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Phubbing is so common that many probably think it is harmless. Past research found that phubbing partners indirectly affected their
well-being. The current study was aimed at investigating whether phubbing friends is also indirectly related to their well-being. A total
of 457 smartphone users attempted an online survey from which 202 complete responses were included in the final analysis. The
questionnaire contained measures of the experience of being phubbed by friends, psychological well-being, loneliness, friendship
satisfaction, and self-esteem. A mediation analysis revealed a significant indirect effect of being phubbed by friends on
psychological well-being, through the mediating roles of loneliness and relationship satisfaction and the sequential mediating roles
of loneliness and self-esteem, and relationship satisfaction and self-esteem. Being phubbed by friends was associated with an
increase in the phubbed friends’ levels of loneliness and a decrease in their levels of friendship satisfaction and, as a result, in a
worsening of their psychological well-being. An increase in levels of loneliness or a decrease in levels of friendship satisfaction was
also negatively associated with self-esteem and, in turn, with psychological well-being. These findings extend past research on
partner phubbing by establishing new pathways between the experience of being phubbed by friends and psychological well-being.
Overall, this study contributes important insights into friends’ use of smartphones in face-to-face settings by highlighting the
psychological mechanism that explains the relationship between being phubbed by friends and the phubbed individuals’
psychological well-being.

1. Introduction

Inappropriate use of smartphones in social settings has com-
plicated the relationships among youth and affected their
well-being [1]. Dependency on smartphones [2, 3] has cre-
ated a new problem, namely, phubbing [4]. Every time you
enter a coffee shop, there is a good chance that the group
of young people sitting with each other around you are not
talking to each other [5]. Instead, you will see them sitting
quietly with their heads leaning forward and with both of
their hands holding their smartphones [5]. Phubbing is the
momentary shifting of one’s attention from a face-to-face
conversation to the smartphone [6]. The individual who
engages in phubbing behaviour is labelled a “phubber” [7].
The phubbed, often called phubbee, is the individual being

ignored by the phubber, during a copresent social interac-
tion, in favour of the smartphone [7].

Phubbing has been found to be associated with a long list
of detrimental effects [8] including ostracism [9], loneliness
[10], anxiety [11], depression [12], smartphone addiction
[13], cyberbullying perpetration [14], withdrawal [15],
aggression [16], lower self-evaluation [17], academic pro-
crastination [18], and poor academic performance [19].
Phubbing can also increase smartphone-related conflicts
[20], lowers evaluations of relationship quality [21], and
heightens feelings of jealousy [22]. Phubbing is associated
with loss of face [13], annoyance [23], and confrontations
[24]. Phubbing can lower levels of happiness, family con-
nectedness, friendship satisfaction, job performance, and
motivation [25]. Phubbing can negatively affect satisfaction
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with life [26], the quality of friendship, communication
skills, and the perception regarding one’s importance to
those closest to them [27].

The literature indicates that friendship is important for
one’s psychological well-being [28]. What is not clear from
the literature is how young people’ phubbing affects the
phubbed friends’ psychological well-being. This study will
investigate this effect on the phubbed friends. The aim of
this study is to investigate the effect of friends’ phubbing
on the phubbed individuals’ psychological well-being.

The study makes five contributions. (1) It highlights the
underresearched area of phubbing among friends, particu-
larly among youth, which has received less attention com-
pared to phubbing children, partners, and employees [8].
(2) It uses the Being Phubbed scale to measure the effect of
phubbing from the phubbee’s perspective, which is a differ-
ent approach from previous studies that mainly relied on
the phubber’s perspective; see, for example, [25]. (3) It
focuses on the impact of phubbing on psychological well-
being, an aspect that has been largely overlooked in existing
research that has mainly focused on emotional, subjective, or
mental well-being [29]. (4) It takes into consideration the
mediating roles of friendship satisfaction, loneliness, and
self-esteem, in the relationship between being phubbed and
psychological well-being, which have not been included
together in a mediation analysis model before. (5) It explores
the moderating role of self-esteem in the relationship
between being phubbed and psychological well-being, given
that self-esteem has played a dual role in the complex rela-
tionship between phubbing and psychological well-being.

It should be noted that while emotional well-being, sub-
jective well-being, mental well-being, and psychological
well-being are all related to an individual’s overall well-
being, each has a slightly different meaning and focus. Emo-
tional well-being refers to an individual’s ability to manage
and regulate their emotions effectively. It involves having a
sense of control over one’s emotions and being able to
experience a range of positive emotions such as joy, love,
and contentment [30]. Subjective well-being refers to an
individual’s overall evaluation of their life and experiences,
including their emotional state, satisfaction with their
relationships, sense of purpose, and meaning in life. It
encompasses both cognitive and affective components of
well-being [31]. Mental well-being refers to an individual’s
state of mind and the extent to which they are able to func-
tion effectively in their daily life. It involves factors such as
stress management, coping strategies, and resilience [32].
Psychological well-being refers to an individual’s overall
sense of happiness and fulfillment in life and is often associ-
ated with positive psychological traits such as self-esteem,
optimism, sense of purpose, and meaning in life [33].

