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Internet [3], shaping a complex picture of the psycho-
logical implications of digital behaviors. Furthermore, 
smartphone usage can alter communication and social 
relationship routines and may cause unusual behavior. 
For instance, excessive smartphone use may reduce eye 
contact and limit connection and interaction, signifi-
cantly affecting interpersonal relations [4]. This is all the 
more important since almost 90% of young users prefer 
messaging instead of face-to-face communication [5].

One of these challenges is phubbing, an increas-
ingly worrying phenomenon [6], describing “the action 
of ignoring someone or multiple people during social 
events and using smartphones to check or use Face-
book, WhatsApp or other social media applications” 
[7]. In other words, phubbing refers to “an individual 
giving more attention to their mobile phone when in 

Introduction
The explosion of communication technologies and 
digital devices within the past decade, especially smart-
phones, significantly changed how we connect and inter-
act. According to a recent report, as of 2021, there were 
approximately 5.3  billion smartphone users worldwide 
[1]. The challenges and risks of the digitalized world we 
live in are growing [2], along with the benefits of the 
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Abstract
The recent literature highlights the need to explore phubbing, a worrying growing phenomenon, and the potential 
associated factors and outcomes. Thus, the present study focused on perceived phubbing and the potential 
associations with life satisfaction and psychological distress. Additionally, this study examined the mediating role of 
loneliness. The cross-sectional, web-based study involved 720 Romanian adults aged 18 to 77 (M = 24.12, SD = 8.80, 
74% females) who completed self-reported scales measuring perceived phubbing, and life satisfaction. Results 
suggested positive associations between perceived phubbing, loneliness, and psychological distress. A significant 
negative association was also found between loneliness and life satisfaction. Further analyses suggested that 
loneliness partially mediated the link between perceived phubbing and life satisfaction and between perceived 
phubbing and psychological distress. The study highlights the significant role of perceived phubbing when 
discussing psychological distress and life satisfaction, underlining the need to address further the (mis)use of 
digital devices (e.g., smartphones) within interpersonal relationships, as well as the need to understand better the 
outcomes of such behaviors to shape effective interventions in this regard.
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face-to-face communication with another individual” [8]. 
The phubbing agent is called phubber, while the person 
experiencing phubbing (i.e., the one ignored in favor of 
the smartphone) is called phubbee [9]. Previous research 
shows that phubbing experiences are common, regardless 
of age [9]. However, studies also highlighted that older 
adults might consider phubbing behavior as particularly 
disruptive within family contexts when conversational 
expectations are violated and might contribute to nega-
tive emotional states [10, 11]. In the present study, the 
primary focus was on phubbees, i.e., people who experi-
ence phubbing.

Phubbing, life satisfaction, and psychological 
distress
Though a novel research concept, due to its antisocial 
nature [12], phubbing has been the subject of an increas-
ing number of studies examining its adverse outcomes on 
one’s social communication patterns and interpersonal 
relations [13]. Previous studies suggested that phubbing 
may be significantly and negatively linked to life satis-
faction [14], though these results are based on phub-
bing experiences as an agent of phubbing, not the person 
who gets phubbed. Roberts and David [15] suggested 
that partner phubbing had a significant, direct nega-
tive impact on relationship satisfaction and an indirect 
impact on life satisfaction and depression. Furthermore, 
similar studies examining the impact of phubbing within 
relationships suggested that, among the most frequent 
outcomes, we might find increased jealousy, depressive 
symptoms, and lower relationship satisfaction [16, 17].

Other studies suggested that phubbees might experi-
ence a sense of devaluation and disrespect by the phub-
bing agent, in addition to a decrease in communication 
quality [17, 18]. Also, phubbing experiences negatively 
impact conversation quality and feelings of connected-
ness [19, 20]. Furthermore, in the extensive overview of 
phubbing, Al-Saggaf [21] describes the scarce, but grow-
ing evidence of the predictive role of psychological dis-
tress (e.g., anxiety, stress, and depressive symptoms) 
regarding phubbing behaviors [22, 23], as well as a poten-
tial consequence of being phubbed [24, 25] or partial 
and serial mediators between phubbing and maladaptive 
technology-related behaviors, such as smartphone addic-
tion [25, 26]. Also, some studies suggested that phubbing 
might not have a significant, direct relationship with life 
satisfaction but an indirect relation mediated by other 
factors, such as relationship style [27].

