

daily life, including allowing people to connect with others, access social media, respond to 

emails, participate in work, listen to music, and watch videos, along with numerous other 

functions (Sharaievska & Stodolska, 2017). In the current research study, many parents 

mentioned using their smartphone while watching television with their children. It stands to 

reason that a television programme or movie that is interesting and engaging to a child is not 

similarly interesting to an adult, and therefore the device becomes the true source of 

entertainment for the parent. Many parents have reported using their smartphones as a way of 

escaping the monotony of some day-to-day parenting tasks (Golen & Ventura, 2015; 

Radesky, Kistin et al., 2016; Radesky et al., 2018).  

The integral role smartphones play in daily life means that smartphone use is often 

habitual (Oulasvirta et al., 2012), and can even develop into an addiction in some individuals 

(Carbonell et al., 2013). Many applications and games on mobile phones are designed to be 

absorbing and to prompt users to spend more time on their devices (Eyal, 2014). While 

parents admitted to feeling habitually drawn to their phones, they also acknowledged a 

number of strategies they employed to reduce phone usage, such as leaving the phone in 

another room, or leaving the phone on silent mode so as not to be distracted by notifications. 

Comparisons of Parent and Child Experiences 

It must be acknowledged that the parents and children included in this research study 

are not parent-child dyads. Because of this, their experiences cannot be said to be fully 

aligned with one another. For instance, parents who participated in the tended to be highly 

educated, which has implications for wider factors such as socioeconomic status (Hauser, 

1994) and parenting styles (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Gracia, 2015; Trifan et al., 2014). 

However, no attempt was made to collect data from children whose parents had a high level 

of educational attainment. Despite these issues, there is still value in comparing findings from 

parent and child data. 

Children identified a number of emotional responses in relation to disrupted parental 

interactions, including anger, sadness, and annoyance. Parents too perceived their children 

often reacted negatively to their smartphone use. Many parents in the current study reported 

instances in which their children complained about their phone use, or asked them to put their 

phone way. Likewise, many children in the current mentioned that they thought the main 
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character in the story should ask their parent to put their phone away, or request that the 

parent “focus on the game, and not go on her phone.” Many children advocated telling the 

parent when they felt upset by an interruption to the parent-child interaction. Parents too 

acknowledged difficulties in setting boundaries for themselves and their children. Many 

parents recalled times when their children asked them to put away their phone, or complained 

about their phone use, which caused parents to implement strategies to change their 

behaviour. 

Disrupted Interactions 

 While the focus of the research was on the impact of smartphones on parent-child 

interactions, it must be acknowledged that children perceived all disrupted parent-child 

interactions as negative, whether a smartphone was present or not. More specifically, some of 

the children’s responses seemed to suggest that the children were particularly upset at the 

parent’s lack of availability, as opposed to the fact that the interaction was disrupted. Some of 

the children in the current study commented that the unavailability of the parent in the story 

made the main character feel “useless” or “unwanted”, and suggested that the main character 

felt left out when the parent diverted her attention elsewhere. It therefore is important to 

consider the potential impact of disrupted interactions in general. Indeed, we know from 

research to date exploring the parent-child relationship that parent-child interactions are key 

predictors of healthy child development across a number of domains, including the social and 

cognitive growth of children (Landry et al., 2001; Landry et al., 2006). Children form their 

understanding of social interactions and social relationships through this early bond, which 

has significant implications for future relationships throughout their lives (Bretherton & 

Munholland, 1999). A key aspect of this relationship in the responsiveness and availability of 

parents. Responsive and sensitive parents display good awareness and interpretation of a 

child’s needs, and respond to these needs in an appropriate and timely manner. Responsive 

parenting has been seen as a critical element in determining the security of child attachment 

bonds (Ainsworth et al.,1978; Ainsworth, 1979).  

Disrupted interactions may have consequences beyond children’s emotional and 

social needs. A number of studies have found that inadequate supervision of children is 

associated with higher levels of risk-taking and dangerous behaviours in children (Palsson, 

2014; Petrass et al., 2009). These behaviours may occur in a bid to obtain parent’s attention, 

but may also occur because parents are too distracted to warn their children of the potential 
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danger (Boles & Roberts, 2008). It has been suggested that increased parent distraction as a 

result of mobile phone absorption may be a cause of increased childhood injuries (Hyman et 

al., 2010; Palsson, 2014).  

The Smartphone as a Disruptive Agent. There are a number of daily occurences 

which may cause parent-child interactions to be disrupted, but that is not to downplay the 

particular role smartphones can play in this regard. While children in the current study 

appeared to have a negative perspective of disrupted interactions in general, as opposed to of 

smartphone disruptions in general, some research does suggest that parental smartphone use 

is a common disruptive agent in parent child interactions. In the current study, the majority of 

parents agreed that they often thought about what they could be doing on their phone while 

spending time with their child, and many acknowledging missing out on opportunities to play 

or interact with their child as a result of smartphone use. Previous research also provides 

evidence for this. For instance, research conducted by Vanden Abeele et al. (2020) observed 

53 parent-child dyads in playground and clinic settings. It was found that 23 parents used 

their mobile phone at least once during the observation period, which consisted of between 

12 to 25 10-second intervals. Vanden Abeele et al. (2020) found parents were less likely to 

respond to their children’s interactions when using a mobile device, and those who did 

respond were less likely to do so in a timely, affective manner.  

Smartphone use has clear implications for the parent-relationship. In the current 

study, parents reporting feeling less able to attend to their children as a result of their 

smartphonse use. Indeed, previous research has found that parental smartphone use is 

associated with lower feelings of parental connectedness to children (Kushlev & Dunn, 

2018). Research with adolescents too found that they too percieved their parent’s phone use 

as detrimental to the parent-child. For instance, Stockdale et al. (2018) found that adolescents 

perceived less parental warmth.  

There may be a number of reasons why parental smartphone use leads to perceived 

lower quality parent-child interactions. In the current study, some parents felt their device use 

took up more of their time than they intended or wished. Indeed, time spent on smartphones 

detracts from potential opportunities to spend time with children (e.g., Radesky et al., 2014; 

Radesky et al., 2015). Secondly, the cognitive strain of multitasking caused by dividing 

attention between the smartphone and the child may lead to deficits in correctly interpreting 

and responding to children’s needs (Radesky et al., 2016). Thirdly, as evidenced in the 



SMARTPHONES IN PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS  69 
 

current study, parents are under pressure to respond to demands from employers, friends and 

families. Phone use associated with these demands may cause parents to become stressed, 

which in turn leads to more terse and strained interactions with family members, including 

children. 

Limitations of the Current Research Study 

Within the parent data, a number of limitations emerged during the recruitment 

process. The number of males who responded to the survey was extremely limited, and is 

clearly not reflective of the number of fathers and male caregivers within the general 

population. Likewise, the educational level of parents who responded was quite high, with 

most parents having attended third level education. Research has shown that educational level 

may lead to differences in parenting styles and parenting behaviour (Bradley & Corwyn, 

2002; Gracia, 2015; Trifan et al., 2014). It is therefore important to consider the potential 

impact of these limitations on the parent data collected, and how this may limit the 

generalisability of results. One reason that more mothers than fathers responded to the survey 

may be due to the traditional view of mothers as the primary caretakers for children. The last 

30 years have seen an ongoing social change in the role of fathers in the family, with many 

fathers taking a more active role in coparenting (Pleck & Pleck, 1997; McBride et al., 2002). 

However, more recent research suggests that the burden of childcare still disproportionately 

falls to mothers (Raley et al., 2012), with mothers on average spending more than twice the 

amount of time as fathers engaging in unpaid work in the home, including childcare 

(Yavorsky et al., 2015). 

A key limitation of the study was that the research was conducted during the COVID-

19 outbreak. This pandemic impacted all aspects of the study, from data collection to the 

results obtained. For instance, school closures and the need to reduce social contacts as much 

as possible meant that recruiting participants, particularly children, was uniquely challenging 

in the circumstances. As a result, the number of participants that could be recruited to take 

part in the research was adversely affected.  

Directions for Future Research 

Longitudinal research may also be useful in establishing causal associations between 

parental smartphone use and outcomes for children. There is a myriad of confounding factors 

that may be impacting upon associations between parental smartphone use and child 

outcomes, including socio-economic factors (such as parental education and family income; 
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McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Wartella et al., 2013), depression, and anxiety (Elhai et al., 

2017; Newsham et al., 2020). While some studies attempted to control for confounding 

variables (e.g. McDaniel & Radesky, 2018), there is still the potential that some confounding 

may still exist. Longitudinal studies may give clearer insight into the factors at play when 

examining the impact of technology use on family functioning. A key argument for 

longitudinal research is that it explores not only the factors impacting upon the experiences 

and behaviours of people in the present moment, but also can expose the wider ecological 

systems at play that may impact upon the phenomenon being explored. With regard to the 

current study, it is not currently known how wider family dynamics impact on children and 

parent perspectives and experiences. 

As mentioned, it was not possible to make direct comparisons between parent and 

child experiences in the current study. Future research therefore may consider studying 

parent-child dyads, in order to explore this area further. Parent-child dyads would be 

beneficial in exploring ways in which parent and child perspectives of the same events are 

similar, and in which ways they differ, and may provide insight into other contextual factors 

that influence the parent-child relationship. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

The current study is largely exploratory, and therefore only tentative suggestions can 

be made at this point about the implications of the study on future policy and practice both 

within and beyond the field of educational psychology. However, the current study provides a 

path forward in recognising the potential need for families to establish boundaries, not only 

around children’s screen time, but also parent’s usage of smartphones and mobile devices.  

