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ABSTRACT

Being distracted by the mobile phone while interacting with a love partner
poses a negative threat to well-being. The present study focused on researching
the correlation between phubbing, relationship satisfaction and self-esteem
with the use of age and relationship length as mediators among 200 adults,
men and women, in informal relationships and marriages. In regards to phub-
bing, two dimensions, “communication disturbance” and “phone obsession”
were taken into consideration. Methods used include the Phubbing Scale, the
Self-Esteem Scale, and the Relationship Assessment Scale. Women and par-
ticipants in informal relationships were found to be characterized by a higher
phone obsession. The findings also revealed that married couples are shown
to have a higher self-esteem and a longer relationship tenure. Phubbing was
found to have a negative correlation with both self-esteem and relationship
satisfaction. Results have also shown gender differences and differences based
on the type of relationship regarding the extent and power of correlations. Age,
relationship length, self-esteem and relationship satisfaction were proven to
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be significant predictors of phubbing behaviour. The paper shows the impact
of intrusive phone use on the quality of our lives and suggests new directions
for research.

KEYWORDS: phubbing; self-esteem; relationship satisfaction; relationship length;
relationship type; gender.

INTRODUCTION

Prior to the popularity of mobile phones, we used to direct our
focus on faces rather than screens. Today, our worth is measured
by the number of likes we receive rather than the smiles of those
sharing a room with us. Over the past few years, scholars have
been examining the relationship between the quality of interper-
sonal interactions and the style/frequency of phone use, resulting
in various research on disregarding the conversation partner in
favour of the phone in a variety of circumstances. The effects
of phubbing have been analyzed in many contexts, including
work setting (Roberts & David, 2019), in schools, and educational
context (Nazir, 2020), in reference to parenting (Liu et al., 2019)
and many other social factors. In case of romantic relationships,
there have already been prior investigations on the correlation
of phubbing and jealousy (David & Roberts, 2021), as well as
attachment styles (Broning & Wartberg, 2022). One key question,
however, remains unresolved: is there a significant correlation
between partner phubbing and relationship satisfaction as well as
self-esteem, and if so, does the length of the relationship and age
matter in this context? The aim of the study was to investigate the
relationship between phubbing and relationship satisfaction as
well as self-esteem in informal relationships and marriages with
the use of age and relationship duration as mediators, as well as
the correlation between self-esteem and relationship satisfaction
with phubbing as a mediator.
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The complete absence of interaction with a smartphone in the
presence of a partner is proving almost impossible these days, as
connectivity governs our sense of security and control (McDan-
iel & Coyne, 2016), therefore the terminology partner phubbing
(pphubbing) refers to the situation in which one partner’s focus on
the phone has a substantial impact on the interpersonal interac-
tion (Roberts & David, 2016). According to the literature, partner
phubbing is the phenomenon of disregarding a life partner due to
mobile phone use (Roberts & David, 2016). Previous research has
identified internet, social media and phone addictions as the most
common determinants of the manifestation of phubbing behav-
iour (Karadag et al., 2015), with other sources citing FOMO and
lack of self-control as well (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016).

Relationship satisfaction in an informal romantic relationship
or a marriage is defined as a subjective assessment of one’s own
feelings and opinions regarding the intimate relationship and the
partner (Sakalli-Ugurlu, 2003). The complex concept of satisfac-
tion in a relationship is made up of several variables, including
a sense of partner stability, communication quality, romance in
an intimate relationship, feeling of support, sexual fulfilment,
and a sense of belonging and commitment (Fincham et al., 2018).
Emerging research in which relationship satisfaction moderated
the effect of phubbing on depression prevalence revealed an
association of phubbing with relationship satisfaction in depres-
sion in married adults (Wang et al., 2017). Regarding the direct
relationship between phubbing and relationship satisfaction, con-
tradictory studies can be found in the literature: some studies have
found no correlation between these variables (Cizmeci, 2017),
others showed a statistically significant correlation (Chotpitaya-
sunondh & Douglas, 2018), meanwhile other studies found the
association to be significant only when it was moderated by other
variables such as phone use conflicts and attachment style (Rob-
erts & David, 2016). Because of the inconsistency of the findings, it
was decided to perform new research on the correlation between
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phubbing and relationship satisfaction, this time incorporating
mediators such as age and relationship length.