Given these few results regarding the complex relation-
ship between phubbing experiences, life satisfaction, and 
psychological distress, there is a need for further related 
studies to better understand the dynamics of these rela-
tions, especially concerning phubbees, an understudied 

group in the context of phubbing behaviors, especially 
among adults.

The mediating role of loneliness
Loneliness is generally described as a negative emotional 
state that individuals experience when confronted with 
a discrepancy between their desired interpersonal rela-
tionships and those perceived as having [28], a sense of 
isolation or a state of absence from the community, fam-
ily, or peers [29]. Loneliness is a commonly studied factor 
when discussing problematic Internet use (PIU), pre-
senting small to medium associations with PIU in most 
cross-sectional studies [30]. Also, various studies high-
lighted the negative association between loneliness and 
life satisfaction [31] and the positive association between 
loneliness and psychological distress [32]. However, the 
literature gets significantly less generous when examining 
the link between phubbing experiences, a particular form 
of maladaptive Internet and technology use, and loneli-
ness, and the emerging results are quite complex.

For example, Ergün et al. [24] suggested that phubbing 
(i.e., agent behavior) was negatively linked to loneliness 
and positively to life satisfaction. Phubbing seems con-
nected to loneliness and social isolation [20], which can 
further exacerbate negative emotions and psychological 
distress [33]. The literature linking phubbing experiences 
(as a “receiver”, not an agent) and loneliness is scarce, but 
some previous data argued on the predictive role of peer 
rejection - which is also connected to phubbing [34] - on 
loneliness [35, 36]. Other studies suggested that loneli-
ness mediates the link between phubbing experiences 
and social media addiction [37], which is significantly 
associated with high psychological distress [38] and 
low life satisfaction [39]. Xu and their collaborators [37] 
based their assumptions on the fact that phubbing expe-
riences make participants feel rejected and neglected, 
increasing their loneliness. Also, Chotpitayasunondh and 
Douglas [18] suggested that increased phubbing nega-
tively impacted communication quality perceptions and 
relationship satisfaction, and feelings of belonging (the 
opposite of loneliness) mediated these effects.

Finally, Ivanova et al. [40] suggested that higher lone-
liness might increase the mediating effect of phubbing, 
which further translates into depression among male par-
ticipants. In contrast, in female participants, the authors 
reported that the examined mediation effect weakens as 
loneliness grows (phubbing correlates less strongly with 
depressive symptoms).

Age, gender, relationship status, and time spent 
online
Previous studies suggested that gender might moder-
ate the link between phubbing experiences (i.e., phub-
bing target) and how people might perceive phubbing as 
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normative [9], with a stronger effect in male participants, 
compared to the same relationship in women. However, 
other studies suggested that females might be more 
prone to experience more loneliness [41, 42] compared to 
males, which, in turn, might make them more vulnerable 
regarding phubbing experiences [37]. Thus, males might 
hold a more normative view of phubbing, while females 
might experience more phubbing-related harm.

Regarding age, some previous studies suggested that 
older individuals generally consider phubbing behav-
ior offensive and, similar to college-aged participants, 
consider it a violation of common courtesy, especially 
in one-on-one interactions [10, 11]. Also, since younger 
individuals tend to use the Internet, social media, and 
smartphones, in general, more than older people [43], 
one can assume that youth are more prone to experience 
phubbing. Thus, age might be a significant related factor 
in this regard.