While parents are often given information on how to control and limit their children’s media 

use, less is understood of limiting their own behaviours. Spending time with children may not 

only be beneficial for children’s health and happiness, but also for parents (Bamishigbin Jr et 

al., 2020). Likewise, mobile device use can also be beneficial for parents and families, acting 

as sources of entertainment, information and stress-relief (Johnson & Hertlein, 2019). It 

therefore may be useful to provide guidelines outlining appropriate use of smartphones, as 

opposed to simply recommending parents and families restrict or reduce their smartphone 

usage. 

Many parents in the current study also acknowledged how external pressures, such as 

work obligations, played a role in their smartphone use while at home. Parents reported 
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feeling torn between attending to their children and responding to work demands, such as 

emails and phone calls. The current study provide evidence that government policies and 

guidelines may be beneficial in reducing the lack of agency some parents feel they have over 

their device use while at home. Indeed, since data was collected for the current study, the 

Irish government has already taken steps to address this. In April 2021, a new amendment to 

section 15 of the Organisation of Working Time Act 1997 came into effect in Ireland, granting 

workers the Right to Disconnect from work. The aims of the amendment are to provide 

workers and employers with clear guidelines when responding to work-related calls and 

emails outside of working hours, and to set an expectation that employees are not obligated to 

engage in work-related practice outside of normal working hours except in the case of 

expressly agreed parameters. Due to the recency of the legislation, it is currently unclear if 

the current code of practice is sufficient to reduce the stress working parents are under in 

managing home and work demands. However, the rationale behind the introduction of such 

policies is supported by the data collected in the current study, which suggests parents may 

require additional legislative supports in managing work demands and the expectations of 

employers. 

 Understanding the impact of parental smartphone use on children more fully may be 

useful in informing parent education and may empower parents to become better and more 

effective caregivers. Ultimately, technology is an integral part of modern living. Therefore, it 

is helpful to learn how to utilise technology in ways that are beneficial and conducive to 

positive relationships. Indeed, parents who effectively manage their device use may be able to 

model these skills for their children (Macy et al., 2014; Oduor et al., 2016; Radesky et al., 

2016), and in turn may support children’s development of key regulatory skills. Research and 

intervention work in this area would be valuable in the creation of guidelines and 

recommendations, to assist parents in developing healthy patterns of device use when 

spending time with family. 

Conclusion 

The current study was the first of its kind to explore primary school-aged children’s 

experiences of parental smartphone use. Children identified negative emotions in relation to 

their parents’ smartphone use but also in relation to disrupted parent-child interactions in 

general. Parents too found that their smartphone use disruptive when spending time with their 

children, and commented on the difficulties in managing their smartphone usage alongside 



SMARTPHONES IN PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS  72 
 

the pressures of daily life. Ultimately, what this study highlights is that parental smartphone 

use cannot be considered in isolation. Instead, it is important to consider all aspects of family 

functioning and the interactions that occur between family members when exploring child 

wellbeing. 
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Critical Review 

Within this chapter, I will reflect upon the research process as a whole, as well as 

specific aspects of the process, including the ontology and epistemology that underpinned the 

research design, the theoretical framework that helped to give psychological meaning to the 

study, as well as the data collection methodology and sampling procedures undertaken as part 

of this research. Furthermore, within this chapter I will outline the ethical considerations that 

were taken into account as part of this research study, while also exploring the potential 

implications of this research on policy and practice within the field of educational psychology 

and also within wider societal contexts. Finally, an impact statement detailing what I feel to 

be the most critical impacts of this research is included. 

Reflections on the Research Process  

As a whole, undertaking this piece of research was something I found to be hugely 

rewarding, and was also a major learning experience. Understanding how families function 

and interact with each other is often a key factor in assessing, formulating, and ultimately 

addressing, a problem issue. Throughout my professional practice as a Trainee Educational 

Psychologist, the importance of the parent-child relationship has become incredibly apparent 

to me. The research process was extremely valuable to me in illustrating the central role this 

relationship plays in child wellbeing, while giving me an opportunity to explore factors that 

may be impacting on this relationship. I feel that while the impact of this research on policy 

and practice, which is discussed elsewhere in this paper, is extremely valuable to consider, I 

have also found that this research has impacted me in relation to my personal practice. For 

instance, throughout my professional placement experiences to date, I have found that I 

increasingly reflect on the parent-child relationship. While I was aware previously of the 

value of “one good adult” within a child’s life, and the potential negative outcomes for 

children when they do not have access to this figure, I was less inclined to consider the 

potential ways in which I could support children and families in strengthening and restoring 

relationships. Throughout this research process, I have begun to see how truly valuable the 

parent-child relationship is, and how important in is that both parties in the relationship are 

consistently available to each other, to establish reciprocity and to develop securely attached 

bonds.   

I also found my skills are a researcher greatly developed throughout this research 

process. Many techniques and processes utilised throughout this research process were 
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unfamiliar to me at the outset. For instance, I had not previously utilised short story 

methodology in previous research processes, and therefore was required to familiarise myself 

with this methodology when designing story stems. Likewise, I had no previous experience 

of thematically analysing data. I found that Braun’s six-phase guide was extremely useful in 

guiding me through this process, and in helping me familiarise myself with the content and 

meaning of the data. I also feel the research process overall helped hone my skills as a critical 

researcher, as I was required to systematically review dozens of research articles, analysing 

the strengths and limitations in their research and thinking critically about how their findings 

fit with my own research question. 

While the research process was enjoyable, it would be remiss of me to say that it was 

without challenges. In particular, it would be impossible to reflect upon the research process 

as a whole without acknowledging the unique circumstances in which this research took 

place. The entirety of data collection took place throughout 2020 and early 2021, in the midst 

of a global pandemic. This meant that this research project was impacted on by an 

unprecedented set of challenges. For instance, school closures and the suspension of other 

children’s camps and groups meant the loss of normal recruitment channels for child 

participants. This therefore had an impact on the scope of the research project, as it was 

extremely difficult to access large numbers of participants in a timely and cost-effective 

manner. The sample size of child participants in the study was reduced from the initial target 

size I had hoped to achieve. The literature regarding what constitutes a sufficient sample size 

in qualitative research can vary widely, with some studies reporting an adequate sample of 

between five and 50 cases (Baker & Edwards, 2012; Guest et al., 2006). However, a 

generally agreed principle is that the data collected should provide sufficient insight into the 

topic of interest so that the research questions can be answered (Morse & Richards, 2002). 

Within the current study, it may have been beneficial to collect more child perspectives; 

however, it was not possible to do within the context of the pandemic and the research 

timeline. However, despite the small sample size I feel the data collected is incredibly rich 

and meaningful.  

Likewise, it was important to consider the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic when 

analysing results. The way in which technology is used in the home has undoubtedly changed 

since the onset of the pandemic. For instance, many parents are now working from home, 

while children have also spent significant time being educated at home. It has therefore 

become extremely difficult for many parents to avoid using their smartphones in the presence 
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of their children, as they may need to respond to work calls and emails. This potentially may 

have caused some parents to report greater amounts of disruptive smartphone use than they 

would have had the study been undertaken pre or post pandemic. Some parents also 

highlighted the benefits of technology in allowing them to physically distance from friends 

and family members, particularly those who are elderly or vulnerable, while still remaining 

socially connected. While this is a clear advantage of family technology use, it is important to 

consider if parents would have chosen to reflect on this aspect of their device use if COVID-

19 restrictions in relation to travel and social contacts were not in place at the time they were 

responding to the questionnaire. It is impossible to discern how the global pandemic and the 

resulting changes to daily life impacted upon the data collected in this study. 

With regard to the findings of this research, I found that my opinions of parental 

smartphone use changed as a result of the current research, and particularly as a result of the 

findings of Study 1, which suggested that children were likely to view any disruptions to 

parent-child interactions as negative, regardless of the cause. Smartphones are a common 

household object that often demand our attention (McDaniel, 2019), and many parents in the 

current study were extremely conscious of the time spent on their phone. However, from a 

child perspective, while children did express dissatisfaction when their time with parents was 

interrupted by a smartphone, this dissatisfaction did not seem to differ in tone or intensity 

when considering other sources of disruption. As a result, my thinking in relation to parent-

child interactions broadened, from simply considering the role of smartphones, to more 

widely considering all sources of disruption. While smartphones may be a common source of 

interruptions, there is more discussion and research needed into how parents manage 

interactions and negotiate interruptions in general 

Ontological and Epistemological Approach 

A key consideration in all psychological research is the ontological and 

epistemological position of the researcher. The ontology and the epistemology are what guide 

the research process, from the theoretical perspective used to provide psychological context, 

to the methodology and methods of data collection. For the current research, which is 

interested in exploring the perceptions of children and caregivers in relation to parental 

smartphone use, a critical realist position (Bhaskar, 1975, 1989), was adopted. Critical 

realists attest that there is an objective reality (Zachariadis et al., 2010). However, our 

understanding of this reality is mediated by a range of socio-cultural factors, which cause us 
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to view reality through a subjective lens. In this way, critical realism asserts it is not possible 

to view reality in actuality, but instead we must simply observe interpretations of that reality 

though subjective self-reported experiences of individuals (Guba, 1990, as cited in Robson, 

2011). In this way, critical realism espouses that there are levels to our understanding and 

perception of reality. These levels are represented metaphorically as an iceberg in Figure 2. 

Figure 2 

A Metaphorical Representation of Critical Realism as an Iceberg. 

 

Note. Image taken from Fletcher (2016). 

Critical realism is a useful paradigm within the context of the current research, as it 

accepts that real social phenomena can be understood or accessed through social science 

methodologies (Danermark et al., 2002). Indeed, critical realism espouses the formation of 

theories “which can be more or less truth like” (Danermark et al., 2002, p. 10) and can further 

our understanding of the social events and activities through their application and analysis. 