Self-esteem is defined as a person’s subjective, individual and
internal self-image in terms of morality, competency, and decency
(Sciangula & Morry, 2009). As a quantifiable trait in psychology,
its dimension is considered as the sum of self-evaluations in terms
of personality, physical and temperamental characteristics (Boyle
et al., 2015). In previous studies, self-esteem in the context of
phubbing was used exclusively as a mediator (Hong et al., 2019;
Xie et al., 2020) or as one of the elements of a multi-dimensional
predictor model of phubbing (Blachnio & Przepiérka, 2019). Con-
sidering the results obtained in the aforementioned studies, the
relationship between self-esteem and phubbing may be significant.

Previous research on the impact of individual technology use
on interpersonal relationships has revealed that along with the
increment of technology use, the relationships deteriorate and
negative feelings emerge (Abeele et al., 2016). An experimental
study by these authors showed, among other things, that indi-
vidual’s phone interaction has a negative effect on the perception
of conversation quality regardless of whether or not the partici-
pants knew each other before the experiment. It can therefore be
assumed that since neglecting the conversation partner is enough
to impair short-term interpersonal relationships, the correlation
between partner phubbing and relationship satisfaction would
also be negative. Furthermore, a meta-analysis of 37 empirical
studies on the impact of phone use on the quality of partner
relationships discovered that the phone had significant negative
effects on relationship perception and satisfaction among partners
who were neglected (Courtright & Caplan, 2020). The adopted
hypothesis was H1: phubbing has a negative correlation with
relationship satisfaction.

Previous research has focused on determining whether self-
esteem can operate as a moderator in the relationship between
partner phubbing and relationship satisfaction (Wang et al., 2019;
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Xie et al., 2020). The substantial significance of self-esteem mod-
eration in the setting of phubbing may imply that the two have
a direct relationship as well. One of the dimensions of phubbing
is phone obsession. Problematic, excessive phone use in the con-
text of self-esteem has been studied repeatedly and its negative
correlation confirmed in many scientific publications (You et al.,
2019). It can therefore be assumed that in this dimension of phub-
bing results will confirm the negative correlation between the
variables. The lack of research on the relationship of communica-
tion disturbance or quality of face-to-face communication with
self-esteem makes the study of the relationship between two-
dimensional phubbing and self-esteem innovative. The second
hypothesis states that H2: phubbing has a negative correlation
with self-esteem.

Additionally, it was decided to find an answer to an explor-
atory question: Does gender influence perception of phubbing
and its correlation with relationship satisfaction and self-esteem?
The 2020 moderation—-mediation analysis noted that the percep-
tion of phubbing and its association with depression differed
significantly between genders, discovering that the correlation
was stronger in the male group (Ivanova et al., 2020). Similar re-
sults confirming gender differences in the phubbing context were
noted in a Mexican study on phubbing behaviour in the school
environment (Escalera-Chavez et al., 2020). Given the relevance
of gender differences in the context of phubbing, it is conceivable
that checking the correlation results separately in the female and
male groups may be relevant.

It can be assumed that relationship type will differentiate the
results of the correlation between phubbing and relationship
satisfaction. Previous research using relationship type as a mod-
erator between phubbing and relationship satisfaction noted
a significant correlation only for adults in marriages, not informal
relationships (Wang et al., 2019). Other research on the correlation
between relationship type and relationship satisfaction has found
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that married couples show greater relationship satisfaction than
couples in informal relationships (Dush & Amato, 2005). Research
on self-esteem in married and unmarried women found a sig-
nificant correlation between relationship status and self-esteem
(Azam Tahir, 2012). For this reason, it was decided to analyse the
correlation results in subgroups, separately for adults in informal
relationships and married adults.