Relationship status (e.g., single, romantic, or married) 
is also important when discussing loneliness, life satis-
faction, or psychological distress. For example, Adam-
czyk and Segrin [44] suggested that relationship status 
might have a significant indirect effect on life satisfaction 
through loneliness and perceived social support. Simi-
larly, Bucher et al. [31] suggested that committed rela-
tionships might increase life satisfaction and reduce 
loneliness. However, these effects might also be moder-
ated by age [45]. Furthermore, married people seem to 
report higher well-being compared to those involved in a 
romantic relationship (without being married), or people 
who are not involved in a relationship at all [46]. Never-
theless, these associations are also subject to relationship 
quality in both female and male individuals [47].

Furthermore, previous studies also highlighted the sig-
nificant relationships between time spent online, lone-
liness, life satisfaction, and psychological distress. For 

example, Stepanikova et al. [48] suggested that time spent 
on the Internet might be positively related to loneliness 
and negatively related to life satisfaction. Similar findings 
were reported by a growing number of studies, regardless 
of participants’ age and perceived social support [49].

The present study
Given the documented negative outcomes related to 
phubbing, as well as the need to further explore the 
risk factors and possible mental health outcomes in this 
regard, the present study aimed to investigate the link 
between perceived phubbing, life satisfaction, and psy-
chological distress, and the mediating role of loneliness 
in this regard. The novelty of this study lies in the fact 
that (1) the study examined the link between phubbing 
experiences, loneliness, life satisfaction, and psychologi-
cal distress, focusing on phubbees, and not on agents of 
phubbing, as most previous studies have; (2) the sample 
was formed by adults (phubbees), a rather understud-
ied population regarding phubbing since most studies 
focused on teenagers [50, 51]. Moreover, though some 
studies examined phubbing among young adults [24], 
to our knowledge such studies are missing within the 
Romanian cultural space. The proposed research model 
(see Fig.  1) was primarily based on the stress and cop-
ing framework [52], which generally states that the 
extent to which a stressful event or situation affects one’s 
well-being/psychological distress depends on the con-
text in which the stressor occurs [53]. Phubbing experi-
ences could be perceived as stressors, and individuals’ 
responses to stress (such as feeling lonely) may impact 
their psychological well-being [54]. Furthermore, the 
subjective influence of a stressor is subject to one’s avail-
able coping resources [53], and social support (which is 
significantly and negatively related to loneliness; [55]) is 

Fig. 1  The proposed research model
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commonly seen as one of the primary related resources 
due to its comprehensive nature [56].

Thus, the primary research questions (RQ) were the 
following: RQ1. Is there a significant link between phub-
bing, life satisfaction, and psychological distress?; RQ2. 
Does loneliness mediate this link, regardless of demo-
graphic characteristics (i.e., gender and age), relationship 
status, and the time spent online? Translating these ques-
tions into research assumptions, the hypotheses were the 
following:

(H1) Perceived phubbing will be positively related 
to psychological distress and negatively related to life 
satisfaction;

(H2) Loneliness would mediate the link between per-
ceived phubbing, psychological distress, and life satis-
faction when controlling for demographic and relational 
factors and the time spent online.

Method
Participants and procedure
The initial sample comprised 730 participants. Out of 
these 730, ten were excluded since they did not fit the age 
requirements, which was the only inclusion criterion (i.e., 
> 18 years). The final sample comprised 720 adults aged 
18 to 77, Mage = 24.12, SD = 8.80, 74% (N = 533) females. 
Most participants were involved in a romantic relation-
ship (44%), followed by those who reported being single 
(36.1%), married (18.2%), divorced (1.4%), or widowed 
(0.3%). Convenience sampling was used (i.e., the snow-
ball sampling technique), and data were collected in 2022 
using an online form distributed through social media 
groups. A sensitivity power analysis was performed 
using G*Power 3.1 [57] to identify the minimum sample 
size needed for the research design that was used, i.e., 
examining the relationships between two independent 
variables in each mediation model (i.e., perceived phub-
bing and loneliness) and a dependent variable (i.e., psy-
chological distress/ life satisfaction). For a medium effect 
f2 = 0.15, with an alpha = 0.05 and power = 0.95, the mini-
mum sample required was 107. Also, the Monte Carlo 
post-hoc power analysis for indirect effects [58] indicated 
that the sample size used in the present research had suf-
ficient power for the proposed analysis.