(Archer et al., 1998). Within the current study, attachment theory (Ainsworth, 1991; Bowlby, 

1958) is used to further understand the social elements at play when considering parental 

smartphone use and the impact this has on parent-child relationships. 
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Critical realism was considered an appropriate paradigm to adopt in relation to the 

current research project in particular, as it acknowledges that individual experiences are a 

result of social processes (Cromby & Nightingale, 1999) - a major strength of the 

epistemology. When examining the current research topic, a vital element of the study is 

determining how both parent and child beliefs about their interactions impact upon their 

shared experiences or these interactions. This is an important consideration when exploring 

the human experience (Steedman, 2000). 

An alternative approach in this research would be a relativist or social constructionist 

epistemology which is often seen as oppositional to the realist paradigm (Levers, 2013). 

Relativist ontology espouses that reality is a subjective experience, which exists in the 

thoughts and perceptions of individuals (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). In other words, reality is 

in its essence what an individual experiences it to be (Guba & Lincoln, 2005), meaning that 

there are as many realities as there are people. In this way, each person’s perception of reality 

is highly subjective, as no two people can view reality in precisely the same way (Stajduhar 

et al., 2001). However, due to the exploratory nature of the current study, it was deemed more 

appropriate to accept parent and child reports of their experiences as relatively truthful 

accounts, instead of examining how their perceptions might be socially constructed through 

their interactions with others, as in social constructionism (Kelly, 2017) It was determined 

that a critical realist lens was thereby more appropriate for the research question and the 

phenomenon being explored in the current research. 

Research Framework 

Attachment Theory 

The research framework is the theoretical perspective that underpins the research. 

Within the current study, attachment theory (Ainsworth, 1991; Bowlby, 1958) was adopted as 

the theoretical framework. A core principle of attachment theory is that human beings seek 

proximity towards significant others in their lives. These significant others become 

attachment figures, who provide individuals with a sense of safety and security (Sroufe & 

Waters, 1977). However, these attachment bonds can be threatened and made less secure 

when the attachment figure is unavailable or unresponsive (Bowlby, 1982). Therefore, the 

quality of the attachment relationship and the perceived security of the relationship is highly 

contingent on the caregiving provided by the attachment figure (Weinfield et al., 2008). The 
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establishment of attachment bonds and their impact upon interpersonal behaviour are further 

illustrated in Figure 3. 

Attachment theory is a long-established theory underlying much of the research in 

psychological literature exploring the nature of parent-child relationships (e.g. Bradford et al., 

2017; Coleman, 2003; Enlow et al., 2014). Initially, much of the focus of attachment bonds 

focused on early childhood development (e.g. Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bornstein et al., 1985). 

However, later research demonstrates the importance of attachment bonds in later childhood, 

and even in adulthood (e.g. Ainsworth, 1989; Kerns, 2008). Indeed, Bowlby (1987, as cited 

in Ainsworth, 1990) argued that in middle childhood, the behavioural systems underpinning 

attachment begin to shift from a proximity-focused model to an availability-focused model. 

According to Kerns, “compared with an infant, a child is content with longer separations and 

increased distance from the attachment figure, as long as the child knows it is possible to 

make contact with the figure … and to reunite with the figure if needed” (p. 367). Children 

also develop cognitive models of themselves and their attachment figures (Mayseless, 2005, 

Kerns et al., 2005), and begin to develop an understanding of the role and nature of 

attachment bonds. This is salient to the current research study, in which children specifically 

are asked to comment on a parent who is unresponsive and unavailable as a result of 

smartphone use. It is worth noting that some of the studies included in the literature review 

also used attachment theory as a conceptual model for their research (e.g. Golen & Ventura, 

2015; Wolfers et al., 2020). 

Figure 3 

A Simple Model of Attachment Processes 

 

Note. IWM stands for Internal Working Model. Figure taken from Cassidy et al. (2013). 
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Alternative Theoretical Perspectives 

 There are a number of theoretical models that may have also been considered as 

conceptual frameworks for the current research study. The potential benefits of these theories 

as well as their limitations are discussed below. 

Social Learning Theory. Three studies included in the literature review (Hong et al., 

2019; Liu et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2019) noted the role of social learning theory (Bandura, 

1977) in parental smartphone use and child development. According to this theory, children 

learn and are informed by the actions of those around them, generally parents and caregivers. 

Indeed, the role of social learning theory is important to consider when determining how 

parental smartphone use impacts on children. Research has shown that children and 

adolescents whose parents engaged in higher levels of smartphone use were also more likely 

to engage in high level of smartphone use themselves (Hong et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019; Xie 

et al., 2019). This is an issue as elevated smartphone use can often lead to problematic 

patterns of device use and smartphone addiction (Chang et al., 2019; Haug et al., 2015), 

which is associated with a number of adverse outcomes (Bianchi & Phillips, 2005; Bohnert & 

Gracia, 2020; Kim et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2014). However, this theory potentially is more 

useful when determining long-term outcomes of parental smartphone use on children, instead 

on the in-the-moment feelings and perspectives of children and parents. 

The Domestication Model. The domestication model (Haddon, 2011) is a model 

which examines the role of technologies in everyday life, a core area also examined by the 

current research study. Domestication theory emerged from anthropological (Douglas & 

Isherwood, 1980) and consumption (McCracken, 1990) research, with a focus on examining 

the symbolic meaning of material technologies on our lives. According to Haddon (2011) the 

domestication model attempts to consider why people chose to use certain technologies, and 

also attempts to conceptualise “what the technologies and services mean to people, how they 

experience ICTs, and the roles that these technologies can come to play in their lives” (p. 

312). To do this the domestication model advocates a qualitative approach, asking people to 

explain their actions and reasons in relation to technology use through the use of interview 

schedules. However, Haddon (2011) points out that other variables such as wider values and 

aspirations, socioeconomic factors, and interpersonal relationships must also be taken into 

account. This model may have been helpful in the current study in providing a framework for 

determining the role of smartphone use within families. Indeed, the wide-ranging applications 



SMARTPHONES IN PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS  80 
 

of smartphones and the positive and negative impacts this can have on family life are an 

important consideration, and exploring family functioning in greater detail may be beneficial 

in enhancing our understanding of the role of smartphones in everyday life. However, it was 

ultimately determined that the parent-child relationship and the impact of disruptions to this 

relationship was a key focus of the current study, as opposed to simply the place of 

smartphones within the family context.  

The Sociotechnological Model. One of the most comprehensive models relevant to 

the research topic is the sociotechnological model (Lanigan, 2009). The focus of this model is 

to conceptualise the effect of technologies on family life, including how families 

communicate with each other, spend time together, and maintain boundaries. The model 

recognises the complexities of technology within family life, considering both the positive 

and negative roles technology plays in family functioning. However, it was felt the scope of 

this model was potentially too broad for the current research study, which attempted to look 

more specifically at disrupted parent-child interactions. 

Grounded Theory. An alternative approach to establishing a theoretical framework 

for this research was to explore using a Grounded Theory approach (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Grounded Theory potentially would have had many 

merits for this research, due to the fact that this topic area subsumes many of the 

psychological theories discussed above. As the nature of the current research study is largely 

exploratory, a new theoretical model which encapsulates not only the impact of technology, 

but also the specific perspective of the parent-child relationship may have been appropriate. 

However, it was felt throughout the research project that attachment theory was sufficiently 

reflective of the data and themes that emerged during the literature review process, as well as 

throughout analysis of the data that was gathered as part of the current research project. 

Research Design, Data Collection and Sampling 

Research Design 

 In order to explore child and parent perspectives of parental smartphone use, two 

research studies were designed. Study 1 focused on child perspectives, while Study 2 

explored the perspectives and experiences of adults. Both studies were qualitative in nature, 

with some basic descriptive statistical elements provided using the DISRUPT scale in Study 

2 (McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020).  Qualitative research is a common methodological 

approach employed in psychological research (Rennie et al., 2002). According to Rennie et 
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al. (2002), qualitative research is “more subjective than quantitative research; more 

exploratory than confirmatory; more descriptive than explanatory; more interpretive than 

positivist” (p. 179). Due to the lack of empirical evidence currently in relation to children’s 

perceptions of parental smartphone use, as well as limited accounts of caregiver experiences, 

the nature of the current study was deemed to be exploratory, which supports the rationale 

behind adopting a qualitative approach (Bryman, 2012). Some critiques of qualitative 

research have been noted. For instance, some researchers point to limited generalisability or 

transferability of findings as a criticism of the approach (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). This is due 

to the fact that it is not possible to determine from qualitative data if the phenomena found 

are statistically significant. However, other researchers argue that statistical significance is 

not a true measure generalisability, and that generalisation is instead "an act of reasoning that 

involves drawing broad conclusions from particular instances – that is, making an inference 

about the unobserved based on the observed” (Polit & Beck, 2010; p. 1451). Payne and 

Williams (2005) claim that to “generalize is to claim that what is the case in one place or 

time, will be so elsewhere or in another time” (p. 296). Within the current study, there is 

nothing to suggest that the data collected would not be representative of the perspectives and 

experiences of many children and their parents in the Irish context. A further criticism of 

qualitative research is that it is often seen as time-consuming and labour intensive, due to the 

fact there is often a need to transcribe data, listen to long audio tracks, and review findings 

multiple times to explore new topics or ideas as they emerge (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

However, the use of online questionnaires limited the burden on the researcher to transcribe 

data, and did not prove to be a significant drawback in the current study. 