Another exploratory question is also related to a demographic
variable: Can age be a mediator of the correlation of phubbing
behaviour with relationship satisfaction and self-esteem? A 2014
research on phone use discovered a difference in phone etiquette
during social interactions based on age (Forgays et al., 2014). It
was established that older adults were more restrictive in this
regard than younger people, for whom using the phone while
socializing was rather natural. Therefore, it is worth investigat-
ing whether this truly indicates that older people would score
lower on the phone obsession scale, and whether this will result in
improved relationship satisfaction. Self-esteem has been demon-
strated to rise with respondents” age (Erol & Orth, 2011; Bleidorn
et al., 2016). Thus, if age is a substantial forecaster of self-esteem,
it will also be a significant mediator in the context of phubbing
and its relationship with self-esteem. The same assumption was
made in the context of relationship length. The mediation model
used in the study is presented below (Figure 1).

Previous cross-sectional research on the correlation between
self-esteem, loneliness, and phubbing revealed that self-esteem
had a profound impact on loneliness (Btachnio & Przepidrka,
2019). Considering that feelings of loneliness may present them-
selves while being in a relationship as well, it was chosen to
undertake a mediation analysis of the correlation between rela-
tionship satisfaction and self-esteem adopting the dimensions of
phubbing as mediators. The following is a pictorial conceptual
model on the basis of which the mediation analysis was carried
out (Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of mediation employed to investigate
the correlation of phone obsession and communication disturbance with
relationship satisfaction and self-esteem using relationship length in years
and age as mediators.

Relationship length (in years) /
Age

Phone obsession / R Relationship satisfaction /
Communication disturbance Self-esteem

A

Figure 2. Conceptual model of mediation used to investigate the correlation
of self-esteem and relationship satisfaction using phone obsession
and communication disturbance as mediators.

Phone obsession /
Communication disturbance

A 4

Self-esteem Relationship satisfaction

METHOD

Participants and procedure

The research was conducted on a group of N=200 adults (52.5%
were women) aged 18-73 years (M =31.72, SD=10.18) currently in
informal relationships or married. In the research sample, 61.5%
of participants were currently in an informal relationship, while
38.5% were married. The minimum length of relationship in the
study was 3 months, the maximum 50 years (M =7.87, SD=7.95).
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The study was conducted online in a questionnaire form us-
ing the Google Forms software. Individuals were recruited using
the snowball selection method through social media (Facebook,
LinkedIn, Instagram). The research was entirely anonymous, vol-
untary and the participants were not retributed.

Measures

Phubbing was measured using the Phubbing Scale (Karadag et al.,
2015) in the Polish adaptation by Btachnio and Przepidrka (2019).
The scale consists of 10 statements within 2 dimensions: commu-
nication disturbance (e.g., “People complain about me dealing
with my mobile phone”) and phone obsession (e.g., “I feel incom-
plete without my mobile phone”). The statements are assessed on
a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 means never and 5 means always.
The reliability of the scale in the study measured by Cronbach’s
alpha scored 0.82 in the dimension of communication disturbance
and 0.73 in the dimension of phone obsession.

Self-esteem was measured using the Self-Esteem Scale (SES)
(Rosenberg, 1965) adapted for the Polish language by Laguna,
Lachowicz-Tabaczek, and Dzwonkowska (2007). The scale con-
sists of 10 statements used to assess unidimensional self-esteem
(e.g. “I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane
with others”). The statements are rated on a 4-point Likert scale
(from 1=completely agree to 4 =completely disagree). The reliability of
the scale in the study measured by Cronbach’s alpha scored 0.87.