The research was conducted following the 2013 Hel-
sinki Declaration ethical guidelines and those approved 
by the Ethics Committee from the universities with 
which the authors are affiliated (ethical approval 
2138/24.10.2022). All participants gave their informed 
consent to take part in this research. They were informed 
that their participation was voluntary, they could with-
draw from the study at any point, and their responses 
would remain anonymous and confidential. The average 
time required to answer all questions was 20 min.

Measures
The forward-backward translation approach was used to 
translate some of the scales from English to Romanian 
[59]. The minor inconsistencies between the original and 
back-translated versions were ironed out, yielding the 
final versions of each scale.

Psychological distress
The Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21; 
[60]) – the Romanian version [61, 62] was used to mea-
sure participants’ depression, anxiety, and stress symp-
toms, i.e., psychological distress. Items were measured on 
a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (it does not apply 
to me at all) to 3 (it applies to me a lot most of the time). 
Cronbach’s α in the present study was 0.95. Higher scores 
indicated higher psychological distress.

Life satisfaction
The Satisfaction with Life Scale developed by Diener et al. 
[63] was further used. The 5-item scale measures partici-
pants’ global cognitive judgments of life satisfaction on a 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly 
agree). Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was 0.88. 
Higher scores indicated higher life satisfaction.

Perceived phubbing
Phubbing Experiences were measured using the 22-item 
Generic Scale of Being Phubbed developed by Chotpi-
tayasunondh et al. [18]. The scale comprises three fac-
tors, i.e., Perceived Norms (α = 0.92), Feeling Ignored 
(α = 0.95), and Interpersonal Conflict (α = 0.91). The exact 
instructions were: “Think about your social interactions 
on the whole (e.g., with friends, acquaintances, family, 
your partner) and the extent to which the following state-
ments apply to you. In my face-to-face social interactions 
with others” [18]. An overall score of the scale was used, 
which had an internal consistency of 0.95. Higher scores 
indicated higher (more frequent) phubbing experiences 
(i.e., being phubbed).

Loneliness
Next, the short, 8-item form of the Revised UCLA Lone-
liness Scale [64] was used. Participants answered on a 
4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (often). 
Example items included “I am unhappy being so with-
drawn” and “I feel left out”. Cronbach’s alpha in the pres-
ent study was 0.75. The scale was previously used in 
similar Romanian samples, suggesting its good psycho-
metric properties [65].

Time spent on social media
Finally, participants were asked to self-reported their 
time spent on social media by answering the following 
questions: How many hours do you spend, daily, using 
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social media?. The participants chose their answers on a 
scale ranging from 0 (none), 1 (less than 1 h a day), 2 (1 to 
3 h daily), and 3 (more than 3 h a day).

A demographic scale assessed participants’ age, gender, 
and relational status.

Overview of data analysis
The resulting data were analyzed using the 26v. of the 
SPSS program and Hayes’ Macro Process [66]. There 
were no missing data, as the items were set as required 
(i.e., mandatory) to complete the study. The initial 
assumptions assessment was performed by descriptive 
univariate analysis (see Table 1). Skewness and Kurtosis 
indicators were computed to assess the normality of the 
distributions. Internal consistency was assessed using 
the alpha Cronbach indicators. The correlations between 
the variables were examined, and then mediation analy-
ses were performed using Macro Process (Model 4). The 
theoretical model was tested by estimating the 95% confi-
dence interval (CI) for mediation effects with 5000 boot-
strapped samples. Age, gender, relationship status, and 
the time spent online were introduced as covariates.