 It is worth noting the design of the current study was significantly impacted by the 

ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting restrictions. Initially, it was envisaged that 

data would be collected in Study 1 between March to June, 2020, with data for Study 2 

collected between September to December 2020. This would have potentially allowed for the 

questions in Study 2 to be amended based on the results of Study 1, to be more reflective of 

children’s responses and to probe parents’ views in relation to these responses. However, this 

was not possible within the current study, as schools and clubs where child participants might 

be accessed were closed from March to September 2020, meaning data collected was delayed 

until October 2020.  

Methodology 



SMARTPHONES IN PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS  82 
 

 Story Completion Methodology. A story completion methodology (Kitzinger & 

Powell, 1995) was chosen to elicit children’s responses. This methodology was not utilised in 

any of the studies identified in the literature review, suggesting it is quite novel for studies on 

this topic. Story completion has been described as a projective technique, in which 

respondents are asked to respond to somewhat ambiguous stimulus information, in order to 

produce a response that is reflective of their real values and attitudes. However, while story 

completion may have initially been developed as a projective methodology (see Rabin & 

Zlotogorski, 1981), its uses have expanded beyond this and story completion is now viewed 

as a legitimate and useful qualitative methodology (Clarke et al., 2019). Braun and Clarke 

(2013) suggest that story completion is particularly suited to studies examining understanding 

and perceptions, as in the current study. Indeed, a key use of story completion, as posited by 

Hannah Frith in Braun et al. (2019)’s discussion of the methodology as a data collection tool, 

is that “it allows people to say things they wouldn’t say face to face, and they wouldn’t say 

about themselves” (p. 3). One of the major benefits of story completion is it imbues 

participants with a sense of freedom. As participants are not in theory writing about 

themselves or about any real person, it enables them to discuss whatever they like, without 

fear of real-life pushback or consequences. This indirect manner of gathering data is often 

useful in reducing the impact of social desirability bias on participant responses (Fisher, 

1993). Indeed, Kitzinger and Powell (1993) summarise the core concept behind projective 

methodologies such as story completion, saying “people ascribe their own motivations, 

feelings and behaviours to other persons in the stimulus material, externalising their own 

anxieties, concerns and actions through fantasy responses” (p. 348). 

How a story stem is designed is vital to the success of story completion as a data 

collection tool, and was an important consideration in the current research. Braun and Clarke 

(2013) provide a six-step guide for writing story stems. Firstly, it is important to determine 

how much information participants are presented with in the story stem. Story stems in 

literature can vary hugely in their length from as little as a sentence or two (e.g. Tischner, 

2019; Whitty, 2005) to a long paragraph (e.g. Beres et al., 2019; Livingston & Testa, 2000; 

Moore et al., 1997). Ultimately, the length of the story stem and the information provided 

must be sufficient so that the story has meaning for the participants. In the current study, the 

age of the participants meant that a longer story stem might be required to provide them with 

enough information to ensure they answered in a way that was meaningful to the research 

question. The second step in Braun and Clarke’s (2013) guide is to ensure the scenario and 
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the characters within the scenario are relatable to the target participant group. In the current 

situation, this meant providing children with a scenario that was familiar to them, or that they 

could easily envisage (i.e. playing a game with a parent). The third step involves ensuring the 

scenario is broad enough so that a range of potential participant responses can be collected, to 

allow for a richer data set. The fourth step involves ensuring that the story stem is sufficiently 

ambiguous, to allow participants to respond and make assumptions across a range of different 

elements of the story. The fifth step of designing a story stem involves considering how much 

direction to give participants in writing their stories. If it is important that participants 

respond in a particular way, then participants may need to be directed to include certain 

information in their story. For instance, the current research focused on the in-the-moment 

response of the child to the disrupted interaction. Therefore, children responding to the story 

stem were specifically asked to write what happens next in the story. The final step of Braun 

and Clarke’s (2013) guide is to consider how important it is for participants to empathise with 

the character or characters in the story. If it is important that participants should consider a 

particular character’s point of view over another character, then the story stem should make it 

clear which character should be the focus of participants’ attention. For instance, in the 

current study, children were guided to consider the perspective of “Sam”, the child in the 

story, by explicitly asking them to consider how Sam feels. 

Story completion methodology was a particularly useful method of data collection 

within the current study for a number of reasons. Firstly, in their guide, Braun and Clarke 

(2013) identify the flexibility and adaptability of the methodology when designing story 

stems for populations of various ages and ability as a major strength. Story completion was 

particularly useful in the current study in enabling children to engage and respond 

meaningfully to the topic of interest, using language and situations that were familiar and 

relatable to them. Another key strength of the methodology as it was used in the current study 

is that it captured the voice of the child in the research. Many studies of child experiences 

rely on parental reports. The current study gave children an opportunity to write about their 

own thoughts and viewpoints, without these being filtered through an adult lens. 

It is worth noting that the story stems designed for the current study (see Appendix G) 

focused on a disrupted parent-child interaction. Children were therefore asked to respond to 

the disruption, as opposed to responding to the lack of parent availability as a result of the 

disruption. Further research in this area may use story stems designed to focus more 

specifically on parent availability, particularly in light of the results of Study 1. Within this 
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study however, although not specifically asked, many of the children’s responses did reflect 

that they noticed and had negative perceptions of the parent’s lack of responsivity. For 

instance, one child commented “I think Sam feels unwanted and sad… because she was just 

not really listening,” while another wrote “I think Sam feels left out.” Revision of the story 

stems utilised in the current research might be useful in exploring this phenomena further, 

and gaining additional insight into children’s perceptions of parent availability and 

responsiveness. 

Online Parent Questionnaire. Parent responses were collected using a questionnaire. 

This questionnaire consisted of a quantitative measure of parental distraction as a result of 

device use, the Distraction in Social Relations and Use of Parent Technology (DISRUPT; 

McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020), as well as open-ended questions which offered parents the 

opportunity to describe their experiences of device use when caring for children qualitatively. 

The advantages and disadvantages of these measures and how they were applied in the 

current study are discussed below. 

Distraction in Social Relations and Use of Parent Technology. The DISRUPT 

(McDaniel, 2016; McDaniel, 2020) is a self-report measure consisting of four items, with 

caregivers asked to report on their problematic mobile phone use when caring for children. 

Participants are asked to rate their responses to each item using a six-point Likert scale, 

where one indicates strongly disagree and six indicates strongly agree. The responses across 

all four items are then averaged to give an overall score, with a higher score being indicative 

of increased problematic smartphone use by parents and caregivers. McDaniel (2020) found 

that the measure showed very good reliability when tested across two studies (see Table 8). 

The Cronbach’s alpha for the current study also indicates a high level of internal reliability (α 

= .89). 

Table 8 

Reliability of the DISRUPT (McDaniel, 2020) 

 Study 1 Study 2 

Mothers (Cronbach’s 

alpha) 

.88 .91 

Fathers (Cronbach’s alpha) .90 .83 
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The use of the DISRUPT in the current study was extremely valuable in quantifying 

parent perspectives of their smartphone use. The data obtained from the DISRUPT was useful 

in contextualising the qualitative parent responses, and giving insight into the number of 

parents who agreed that their smartphone use was problematic, as opposed to merely focusing 

on descriptions of problematic events. 

Qualitative Survey. There are a number of key strengths of qualitative surveys, which 

were useful within the context of the current research. Firstly, qualitative surveys allow 

respondents to answer questions using their own language and terminology (Braun et al., 

2020), a key strength of qualitative research (Polkinghorne, 2005). The current study 

gathered the perspectives of parents of their own smartphone use within their own homes. 

Being able to describe their experiences using their own words and in a way that was 

meaningful to them was vital in assessing the true impact of smartphone use on parents and 

families, and was a strength of the current study. Qualitative surveys are also quick and 

inexpensive to administer (Braun & Clarke, 2013) and the online nature of the survey 

eliminated the need for face-to-face contact with participants, a key concern at the time of 

data collection, when the COVID-19 pandemic reduced opportunities for face-to-face 

contact. 

However, while qualitative surveys are useful data collection tools, they also have 

their limitations. For instance, surveys are inflexible. All participants are asked all questions 

in the same manner, and there is no scope within surveys to probe particular responses further 

or request more detail as in interactive data collection methods such as interviews (Frith & 

Gleeson, 2008).  Within the current study, it may have been useful to probe parent 

experiences in greater detail. For instance, while some parents reported that their smartphone 

use interrupted an interaction with their child, some information around the context of these 

interactions (e.g. what the interaction was about, how long the interaction was disrupted) was 

not always given. An alternative methodology, such as an interview, may provide the 

researcher with greater opportunities to probe participant responses and gather more 

contextual information. The advantages and disadvantages of particular types of data 

collection methods are further illustrated in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4 

The Pros and Cons of Different Qualitative Survey Methods 

 

Note. Image taken from Braun and Clarke (2013). 

Sampling 

 The purposive sampling approach utilised in the current research is considered useful 

within qualitative research, as it particularly enables the researcher to access individuals who 

are knowledgeable about or have experience of the topic of interest (Cresswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011). This sampling approach therefore maximises the efficiency of the data 

collection process, by purposively recruiting participants who are likely to provide 

meaningful responses to the research question (Morse & Niehaus, 2009). Within the current 

study, there are a number of reasons why a purposive sampling approach was selected. 
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Firstly, the current research was looking specifically at the perceptions and experiences of 

two distinct populations – primary school children in third, fourth and fifth class, and parents 

with a child under the age of 12. Purposive sampling enabled the researcher to access 

participants who would be able to report on experiences relevant and meaningful to the 

research question. Purposive sampling can also be useful in ensuring participants are 

recruitment and data is collected within a set timeframe. This was extremely useful in the 

current research study, as there was limited time available for data collection and ensuring 

participants were recruited within a time sensitive manner was critical. 