Relationship satisfaction was measured using the Relationship
Assessment Scale (RAS) (Hendrick, 1988) in the Polish adapta-
tion Btachnio et al. (unpublished materials). The scale consists
of 7 statements exploring a one-dimensional sense of relation-
ship satisfaction (e.g. “To what extent has your relationship met
your original expectations?”) assessed on a 5-point Likert scale,
where 1 denotes low satisfaction and 5 means high satisfaction.
The reliability of the scale in the study measured by Cronbach’s
alpha scored 0.92.
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Statistical analyses

The IBM SPSS Statistics 27 software was used to perform statistical
calculations. Descriptive statistics of all variables were performed.
Spearman’s rho correlation calculations were carried out. In the
following step, a linear regression analysis was performed. The
PROCESS v.40 for SPSS procedure by Hayes was used to perform
mediation model analyses.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correlations between
the variables relationship satisfaction, self-esteem, phone obses-
sion and communication disturbance (phubbing), relationship
length (in years) for the entire sample group, for two genders
(men and women) and for two types of relationship (informal
partnership and marriage). It was examined whether there were
statistically significant differences between the genders. Higher
scores on the phone obsession scale were observed in the female
group: 3.10 (SD=0.76) vs. 2.79 (5D =0.83), (198)=2.73, p=.007,
d=0.80. It was also analyzed whether there were any statistically
significant differences in participants’ responses based on the type
of relationship. Results of a t-test showed higher self-esteem in
married couples: 3.12 (5D =0.45) vs. 2.93 (SD =0.52), t(198) =-2.56,
p=0.01, d=0.50. Higher phone obsession was observed in informal
relationships: 3.08 (SD=0.77) vs. 2.75 (0.84), t(198) =2.81, p=.005,
d=0.79. Married couples were also proven to have a longer rela-
tionship length: 12.98 (5D =9.44) vs. 4.68 (SD=4.57), t(198)=-8.33,
p <.001, d=6.86.

It was hypothesised that phubbing negatively correlates with
feelings of relationship satisfaction (H1). Results have shown that
among the studied factors, only communication disturbance was
correlated with relationship satisfaction (Table 1). It was hypoth-
esised that phubbing negatively correlates with self-esteem (H2).
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It was demonstrated that phone obsession and communication
disturbance were both negatively correlated with self-esteem.
Phone obsession was negatively correlated meanwhile commu-
nication disturbance was positively correlated with relationship
length (Table 1).

Among women, phone obsession correlates negatively with
both relationship satisfaction and self-esteem. In both the female
and male groups, communication disturbance correlates nega-
tively with both variables, but only in the female group does
communication disturbance correlate positively with relationship
length.

It was also determined that phone obsession was not correlated
with any variable in case of informal relationships, meanwhile it
correlates negatively with self-esteem in married adults. In both
informal and married relationships, communication disturbance
negatively correlates with both relationship satisfaction and self-
esteem.

The next stage was to determine which variables predict the
level of phubbing, and therefore a stepwise linear regression anal-
ysis was carried out (Table 2). In the first model, the dependent
variable was phone obsession (F[3, 196]=16.375, p <.001). The pre-
dictors age and self-esteem had the highest and negative power
in this model. Relationship duration had a positive significant
power as well. No collinearity between predictors was detected
(VIF below 1.05). This model explains 18.8% of the variance in
the dependent variable, which means it is able to predict 18.8% of
the subjects” scores. In the second model, the dependent variable
was communication disturbance (F[4, 195] =10.624, p < .001). The
predictor relationship length had the highest and positive power
in this model. Age and relationship satisfaction were also found
to be significant predictors. No collinearity between predictors
was detected (VIF below 1.20). This model explains 16.2% of the
variance in the dependent variable, which means it can predict
16.2% of the subjects’ scores.
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Table 2. Multivariate linear regression analysis for phone obsession and
communication disturbance.

Phone obsession Communication disturbance
Explanatory variable Adjusted R?=0.188 Adjusted R?=0.162
Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2
Relationship length 0.15** 0.26%* 0.40%* 0.38%**
Age —-0.34** —0.53*** —0.32%** —0.34%**
Relationship satisfaction -0.12* —0.25%**
Self-esteem —0.22%** -0.17%

*p < 0.01,** p < 0.001.