Results
The associations between the study’s variables
Descriptive statistics for the study variables are provided 
in Table 1. Correlation analyses suggested that phubbing 
was positively related to psychological distress (r = .37, 
p < .001; medium size effect; [67]) and loneliness (r = .30, 
p < .001; medium size effect; [67]), while the relation 
with life satisfaction was non-significant. Further, lone-
liness was negatively related to life satisfaction (r = − .34, 
p < .001; medium size effect; [67]) and positively related 
to psychological distress (r = .56, p < .001; large size effect; 
[67]). The results are presented in Table 2.

The mediating effect of loneliness on the link between 
perceived phubbing and life satisfaction
The total effect of perceived phubbing on life satisfac-
tion was not significant, B = 0.01, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [-0.00; 
0.03]. The effect of perceived phubbing on loneliness was 
significant, B = 0.28, SE = 0.00, 95% CI [0.05; 0.08], R = .36, 
R2 = 0.13, MSE = 16.59, F (5; 714) = 21.70. In the model that 
included both predictors (R = .41, R2 = 0.17, MSE = 33.96, F 
(6; 713) = 24.67), loneliness was a significant predictor of 
life satisfaction, B = − 0.36, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [-0.64; -0.43]. 
The direct effect of perceived phubbing on life satisfac-
tion (controlling for age, gender, relationship status, and 
time spent online) was significant, B = 0.05, SE = 0.01, 95% 
CI [0.02; 0.07], and so was the indirect effect, B = -0.03, 
SE = 0.00, 95% CI [-0.04; -0.02]. Thus, loneliness partially 
mediated the link between perceived phubbing and life 
satisfaction when controlling for age, gender, relationship 
status, and time spent online (see Fig. 2).

The mediating effect of loneliness on the link between 
perceived phubbing and psychological distress
The total effect of perceived phubbing on psychological 
distress was significant, B = 0.35, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.29; 
0.42]. The effect of perceived phubbing on loneliness was 
significant, B = 0.28, SE = 0.00, 95% CI [0.05; 0.08], R = .36, 
R2 = 0.13, MSE = 16.59, F (5; 714) = 21.70. In the model that 
included both predictors (R = .61, R2 = 0.37, MSE = 219.96, 
F (6; 713) = 71.58), loneliness was a significant predictor 
of psychological distress, B = 0.48, SE = 0.13, 95% CI [1.82; 
2.35]. The direct effect of perceived phubbing on psycho-
logical distress (controlling for age, gender, relationship 
status, and time spent online) was significant, B = 0.21, 
SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.15; 0.28], and so was the indirect 
effect, B = 0.13, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.10; 0.18]. Thus, loneli-
ness partially mediated the link between perceived phub-
bing and psychological distress when controlling for age, 
gender, relationship status, and time spent online (see 
Fig. 3).

Discussion
The present study examined the relationships between 
perceived phubbing, life satisfaction, and psychologi-
cal distress and the mediating role of loneliness in the 
relationship between phubbing with life satisfaction and 
psychological distress. One of the strengths of this study 
results from the investigated sample, i.e., adults, a rather 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics for the main variables (N = 720)
Variable M SD Min Max Skewness (SE) Kurtosis (SE)
Psychological distress 60.77 18.69 21 105 − 0.15 (0.09) − 0.60 (0.18)

Life satisfaction 23.77 6.37 5 35 -0.26 (0.09) − 0.31 (0.18)

Perceived phubbing 64.99 18.69 22 110 0.04 (0.09) -0.01 (0.18)

Loneliness 18.06 4.35 8 31 0.07 (0.09) -0.37 (0.18)

Time on social media 2.37 0.67 0 3 -0.88 (0.09) 0.68 (0.18)

Table 2  Associations between the main variables (N = 720)
Variable 1 2 3 4
1. Psychological distress

2. Life satisfaction − 0.22**

3. Perceived phubbing 0.37** 0.03

4. Loneliness 0.56** − 0.34** 0.30**

5. Age − 0.20** 0.09* − 0.10* − 0.19**
**p < .001; * p < .01
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understudied population regarding phubbing, since most 
studies focused on teenagers [27].