Data Analysis 

 Qualitative data was analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A key 

determination when selecting a thematic analytic approach for the current study was to 

consider the ontological and epistemological position of the research, and the methodology 

employed in the research process. The current research is framed within a critical realist 

paradigm which is not said to be associated with any particular method of data collection and 

analysis (Fletcher, 2016). A key strength of thematic analysis is its flexibility (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). As already mentioned, thematic analysis is an extremely adaptable approach, 

that can be used with a various epistemological positions and methodologies. Additionally, 

theoretical perspectives can be applied to thematic analysis flexibly (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 

Clarke & Braun, 2013; Willig, 2013), due to the inductive or deductive approaches to 

analysing data. Deductive approaches are “top-down” and theory-driven. In this way, the 

researcher brings with them a pre-formed series of concepts which they then attempt to map 

on to the data collected in the research process. Inductive research, meanwhile, uses a 

“bottom-up”, data driven approach, in which a social phenomenon is observed, data is 

collected in relation to that phenomenon, and a theoretical approach is used to understand 

findings within a social context. The current study applied the theory of attachment 

(Ainsworth, 1991; Bowlby, 1958) to frame the data collected within a psychological context 

and to make sense of the findings. Thematic analysis was useful in supporting this 

theoretical-led understanding of the data, as it enabled the researcher to identify themes 

within this attachment-informed lens. 

 A potential criticism of thematic analysis is the fact that thematic analysis does not, 

by design, require intercoder reliability when searching for codes and themes. While 

interrater reliability checks are sometimes performed, particularly in deductive coding 
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processes, the interpretation of a single researcher is generally considered sufficient when 

determining themes. Terry et al. (2017) argue, however, that this is not a true weakness of 

thematic analysis. Instead, theme development is explicitly acknowledged in the analytic 

process as a subjective process that is open to the interpretation of the researcher. Interrater 

reliability with regard to thematic analysis only serves to show that two researchers have been 

trained to code data in the same way (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Instead, the quality of the 

themes developed is determined by level of consideration the researcher gives to the 

development of potential themes, and to the revision of these themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 An alternative method of data analysis that was considered during the research 

process was content analysis (Neuendorf, 2002). Like thematic analysis, content analysis 

involves coding discrete pieces of data. However, content analysis generally uses these codes 

to then explore how often certain ideas occur within a piece of text or transcript, and does not 

lead to the formation of themes. As a vital aspect of the current research project was to 

explore patterns of information identified across themes, in order to gain insight into social 

phenomena in relation to smartphone use. Thematic analysis was therefore a more 

appropriate method of data analysis within the current study. 

Ethical Considerations 

 All psychological researchers have an obligation to ensure that the practices employed 

during research are ethical, and that the rights, dignity, and safety of participants are 

protected. In Ireland, the Psychological Society of Ireland (PSI; 2019) has produced a Code 

of Professional Ethics by which all psychological researchers in the state are expected to 

abide. This current study was also approved by the Mary Immaculate Research Ethics 

Committee (MIREC), to ensure potential ethical issues were identified and addressed in the 

design of the research study (see Appendix H). 

 Ethical considerations are particularly important when working with vulnerable 

populations, which include children and young people. Within the current study, care was 

taken to consider the perspectives of parents and to minimise the potential for distress among 

families. It was acknowledged that some parents may feel uncomfortable with their children 

commenting directly on their own smartphone use. However, the methodology employed was 

useful in assuaging these concerns, as it was made clear to parents through the information 

sheet that children would only be asked to comment on a hypothetical scenario, and would 

not be asked to disclose any information about their own parents’ smartphone use. 
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Additionally, a child-friendly information sheet was also sent to parents, so that children were 

also fully informed of the research process. Children were then asked to assent to 

participating in the research, and were made aware that they could decline to participate 

without consequences. A further ethical strength of the research was to ensure all data 

collected was anonymised, and that no information that could identify parents, children, or 

schools was reported as part of the research process.  

In recent years, there has been a move away from viewing children as merely objects 

of interest, to actively including their voice in the research process (Harcourt & Einarsdóttir, 

2011; Mayall, 2000). This involves a move away from parent report measures of child 

wellbeing to methodologies which capture the child’s own voice (Nilsson et al., 2015). The 

current research study attempted to uphold a child-centred approach by utilising a 

methodology that was likely to be engaging and appealing to children, and that offered them 

an opportunity to give their perspectives on a social issue which impacts them. Throughout 

the research process, children were not asked directly to report their experiences of their 

parents’ smartphone use. Instead, they responded to hypothetical scenarios created by the 

researcher, thereby transposing their own views and experiences onto a fictional character, 

and reducing the potential for them to become upset when completing the story. This child-

centred approach can be seen as an ethical strength of the research, allowing children to give 

their own perspectives in a way that was unlikely to cause them distress or discomfort. 

When applying to MIREC for ethical approval, every effort was made to consider 

possible ethical dilemmas that might arise during the research process and to put safeguards 

in place to ensure the wellbeing of participants in the research project was adequately 

protected. However, despite these precautions, an unforeseen ethical dilemma arose due to 

the coronavirus pandemic. As a result of this pandemic, I was forced to consider my own 

physical presence in classrooms and schools as a potential health and safety concern. There 

were also restrictions on travel for nonessential purposes, with the public asked to restrict 

their movements significantly for long periods. As a result, it was not possible for me to be in 

classrooms during the data collection process, and instead teachers were provided with 

detailed instructions and were asked to collect data in my stead. This was seen as a necessary 

precautionary step to reduce the potential of physical harm and illness to the researcher and to 

the participants.  
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Policy, Practice and Future Directions 

 As mentioned in the discussion of the Empirical Paper, this research is exploratory in 

nature. Therefore, further research may be required before significant policy and practice 

initiatives can be undertaken. However, the current study does provide a direction for these 

future studies, and for the development of policy in relation to this issue. The current study 

does also have implications for practicing educational psychologists. Potential implications of 

this research are discussed below. 

Implications for Policy 

 Child screen time and sedentary screen-based behaviours are associated with a 

number of adverse outcomes (Allen & Vella, 2015). Numerous bodies, therefore, both in 

Ireland and internationally, have introduced guidelines to parents on managing or limiting 

their child’s screen time. The World Health Organisation (WHO; 2019), for instance, issued 

guidance on the recommended amounts of physical activity and sedentary behaviours 

children under five years of age should engage in. As part of these guidelines, the WHO 

recommend that infants aged one year or younger should not engage in any screen time, 

while screen time for children aged two years and older should be limited to a maximum of 

one hour per day. Likewise, in Ireland, the Health Service Executive (HSE; 2018) offer 

advice on their website, recommending parents limit their children’s screen time and put 

appropriate boundaries in place. However, while these organisations have published advice in 

relation to children’s screen time and device use, information for parents on managing their 

own device use is currently extremely limited. No advice is given to parents in relation to 

managing their own device use behaviour. The current study suggests that there is a need for 

more guidance in this area to ensure parents are given adequate direction and support in 

managing all aspects of technology use in the home. Specifically, parents may need more 

guidance in managing boundaries around their own device use, ensuring there are times 

throughout the day where they are consistently and reliably available to their children. 

 This current study also highlights a potential need for more government led policies 

and initiatives to support family functioning in general. The parent-child relationship is 

critical in child development, and in ensuring positive outcomes throughout childhood and 

beyond. Despite this, economic, educational, and diverging leisure interests may cause 

parents and children to spend significant time apart. The Government of Ireland has 

recognised the valuable role parents play in supporting children’s development, particularly 
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in early childhood, by introducing the First 5 strategy in 2019. This is a 10 year, across-

government strategy aimed at promoting child wellbeing and development in the early years. 

The strategy aims to do this by providing information and guidance to parents to “promote 

healthy behaviours, facilitate positive play-based early learning and create the conditions to 

form and maintain strong parent-child relationships” (p. 10). The results generated from the 

current study, may be useful in informing such government guidelines and recommendations 

in future. Future government initiatives may focus more specifically developing guidelines 

for families to encourage them to spend more time together, and to help parents acknowledge 

the special role they play in their child’s development.  

 As previously discussed, the Right to Disconnect policy, which was recently 

introduced, affords parents legal protections to disconnect from work and to ensure parents 

do not feel obligated to respond to work calls and emails outside of set working hours. The 

pressures of balancing work and home was a key concern identified by parents in the current 

study. The value and usefulness of such legislation for parents is strengthened by the findings 

of the current research, which suggests parents do need support in disconnecting from work 

when at home.  

Implications for Practice 

 The results of this study also have implications for the applied practice of educational 

psychologists. Within educational psychology, and indeed the field of psychology in general, 

there has been a move away from “pathologizing” social, emotional, and behavioural 

difficulties in children. The traditional approach when considering these issues was to rely on 

the medical models of disability and mental health. These models are often rooted in a 

biological understanding of problem issues and disorders, suggesting they may have a 

physical cause. However, current thinking in educational psychology moves beyond these 

“within-child” factors to consider the wider ecological systems that may be contributing to 

the problem issue, in line with Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological systems theory. The 

family system, in particular, has been long understood to be one of the most impactful 

systems with regard to child development (Silber, 1989), and therefore it is important that this 

system is taken into consideration when assessing a problem issue and devising a 

formulation. The current study examines disruptions to the parent-child relationship in 

particular, a central relationship within this system. 
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This research highlights the potential need for educational psychologists, when 

working with families, to consider the parent-child relationship and the barriers to developing 

securely attached, reciprocal relationships. Educational psychologists have a role to play in 

providing non-judgemental support, and in helping to strengthen and restore parent-child 

bonds. These bonds may have come under threat from influences that are external to the 

family system, such as the demands of work, but also can involve internal behaviours that can 

be detrimental. Device use, in particular, may act as a barrier to parent-child interactions, and 

educational psychologists have a role to play in educating parents and families, and in 

supporting them to develop new, healthier habits as a family. Parent training and workshops 

are a key element of the work of educational and child psychologists in Ireland, as they 

provide opportunities for psychologists to disseminate their own psychological theory and 

knowledge to others in order to support them and to effect change (e.g. McGilloway et al., 

2012). Providing parents with knowledge about how to manage their smartphone use 

effectively and reduce harmful impacts on family functioning may be a useful application of 

the findings of the current study within psychological practice. Additionally, this research 

suggests a need to support parents in managing all disruptions to interactions with their 

children, and to limit unnecessary or extraneous interruptions as much as is possible within 

the day-to-day functioning of family life. Although disruptions to parent-child interactions 

are inevitable and are often understandable, they may still cause children to be negatively 

impacted. The educational psychologist may therefore play a role in supporting parents in 

learning how to manage these disruptions, and to minimise any potential negative impact as 

much as is possible. 