It was examined whether relationship duration in years and
age could mediate the correlation between communication distur-
bance/phone obsession and self-esteem /relationship satisfaction.
It was also investigated whether the dimensions of phubbing,
communication disturbance and phone obsession, could be me-
diators of self-esteem in relation to relationship satisfaction (Table
3). Relationship length in years proved to be a significant media-
tor only for relationship satisfaction (b=-0.02, boot SE=0.02, CI
[0.01, 0.07]). Age also proved to be a significant mediator only in
case of relationship satisfaction (b=0.07, boot SE=0.03, CI [0.02,
0.13]). Communication disturbance is a significant mediator of
the correlation between self-esteem and relationship satisfaction
(b=0.09, boot SE=0.04, CI[0.03, 0.19]).
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DISCUSSION

The main aim of the study was to investigate the correlation
between phubbing and relationship satisfaction and self-esteem.
Research has shown that partners in relationships with more com-
munication disturbances rate their relationship satisfaction lower
and have lower self-esteem; that is valid for both men and women
in both informal and married relationships. Interestingly, higher
phone obsession in men does not translate into their self-esteem
or relationship satisfaction, whereas women with severe phone
obsession are characterized by reduced self-esteem and evaluate
their relationships less favourably. Elevated phone obsession does
not predict relationship satisfaction or self-esteem in informal
relationships, but it is associated with low self-esteem in mar-
ried couples. It is also worth noting that people in long-term
relationships have a lower obsession with the phone than those
in short-term relationships. Long-term relationships are also re-
lated with increased communication disturbances than short-term
partnerships, but that is valid exclusively for women.

Communication disturbance is negatively correlated to rela-
tionship satisfaction, whereas phone obsession is not related to
relationship satisfaction, the results have shown (Hypothesis 1).
Considering that effective communication is a critical component
of any relationship, any disruption in this area will result in mis-
understandings, disagreements, and conflicts, hence a decline in
the quality and happiness with the relationship. Previous research
has demonstrated that technology use has a negative influence on
satisfaction with interpersonal connections (Abeele et al., 2015),
and this study shows similar findings. In a research performed
by Wang, Zhao, and Lei (2019), the authors, using a unidimen-
sional method of studying partner phubbing, expressed doubts
about the correlation between partner phubbing and relationship
satisfaction, finding no correlation, yet anticipating that it might
be important to introduce moderators. Following the application
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of a bivariate approach to analyze partner phubbing in this study,
it was discovered that there was a correlation between relation-
ship satisfaction and phubbing; however, directly only in relation
to communication disturbance. We were also able to discover
that both age and relationship length in years are significant
mediators in the correlation of phone obsession with feelings
of satisfaction in the relationship, whereas the correlation was
statistically insignificant without mediation. This supports the
above-mentioned authors” argument that more variables in the
model may be required to find a significant correlation (Wang
et al., 2019).

Phubbing (both the communication disturbance and phone
obsession), negatively correlates with self-esteem (Hypothesis 2).
This may be because long-term ignoring your partner in favour
of your phone means increasing exposure to internet content,
particularly social media, which is a major source of comparison
to others in today’s environment. Numerous articles have con-
firmed a negative correlation between self-esteem and the use
of: Facebook (Btachnio & Przepiérka, 2019), technology (Jackson
et al., 2010; Ehrenberg et al., 2008), technoference (McDaniel &
Brandon, 2015), and social media (Chmielik, 2019). What is im-
pressive about the results is that the correlation between phubbing
and self-esteem is mediated neither by age nor relationship dura-
tion; rather, there is a direct and statistically significant correlation
between phubbing and self-esteem.