The assumptions made stated that loneliness would 
mediate the link between (a) phubbing and life satisfac-
tion and (2) phubbing and psychological distress. In 
these analyses, age, gender, relationship status, and time 
spent online were used as covariates, given the extended 
literature underlying their potential influence on all the 
study variables [41, 43, 45]. The findings sustained these 
hypotheses. In line with previous literature [24], a sig-
nificant relationship was found between phubbing, life 
satisfaction, and psychological distress. Thus, among the 
detrimental factors associated with phubbing may not 

only its potential to increase psychological distress but 
also the possibility to decrease life satisfaction; however, 
these implications need to be addressed in future longi-
tudinal studies, which allow the examination of causality.

From a theoretical point of view, these results align 
with the stress-coping model [52] that the assumptions 
were based on. According to this model, phubbing might 
act as a significant stressor that would further have a sig-
nificant influence on phubbees’ psychological distress 
and life satisfaction, since perceived phubbing leads to 
loneliness, which challenges one’s coping resources [53, 
55]. More specifically, the present findings indicated that 
perceived phubbing was significantly associated with 

Fig. 3  The mediating role of loneliness on the link between perceived phubbing and psychological distress (controlling for age, gender, relational status, 
and time spent online), N = 720. Values represent standardized coefficients. **p < .001; * p < .05

 

Fig. 2  The mediating role of loneliness on the link between perceived phubbing and life satisfaction (controlling for age, gender, relational status, and 
time spent online), N = 720. Values represent standardized coefficients. **p < .001; * p < .05
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loneliness while also showing an indirect relationship 
with life satisfaction. This aligns with the stress-coping 
model’s first step of appraisal, where individuals perceive 
a situation (in this case, phubbing) as a potential stressor 
[68]. Next, the stress-coping model [52] suggests that 
appraisals of stressors may lead to specific emotional and 
cognitive responses; in the present research, loneliness 
was a significant mediator in the relationship between 
perceived phubbing and both psychological distress 
and life satisfaction. This suggests that the experience 
of being ignored due to phone usage triggers feelings of 
loneliness, which might further contribute to increased 
psychological distress and decreased life satisfaction.

Next, the stress-coping model also highlights the role 
of coping strategies in managing stress [69]. In the pres-
ent study, the coping strategies individuals employ to deal 
with the stress generated by perceived phubbing might 
be influenced by the loneliness it generates. This might 
lead to maladaptive coping strategies that can exacerbate 
psychological distress and hinder effective management 
of such situations. Finally, the stress-coping model posits 
that the interplay between stressor appraisals, emotional 
responses, and coping strategies influences psychologi-
cal outcomes. The current results suggested that loneli-
ness significantly mediated the relationship between 
perceived phubbing, psychological distress, and life sat-
isfaction, indicating that the experience of phubbing trig-
gers a cascade of responses that ultimately impact mental 
well-being.

Thus, the present research highlighted the detrimental 
effects of feeling ignored and rejected (perceived phub-
bing), which are significantly associated with loneliness, 
further leading to higher depression, anxiety, and stress, 
and lower life satisfaction, a pattern previously high-
lighted in studies focused on interpersonal relationships 
[70, 71]. Nevertheless, these theoretical implications 
need further validation in future studies that would add 
to the related literature. Furthermore, these results high-
light the need to understand better the predictors and 
outcomes of phubbing behaviors (i.e., from the phubbees’ 
perspective) to shape effective interventions. Prevention 
and intervention programs might focus and detail (a) the 
importance of uninterrupted, focused attention toward 
others during a one-on-one, face-to-face interaction; (b) 
the benefits of paying attention to the person in front of 
us to comprehend better and – subsequently – to react 
to the person we are communicating/interacting with. In 
both prevention and intervention programs and strate-
gies, we might also focus on and detail the adverse out-
comes of phubbing behavior (e.g., loneliness, depression, 
anxiety, and stress symptoms) to clearly and specifically 
highlight the consequences of paying attention to smart-
phones, instead of people [72].