Future Directions 

To the author’s knowledge, this research study is the first in both Irish and 

international literature to explore child perceptions of parental smartphone use, and is the first 

study to explore parental smartphone use in the Irish context. As a result, there are numerous 

avenues for future research, building on the findings of this current study. 

It is also worth noting that this research utilised an exciting and engaging 

methodology to elicit child perspectives. Story completion tasks present an interesting 

method to psychological researchers when exploring child experiences. Within the current 

study, a comparative model was used to explore children’s reactions to a series of different 

events. Future research may consider expanding this model to include a larger sample of 
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participants, but also to include a larger number of story stem scenarios for children to 

respond to. For instance, the current study focused on the interaction between a mother and 

her child across three disrupted interaction conditions. Future research, however, may utilise 

story stems to compare and contrast child reactions to maternal versus paternal smartphone 

use, or even parental smartphone use versus the smartphone usage of grandparents, siblings, 

or other individuals in a child’s life.  

The present study, as with other research exploring parental smartphone use, suggests 

that smartphones may cause disruptions to parent-child interactions. It is theorised that this in 

turn impacts upon relationship quality, parent responsiveness, and children’s perceptions of 

parental warmth (e.g. Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; Stockdale et al., 2018), which are often 

associated with secure attachment (Ainsworth, 1973). However, as McDaniel (2019) alludes, 

current studies do not prove causality between disrupted interactions due to parental 

smartphone use and lower levels of secure attachment. Longitudinal research therefore may 

be beneficial in exploring this further. 

Conclusions 

This critical review of the research process has given me an opportunity to reflect 

upon my experiences of this research project as a whole. The process is characterised by a 

series of choices and informed decisions that I was required to make as a researcher. The 

ontological and epistemological paradigms adopted at the outset were useful in selecting an 

appropriate methodology and in guiding the research process. While this research was not 

without its challenges, it was ultimately a rewarding and valuable piece of work to undertake. 
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Impact Statement 

 The current study aimed to explore child and parent perspectives and experiences of 

parental smartphone use. Despite the wealth of research exploring child screen time, and the 

negative impacts of overexposure to device use on all age groups, little research to date has 

looked specifically at parental smartphone use. Considering the prominent role these devices 

play in daily life, further investigation of this issue in the current research study was 

warranted. The current study adds to the existing empirical literature on parental smartphone 

use, while also contributing new information in two key areas. Specifically, this research is, 

at this current time, the only study which specifically aims to capture the voice of the primary 

school-aged child.  

Additionally, this research contributes substantially to the understanding of parental 

smartphone use within an Irish context. This is an important area of research, as a wealth of 

research shows how important the parent-child relationship and parent responsivity is to child 

development (e.g. Shrofe, 2005). Parental smartphone use among Irish adults is increasing 

(Gibney & McCarthy, 2020), and this has implications for parent-child interactions. As in 

international literature (e.g. Johnson & Hertlein, 2019; Kushlev & Dunn, 2019; Radesky, 

Kistin et al., 2016), parents in Ireland feel their smartphone use has implications for family 

functioning. Irish parents report smartphone use often leads to disrupted child interactions, 

while children report negative emotions in relation to parent smartphone use. 

The research also impacts on the applied work of educational and child psychologists. 

Considering the parent-child relationship and the impact of disruptions of this relationship is 

important when supporting children and their families. For educational psychologists, there is 

a significant role to play in educating parents and supporting them to develop responsive, 

sensitive parenting practices. Additionally, this research highlights the potential need for 

government initiatives to educate parents and to support them in developing high quality 

interactions with their children. 

It is acknowledged that this research is largely exploratory in nature.  It is therefore 

hoped that a further impact of this research would be to encourage further exploration of this 

topic in future empirical studies. 
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Appendix B: Summary of Included Studies 

Study Research Objective(s) Country Sample Design Outcomes 

Atlı et al. 

(2019) 

To investigate the 

relationship between adaptive 

behaviours of 18- to 24-

month-old infants and their 

parents’ use of technology. 

Turkey 58 married 

couples (i.e. 116 

individuals) 

with 18- to 24-

month-old 

infants 

Quantitative research 

utilising a survey design 

to explore the 

associations between 

parents’ technology use 

and their infants’ 

adaptive behaviours 

Parents’ use of technology had 

an impact on adaptive 

behaviours of 18- to 24-month-

old infants, across domains of 

concept, self-management, 

leisure, and communication. 

Golen & 

Ventura 

(2015b) 

To explore the extent to 

which mothers engage in 

distracting activities during 

infant feeding. 

USA 41 mothers 

between 18 and 

41 years of age, 

with 0- to 6-

month-old 

infants 

Mixed methods, 

involving diary report 

and Infant Behaviour 

Questionnaire – Revised 

(Peterson et al. 2017) 

Mothers reported engaging in 

other activities during 52% of 

feedings; engaged in 

smartphone use 2% of the time. 

 

Hong et al. 

(2019) 

To examine the associations 

among parents’ phubbing, the 

parent–child relationship, 

children’s self-esteem, and 

problematic mobile phone 

use by adolescents 

China 2,311 secondary 

school students 

(51.4% girls, 

48.6% boys) 

aged between 11 

and 17 years of 

Quantitative data 

collected through a 

survey design 

Parents’ phubbing was directly 

associated with adolescents’ 

problematic mobile phone use, 

and indirectly associated with 

problematic mobile phone use 

through the mediating roles of 
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age the parent–child relationship 

and children’s self-esteem. 

Johnson & 

Hertlein 

(2019) 

To gain insight into attitudes, 

feelings, beliefs, experiences, 

and reactions of participants 

to further the understanding 

of what effects parental 

smartphone use may be 

having on today’s children. 

USA Twelve parents 

(n = 12) aged 

between 

26 and 54 years 

of age, with at 

least one child 

under the age of 

18, with the 

majority being 

female (n = 10).  

Phenomenological 

qualitative design 

employing individual 

semi-structured 

interviews. 

Five themes emerged: (1) 

Disengagement, (2) Concern  

for Future, (3) Change in Social 

Norms, (4) Boundaries, and (5) 

Cognitive Dissonance 

Kushlev & 

Dunn (2019) 

To examine whether 

smartphones 

made parents feel distracted, 

thereby undermining key 

benefits parents reap when 

spending time with their 

children. I 

Canada Study 1: N = 

200 parents 

Study 2: N = 

114 parents 

Study 1: Quantitative, 

non-randomised 

Study 2: Quantitative 

descriptive 

Frequent phone use led parents 

to feel more distracted, which 

in turn impaired feelings of 

social connection and the 

meaning that parents derived 

when spending time with their 

children, and smartphones can 

distract parents from reaping a 

sense of social connection when 
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spending time with their 

children.  

Liu et al. 

(2019) 

To examine (a) the effects of 

parental phubbing on 

teenagers' mobile phone 

dependency and (b) the 

mediating roles of subjective 

norm and dependent intention 

of underlying this 

relationship. 

China 605 middle 

school students 

(females = 294, 

males = 274, 37 

did not report 

gender), with a 

mean age of 

15.09 years. 

Quantitative survey 

design, exploring 

associations between 

parental phubbing 

behaviours, subjective 

norm, dependency 

intention, and mobile 

phone dependency 

behaviour. 

Parental phubbing reinforced 

teenagers' mobile phone 

dependency intention, which in 

turn increased the likelihood of 

mobile phone dependency, and 

enhanced the tendency of 

parental mobile phone 

dependence norm perceived by 

teenagers, and thus reinforced 

their mobile phone dependency 

intention, ultimately increasing 

mobile phone dependency. 

Mangan et al.  

(2018) 

To understand parents/carers’ 

use of mobile devices and 

their associated beliefs about 

mobile device use whilst 

caring for children aged five 

and younger in playground. 

Australia Parents/carers 

were included if 

they appeared to 

be aged up to 

40, attending the 

playground by 

themselves (not 

Both quantitative and 

qualitative data were 

collected using 

observations (n = 50) and 

interviews (n = 25). 

Of the 50 observed 

parents/carers, 76% (n = 38) 

used their mobile device within 

the observation period. The 25 

interviewed parents/carers 

beliefs on mobile device use 

were centred on three themes: 
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with friends or 

partner), and 

with at least one 

child that 

appeared to be 

aged five or 

younger and 

independently 

mobile. 

diversity of mobile device use, 

child relationships and mobile 

device use and the physical 

environment and mobile device 

use. 

McDaniel & 

Radesky 

(2018) 

To investigate whether 

parental problematic 

technology use is associated 

with technology-based 

interruptions in parent–child 

interactions, termed 

technoference, and whether 

technoference is associated 

with child behaviour 

problems. 