Relationship length is a significant predictor of phubbing (ex-
ploratory question). It turns out that the longer the relationship
record, the less obsession with the phone. Perhaps this is an age
thing. Younger people, Generation XYZ, raised in the smartphone
era are more prone to be phone-obsessed, as shown in a study
on age-related phone use etiquette (Forgays et al., 2014), while
at the same time having limited possibilities in regards to the
seniority of the relationship (in simple terms, a 23-year-old can-
not be in a 20-years-long relationship, but a person over 40 can).
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Alonger relationship, on the other hand, is associated with more
communication disturbances. This outcome is rather surprising,
because one would assume that after many years of relationship,
couples would have developed an appropriate technique of com-
municating — but perhaps daily routine negatively translates into
effective communication. The results also showed that age and
relationship length were significant mediators of the relation-
ship between phone obsession and relationship satisfaction. As
noted, the greater phone obsession and the longer the relationship,
the greater relationship satisfaction, too, which — just as higher
phone obsession and older age entail higher relationship satis-
faction — is hugely surprising. These shocking results contradict
the hypothesis of a negative correlation of phubbing with rela-
tionship satisfaction, which was confirmed in the absence of the
introduction of mediators. Logically, the rise of phone obsession
with age might suggest longer exposure to the triggering factors
responsible for mobile phone addiction, as with time of use the
phone becomes useful in more and more areas and therefore the
time spent using it becomes longer. On the other hand, the cor-
relation between older age and higher relationship satisfaction is
often connected with acceptance of reality and rejecting unrealistic
love standards that are believed to be true earlier in life (Bredow,
2015), as well as a better understanding of love language and
intimacy markers of the partner.

As the mediation results have shown, communication distur-
bance is a significant predictor of the correlation of self-esteem
with relationship satisfaction. The positive direction of the
analysis means that the higher self-esteem and the more severe
communication disturbances there are, the higher relationship
satisfaction. This result is also extremely surprising, yet not
completely new in literature. Several studies have shown that
couples who fight more have a more fulfilling and long-lasting
relationships (University of Michigan, 2008). Further research
into this phenomenon has shown that there is a correlation
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between the pattern of resolving conflicts and relationship sat-
isfaction (Rauer et al., 2019). What might seem irrational at first
glance can often prove to be a significant scheme of how our
relationships work.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES

The study has its limitations, which need to be mentioned. In the
case of relationship satisfaction, the results do not follow a nor-
mal distribution, indicating that the majority of respondents are
highly satisfied, with only a small proportion evaluating their re-
lationship as unsatisfactory. A problem such as this is particularly
difficult to solve for a precise reason: if a person was extremely
unsatisfied with their relationship (and so rated their satisfaction
low), they would opt out of the relationship rather than persist in
it, and therefore would not be able to participate in a study meant
for couples. Therefore, a normal distribution is not achievable in
this case, and such results are natural. However, this may trans-
late into final research results. It is worthwhile to focus attention
on this issue. Perhaps a method other than a questionnaire could
prove more appropriate to eliminate the problem.

Additionally, the method used to measure phubbing leans
more towards the perspective of the person ignoring (phubber)
rather than the person being ignored (phubee). When planning
new research in this area, it is worth considering perspectives,
which perhaps as moderators would explore the results even
more concretely.

Furthermore, the study is correlational in nature, so no causal
conclusions can be drawn. When designing further research in
this area, it is worth setting up a study of an experimental nature
to be able to investigate the causal effect of variables.
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CONCLUSIONS

In summary, the aim of the study was to discover how phub-
bing affects the image of ourselves and our relationships. The
results mostly show the negative impact of ignoring your partner
in favour of your phone on both relationship satisfaction and
self-esteem; meaning that excessive phone use negatively affects
your quality of life. Correlations were found between relationship
length, phone obsession and communication disturbance, and
it was found that the relationship between phubbing, relation-
ship satisfaction and self-esteem was most pronounced in women
and married couples, as opposed to men and those in informal
relationships. These findings show that when dealing with the
phone, it is important to find a balance between use that makes
everyday life easier and excessive, threatening introduction of
the phone into one’s life.
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