Previous studies based on phubbing experiences (i.e., 
agents) suggested that phubbing may be significantly 
and negatively linked to life satisfaction [14]. The pres-
ent results, however, add to the related literature and 
suggest that this association (though indirect, through 
loneliness), is also significant in the case of phubbees. 
Furthermore, the current results also align with previ-
ous findings suggesting that suggested that partner phub-
bing has a significant indirect impact on life satisfaction 
[15]. Though the focus in the present research was not 
on partner phubbing (see the instructions participants 
received), the current findings add to the literature in this 
regard, shaping a more general view of the indirect effect 
of phubbing on life satisfaction. Also, the present findings 
align with previous literature suggesting that phubbing 
experiences negatively impact feelings of connectedness 
[19, 20], which are significantly and negatively related to 
loneliness [29].

The present findings did not highlight a significant 
direct relation between perceived phubbing and life sat-
isfaction. This result aligns with previous similar findings, 
which suggested a rather indirect (mediated) relationship 
between these variables [27]. This specific result high-
lights the need to examine the various possible mediators 
between perceived phubbing and various outcomes since 
the impact of phubbing on life satisfaction might not be 
straightforward due to various factors, such as individual 
differences. Furthermore, the present results may con-
tribute to the advancement of existing theoretical frame-
works by highlighting the role of mediating variables in 
explaining the complex relationship between technology-
related behaviors (like phubbing) and psychological out-
comes (like life satisfaction and psychological distress).

There are several limitations to be considered when 
interpreting the current results. First, self-reported mea-
sures were used, which may have increased participants’ 
desirable answers. Future studies might benefit from 
using experimental approaches, which might help under-
stand better the investigated relationships. For exam-
ple, instead of measuring the perceived phubbing using 
self-reported scales, experimental procedures might be 
employed to observe in natural contexts this phenome-
non and analyze its psychological implications. This way, 
loneliness might be explored as a temporary state poten-
tially caused by perceived phubbing. Furthermore, this 
would imply using longitudinal measurements instead 
of cross-sectional data, increasing the findings’ general-
izability and generating the possibility of drawing causal 
relations between the primary variables in question. Sim-
ilarly, Internet use might be approached more objectively 
in future studies (i.e., more specific measures instead of 
self-reported time spent online).

Next, though participants’ gender, age, relationship sta-
tus, and time spent online were controlled, future studies 
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might benefit from integrating these variables into the 
research models, using more extended and balanced 
samples. Also, future studies might benefit from exam-
ining the social displacement hypothesis in relation to 
phubbing experiences, given the interesting results pre-
sented by Verduyn et al. [73] on daily smartphone and 
face-to-face communication. Additionally, future studies 
might benefit from examining the way loneliness affects 
perceived phubbing: it is possible that participants who 
experience high levels of loneliness might perceive phub-
bing differently (i.e., more intense) than those with lower 
perceived loneliness. Also, future studies might benefit 
from examining the proposed relations in more gender-
balanced samples, to examine the potential differences 
between male and female participants regarding per-
ceived phubbing experiences and their ramifications on 
psychological distress and life satisfaction [74].

Finally, various other factors might account for sig-
nificant variations regarding perceived phubbing and 
loneliness (e.g., negative self-evaluation, feelings of 
belongingness; [18, 24]), life satisfaction (e.g., religion 
and spirituality [75],; compassion [76],), and psychologi-
cal distress (e.g., growth mindsets [77],). Future studies 
might explore these variables as moderators in the pro-
posed research model to better understand the complex 
psychological outcomes when discussing the overlap 
between the digital and the non-digital world.

Conclusion
The present findings might add important insights 
regarding the significant role of perceived phubbing 
when discussing psychological distress and life satisfac-
tion, underlining the need to address further the (mis)use 
of digital devices (e.g., smartphones) within interpersonal 
relationships. The present results also highlight the role 
of loneliness as a mechanism linking phubbing with life 
satisfaction and psychological distress. Further studies 
could explore other mechanisms, as well as the protective 
factors that may moderate the relation between phubbing 
and mental health indicators.
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