USA 333 parents (168 

mothers and 165 

fathers from 170 

families), with a 

child aged 

between 1 and 5 

years (child 

mean age = 3.04 

years). 

Quantitative survey 

design 

Maternal and 

paternal problematic digital 

technology use predicted 

greater technoference in 

mother–child and father–child 

interactions; then, maternal 

technoference predicted both 

mothers’ and fathers’ reports of 

child externalizing and 

internalizing behaviors. 

Modecki et 

al. (2020) 

To analyse the effects of 

parents’ smartphone use on 

Australia 659 parents 

(52% female) 

Quantitative survey 

design. 

Direct associations between 

smartphone use and parenting 



SMARTPHONES IN PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS  139 
 

the parent–child relationship. where their 

children were 

living at home 

and the  

youngest child 

was aged 18 or 

under. 

were relatively weak and 

mixed. Instead, the relation 

between use and parenting 

depended on level of 

technological interference. This 

pattern was particularly robust 

for family displacement. At low 

levels of displacing time with 

family using technology, more 

smartphone use was associated 

with better (not worse) 

parenting. 

Myruski et 

al. (2018) 

To establish the impact of 

maternal mobile device use 

on child socioemotional 

behaviour and to examine 

whether or not maternal 

device use habits predict 

individual differences in 

infant behaviour during the 

Still Face Paradigm. 

USA Fifty infants (25 

female) ages 

7.20 to 23.60 

months (M = 

15.40, SD = 

4.74), and their 

mothers. 

 participated in a 

modified SFP 

Quantitative non-

randomised, Still Face 

Paradigm task. 

Infants showed the most social 

bids during still face phases and 

more room exploration in still 

face than reunion phases. More 

frequent reported mobile device 

use was associated with less 

room exploration and positive 

affect during still face, and less 

recovery (i.e., engagement with 
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with their 

mothers. 

mother, room exploration 

positive affect) during the 

reunion phase. 

Newsham et 

al. (2020) 

To extend previous 

technoference research to 

more directly examine the 

interplay between maternal 

depression, problematic 

phone use, and technoference 

in parenting within a sample 

of mothers with young 

children. 

USA 223 mothers 

with an average 

age of 31.5 

years, with 

children aged 1 

to 5 years. 

Quantitative survey 

design. 

Most mothers (76.7%–100%) 

reported that they engaged in 

the measured parenting 

activities with their children, 

and many (41.9%–71.8%) 

reported that technology 

interfered with those 

activities. Maternal depression 

was positively related  

to technology interference in 

playtime and in doing chores 

with the child.  

Poulain et al. 

(2019) 

To investigate the 

associations of media use of 

children, media use of 

mothers, and parent-child 

interactions with behavioural 

strengths and difficulties in 

Germany 553 children 

(55% boys) 

aged between 2 

and 9 years (M 

= 6.21 years, SD 

= 2.31). The 

Quantitative research 

involving behavioural 

coding of the media use 

of mothers, media use of 

children, and parent–

child interactions, and 

High screen time of mothers 

was associated with emotional 

problems, conduct problems, 

and symptoms of 

hyperactivity/inattention. 

In contrast, a higher frequency 
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children. mean age of 

mothers was 

38.11 years (SD 

= 5.44) 

Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire scores 

(Woerner et al. 2004). 

of parent–child interactions was 

associated with fewer conduct 

problems, fewer peer-

relationship problems, and 

more prosocial behaviour of 

children. Children might 

use the media behaviour of their 

mothers as a role model for 

their own media use. 

Radesky et 

al. (2016) 

To understand parent views 

regarding their mobile 

device use to identify 

actionable targets of potential 

intervention. 

USA 35 caregivers 

consisting of 22 

mothers, 9 

fathers, and 4 

grandmothers 

(mean age 35.8 

years, age range 

of 23-55 years) 

Qualitative design 

utilising semi-structured 

in-depth interviews 

consisting of open-ended 

questions 

Participants consistently 

expressed a high 

degree of internal tension 

regarding their own mobile 

technology use, which centered 

around 3 themes: (1) Cognitive 

tensions, (2) emotional 

tensions, and (3) tensions 

around the parent-child dyad. 

Radesky et 

al. (2014) 

To describe naturalistic 

patterns of mobile device 

use by caregivers and 

USA 55 caregivers 

eating with 1 or 

more young 

Field notes were taken 

during 55 observation 

periods and these field 

Forty caregivers used devices 

during their meal, with 

absorption with the device 
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children to generate 

hypotheses about its 

effects on caregiver–child 

interaction. 

children. notes were then analysed 

qualitatively. 

determined by frequency, 

duration, and modality of 

device use. Children child 

responded to caregiver use in a 

variety of ways, from 

entertaining themselves to 

escalating bids for attention. 

Highly absorbed caregivers 

often responded harshly to child 

misbehaviour. 

Radesky et 

al. (2018) 

To examine associations 

between maternal mental 

representations of their 

children and maternal mobile 

device use behaviours during 

home- and laboratory-based 

eating activities.  

USA 195 mother-

child dyads. 

Children were 

5.9 (SD = 0.7) 

years old, 

mothers were 

31.5 (SD = 7.4) 

years old. 

Quantitative data were 

collected using the 

Working Model of the 

Child Interview (WMCI; 

Zeanah & Benoit, 1995) 

and behavioural coding 

of parent-child 

mealtimes. 

During the family mealtime, 47 

mothers actively used a 

smartphone at least once, while 

during the structured eating 

protocol, 44 mothers used a 

device. Higher child 

difficulties, lower sensitivity, 

and lower richness of 

perceptions were associated 

with smartphone use during 

mealtimes. 
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Radesky et 

al. (2015) 

To examine associations of 

maternal mobile device use 

with the frequency of 

mother-child interactions 

during a structured laboratory 

task. 

USA 225 mother-

child dyads. The 

mean age of 

mothers was 

31.2 years [SD 

7.1], while 

children were 

approximately 6 

years of age. 

Quantitative descriptive 

research, with data 

collected based on 

observations of mother 

and child mealtimes. 

Mothers with mobile device use 

had significantly fewer verbal 

interactions with their children 

the mothers who had no or 

negligible use during the eating 

protocol. Maternal use of 

mobile devices was associated 

with 20% fewer verbal and 39% 

fewer nonverbal interactions 

during the eating protocol. 

Reed et al. 

(2017) 

To explore how parental 

mobile device use affects 

word learning in infants. 

USA 38 mothers 

(mean age = 

35.26 years) and 

their 2-year-old 

typically 

developing 

children (mean 

age = 27.15 

months) 

Quasi-experimental 

quantitative research. 

Children learned new novel 

words when teaching 

interactions were not 

interrupted. However, children 

failed to learn new words when 

teaching interactions were 

disrupted by parental 

smartphone use. 

Stockdale et 

al. (2018) 

To examine the effect of 

adolescents’ perceptions of 

USA 1072 

adolescents, 

Quantitative survey 

designed.  

Adolescents’ perceptions of 

their parents technoference was 
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their own and their parents 

technoference on adolescent 

positive and negative 

behaviours, including 

anxiety, depression, 

cyberbullying, prosocial 

behaviour, and civic 

engagement, as mediated 

through adolescent 

perceptions of parental 

warmth. 

aged between 10 

and 20 years. 

related to increased anxiety, 

depression, cyber bullying, and 

pro social behaviors as 

mediated through parental 

warmth. 

Stockdale et 

al. (2020) 

To investigate the effect of 

disruptions to parent–infant 

interactions due to mobile  

phone use on infant 

behaviours, and to examine 

the role of previous infant 

exposure to disruptions in 

parent–infant interactions due 

to cell phone use on infant 

behaviours. 

USA 227 parent–

infant dyads 

(infant age M = 

8.03, SD = 2.51,  

range = 5–14 

months; 52% 

male, 48% 

female; 221 

mothers, three 

fathers, and 

Quantitative survey 

design. 

Infants displayed increased 

negative affect, decreased  

positive affect, increased self-

comforting, object orientation, 

and escape behaviours during 

the “still-face” or phone 

distracted phase of the 

paradigm and frequently failing 

to return to baseline during the 

reunion phase. Higher levels of 
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three unknown). technoference also appear to 

attenuate the negative  

emotional response of infants 

during still face. 

Sundqvist et 

al. (2020) 

To explore parent’s self-rated 

perceived technoference on 

the rated behaviour of their 4- 

to 5-year-old children. 

Sweden 153 parents (133 

mothers, 19 

fathers, 1 

declined to 

answer), with an 

average age of 

34.1 years 

(SD = 4.99, 

range 23–45 

years). 

Quantitative survey 

design. 

Parents’ perceived 

technoference, triggered by the 

parent’s use of mobile device, 

is associated with an increase in 

reported internalized and 

externalized child behaviour 

problems. 

Vanden 

Abeele et al. 

(2020) 

To examine whether parents 

are less responsive to their 

young children (0–5) when 

they use a phone. 

The 

Netherlands 

53 parent–child 

dyads (mean 

child age = 

26.28 months; 

SD = 18.06, max 

= 5 years). 

Quantitative data were 

collected observations of 

1,038 ten second 

intervals, which were 

then behaviourally 

coded. 

Parental phone use 

predicted a decrease in parental 

responsiveness. Moreover, 

parents’ responses were less 

timely, weaker, showed less 

affect, and were less likely to 

prioritize the child over other 
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activities. 

Wang et al. 

(2020) 

To examine the relationship 

between parental phubbing 

and adolescents’ depressive 

symptoms and to 

determine whether self-

esteem and perceived social 

support simultaneously 

moderated this relationship.  

China 2407 students 

(1911 boys, 

1202 girls, and 

14 participants 

who did not 

report gender). 

The mean age of 

the participants 

was 12.75 years 

(SD = 0.58, 

range = 11–16 

years). 

Quantitative survey 

design. 

Adolescents with a high level of 

parental phubbing were likely 

to have high levels of 

depressive symptoms, after 

controlling for variables such as 

adolescents' perceived 

economic stress, gender, and 

age. Low self-esteem 

adolescents who experienced 

higher levels of parental 

phubbing were more likely to 

be depressed than high self-

esteem adolescents. 

Furthermore, higher levels of 

parental phubbing significantly 

predicted increases in 

adolescents’ depressive 

symptoms when their self-

esteem and perceived social 

support were both low, or one 
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was low. 

Wolfers et al. 

(2020) 

To understand how mothers 

use their smartphone while 

spending time with their 

children. 

Germany 89 mother-child 

dyads. Mothers 

appeared to be 

aged between 20 

and 45. Children 

were less than 

36 months old 

(M = 20 months, 

SD = 8). 

Quantitative data were 

collected using 

observations and post 

observation surveys. 

Mothers who used their 

smartphones for longer periods 

were less sensitive to their 

children, whereas there was no 

association between low 

sensitivity ratings and the 

frequency of use. 

Xie et al. 

(2019) 

To determine if adolescents' 

mobile phone addiction 

increase after being phubbed 

by parents, and examine 

effects of the mediating roles 

of parent-child attachment, 

deviant peer affiliation, and 

moderating role of gender. 

China 1007 

adolescents (518 

girls and 489 

boys; (mean age 

= 13.85 years, 

SD = 1.53).  

Quantitative survey 

design. 

Parents’ phubbing increased 

adolescents' mobile phone 

usage, and the indirect effect of 

parents' phubbing on 

adolescents' mobile phone 

addiction through deviant peers 

was greater in boys than in 

girls. 

Xie & Xie 

(2020) 

To test the connections 

between parental phubbing 

and depression in late 

China Study 1: 530 

Chinese students 

(268 boys and 

Study 1 was a cross-

sectional study, with data 

collected self-report 

Parental phubbing was 

associated with students’ 

depression in late childhood 



SMARTPHONES IN PARENT-CHILD INTERACTIONS  148 
 

childhood and adolescence, 

as well as the mediating roles 

of parental warmth, parental 

rejection, and relatedness 

need satisfaction. 

262 girls, Mage 

= 13.15 years). 

Study 2: 293 

Chinese students 

(151 boys, 141 

girls, and one 

participant who 

did not report 

gender, Mage = 

12.87 years). 

questionnaires. Study 2 

used a short longitudinal 

design to validate the 

results of Study 1, in 

which data were also 

collected using self-

report questionnaires. 

and adolescence through two 

paths, namely the protection-

reduced path and the risk-

increased path. 
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Appendix C: Sample of Letts et al. (2007) Coding Protocol
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Appendix D: Sample of Adapted Thompson et al. (2005) Coding Protocol 

 

 

  

Authors(s):  

Coding Key:  

2 = Met the Criteria         1 = Did Not Meet the Criteria        0 = Could Not Rate      

Measurement 

1. Score reliability coefficients are reported for all measured variables, based on 

analysis of the data in hand in the particular study, or based on induction from a 

prior study or test manual. 

 

2. Evidence is inducted, with explicit rationale, from a prior study or test manual 

that suggests scores are valid for the inferences being made in the study. 

 

3. Score validity is empirically evaluated based on data generated within the 

study. 

 

4. The influences of score reliability and validity on study interpretations are 

explicitly considered in reasonable detail. 

 

Total Measurement Score ( Out of 4)  

Practical and Clinical Significance 

5. One or more effect size statistics is reported for each study primary outcome, 

and the effect statistic used is clearly identified. 

 

6. Authors explicitly consider study design and effect size statistic limitations as 

part of effect interpretation. 

 

Total Practical and Clinical Significance Score (Out of 2)  

Avoiding Some Common Macro-Analytic Mistakes 

7. When noteworthy results are detected, and the origins of these effects are 

investigated, the interpretation includes examination of structure coefficients. 

 

8. Persuasive evidence is explicitly presented that the assumptions of statistical 

methods are sufficiently well-met for results to be deemed credible 

 

Total Mistake Avoidance Score (Out of 2)    

CIs for Reliability Coefficients, Statistics, and Effect Sizes 

9. Confidence intervals are reported for the reliability coefficients derived for 

study data. 

 

10. Confidence intervals are reported for study effect sizes.  

Total Confidence Interval Score (Out of 2)  

Overall Total Score (Out of 12)  

Weight of Evidence Score  
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Appendix E: Sample of Petticrew and Roberts (2003) Typology 

 

 

  

 

Author(s):  

Study Design: 

WoE B Score: 

Typology of Evidence (Petticrew & Roberts, 2003) 

High (3) Medium (2) Low (1) 

Randomised Control Trial 

studies 

Cohort Studies Case control studies 

 Quasiexperimental studies Non-experimental 

evaluations 

  Survey Qualitative research 
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Appendix F: Sample of Criteria to Rate Topic Relevance 

 

  

WoE C: Topic Relevance 

Studies must meet all the criteria in a section in order to achieve the rating for that section. 

Authors:  

 

WoE C Score:  

High 

(3) 

 

At least two of the following demographics (age, gender, and 

ethnicity) are provided for children and the sample is deemed 

representative. 

 

At least three of the following demographics (age, gender, martial 

status, educational attainment, measures of SES, ethnicity) are 

provided for the parent and the sample is deemed representative. 

 

Objective data collection measures (e.g. observation) are also used.  

There is evidence that the assessment measures used have high 

reliability and validity (r = .70 or higher). 

 

Descriptions of settings are provided, if relevant (i.e. observational 

research, interview-based research) 

 

Confounding variables are addressed and controlled for.  

Medium 

(2) 

Confounding variables are addressed but not controlled for.  

At least two of the following demographics (age, gender, martial 

status, educational attainment, measures of SES, ethnicity) are 

provided for the parent and the sample is deemed representative. 

 

There is evidence that the assessment measure used has high 

reliability and validity (r = .70 or higher), or no statistical 

information on reliability of validity of attainment measure is 

provided. 

 

Low (1) Measurement of parental device use is well described.   

Limitations of the study are recognised sufficiently.  

 Appropriate rationale for the research is provided.  
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Appendix G: Short Story Stems 

 

 

 

 

Short Story Prompt: Condition 1 

  

Sam was so bored. It had been raining all day and he was stuck 
inside, so Mam suggested they play a boardgame. Sam got the 
game out of the box and got all the pieces ready. Mam let Sam go 
first. Sam took his turn quickly and then it was time for Mam to play. 
Suddenly, Mam’s phone started to ring. Mam picked it up and 
answered it. It was her sister, calling for a chat. Sam groaned. He 
knew the two of them could chat for hours! 
 
How do you think Sam feels? What do you think he should do next? 
Write what happens! 

 

Short Story Prompt: Condition 2 

  

Sam was so bored. It had been raining all day and he was stuck 
inside, so Mam suggested they play a boardgame. Sam got the 
game out of the box and got all the pieces ready. Mam let Sam go 
first. Sam took his turn quickly and then it was time for Mam to play. 
While Sam was taking his turn, Mam took her phone out and started 
reading the news. She didn’t notice when Sam finished, and it was her 
turn to go.  Sam had to let her know. As soon as she finished her turn, 
Mam picked her phone back up again.  
 
How do you think Sam feels? What do you think he should do next? 
Write what happens! 
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Short Story Prompt: Condition 3 

  

Sam was so bored. It had been raining all day and he was stuck 
inside, so Mam suggested they play a boardgame. Mam let Sam 
go first. Sam took his turn quickly and then it was time for Mam to 
play. Suddenly, the doorbell rang, and Mam went to answer it. It 
was her sister, popping over for a chat. Sam groaned. He knew 
the two of them could chat for hours! 
 
How do you think Sam feels? What do you think he should do 
next? Write what happens! 
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Appendix H: Qualitative Questionnaire 
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Appendix I: Sample of Coded Parent Data 

Theme Subthemes Codes 

Family Functioning 

Disruption to Parent Child 

Interactions due to 

Smartphone Use 

Dividing attention between 

phone and child 

Would like to use phone less, 

focus on child more 

Ask the child to wait 

Use of phone when with 

children 

Smartphones and Family Life 

Child can view the phone as 

desirable 

Involving the child when 

using the phone 

Smartphones are Sources of 

Family Conflict 

Child feels parent is on the 

phone too much 

Child is upset by phone use 

Child compares own phone 

use to parent’s 

External Pressures on Family 

Functioning 

Smartphone and Work-Life 

Balance 

Use of phone for work 

Child’s understanding of 

parent’s work demands 

COVID-19 and Smartphone 

Use 

Increased phone use during 

COVID-19 

Decreased phone use during 

COVID-19 

No change during COVID-19 

Personal Behaviour in 

Relation to Smartphone Use 

 

Efforts to Reduce 

Smartphone Use 

Deliberate effort to avoid 

using the phone around 

children 

Strategies employed to 

reduce phone use around 

children 
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Addictive Nature of 

Smartphone Use 

Feeling pulled or drawn to 

their phone, using phone out 

of habit 

Requires effort to stay away 

from phone 

Parents feel pressure to 

engage with their phone 
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Appendix J: Confirmation of Ethical Approval 
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Appendix K: Parent Information Sheet for Child Research
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Appendix L: Parent Consent form for Child Research 
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Appendix M: Child Information Sheet
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Appendix N: Child Assent Form 
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Appendix O: Parent Information Sheet for Parent Research
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