2. Being Phubbed, Psychological Well-Being,
Loneliness, Friendship Satisfaction, and
Self-Esteem

Phubbing and being phubbed are not the same thing. Phub-
bing is looking at the behaviour from a phubber’s perspec-

tive. Being phubbed is looking at the experience from a
phubbee’s perspective [1]. The effect of phubbing and being
phubbed should be measured using measuring instruments
that take into account the two mentioned perspectives.
Often the same scale is used to measure either phubbing or
being phubbed or both [1]. This study adopted Chotpitaya-
sunondh and Douglas's [34] Generic Scale of Being Phubbed
to measure the effect of being phubbed by friends. This scale
is different from Chotpitayasunondh and Douglas's [34]
Generic Scale of Phubbing.

Psychological well-being is a complex psychological con-
cept. For some, it is happiness as understood in terms of the
balance between negative affect and positive affect. For
others, it is satisfaction with life [35]. Psychological well-
being encompasses six dimensions: self-acceptance, environ-
mental mastery, purpose in life, positive relations with
others, personal growth, and autonomy [35]. Psychological
well-being and phubbing are related [36]. A study by Caner
[37] revealed that partner phubbing indirectly negatively
affected life satisfaction through the mediating roles of rela-
tionship satisfaction and romantic relationship quality. Life
satisfaction is a measure of well-being [38]. Partner-
phubbing literature indicates that phubbing partners indi-
rectly affected their well-being. In David and Roberts’ [39]
study, this indirect effect was through worsening levels of
anxiety and depression. The existence of an indirect effect
of partner phubbing on psychological well-being suggests
friend phubbing is likely to have an indirect effect on the
phubbed friends’ psychological well-being. A study by Sun
& Samp [25] found a negative association between friend
phubbing and friendship satisfaction, a finding that is con-
sistent with the above finding of Keyes [32], so the indirect
effect of being phubbed by friends on psychological well-
being is not unlikely.

Loneliness is experienced when social relationships are
judged to be deficient [29]. Loneliness was not found to be
a strong predictor of phubbing [10]. But peer phubbing
among adolescents has been found to be a predictor of lone-
liness [40]. Being phubbed by a peer triggered adolescents’
feelings of rejection, and this increased their loneliness
[40]. At the same time, loneliness was seldom treated as a
mediator capable of carrying the effect of phubbing to the
outcome variable under investigation. But there is evidence
in the literature that suggests that loneliness can act as a
mediator. Wang et al. [41], for example, found that loneli-
ness mediated the association between father phubbing and
children’s social networking sites addiction. Given that
friend phubbing predicts loneliness and that loneliness is
linked to well-being [42], loneliness is predicted to mediate
the relationship between being phubbed by friends and psy-
chological well-being.

Phubbing significantly negatively affects relationship sat-
isfaction [8]. However, the effect of friends’ phubbing on
friendship satisfaction is not yet fully understood. A study
by Sun & Samp [25] revealed that individuals who phubbed
their friends did so because they were not satisfied with their
friendships. If individuals phubbed their friends because
they were not satisfied with their friendships, it makes more
sense that the phubbed individuals will be less satisfied with
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their friendships if their friends regularly phubbed them.
Indeed, one study found peer phubbing to have a negative
effect on the quality of friendship among students [43]. Since
being phubbed by friends negatively affected the phubbed
individuals’ relationship satisfaction with their friends, and
given that a decline in relationship satisfaction is associated
with a decline in psychological well-being [44], friendship
satisfaction is predicted to mediate the relationship between
being phubbed by friends and psychological well-being.

Phubbing is negatively correlated with self-esteem [45].
A study by Hao et al. [46] found that phubbing significantly
threatened self-esteem. In the phubbing literature, self-
esteem is often treated as a mediator [45]; see, for example,
Hong et al. [47] and Xie et al. [48]. But a study by Wang
et al. [49] treated self-esteem as a moderator and found that
self-esteem significantly moderated the relationship between
phubbing and depressive symptoms in children. Since it is
not clear what role self-esteem will play in the relationship
between being phubbed by friends and psychological well-
being, this study will test the role of self-esteem as a media-
tor and as a moderator. As a mediator, self-esteem will be
entered into the hypothesised mediation models, to see if it
plays a role in mediating the effect of being phubbed on the
phubbed friends’ psychological well-being. As a moderator,
self-esteem will be entered into a moderation model, to see if
the effect of phubbing on the phubbed friends’ psychological
well-being is stronger for youth with lower self-esteem.

This study will assess the mediating roles of loneliness,
friendship satisfaction, and self-esteem in the relationship
between being phubbed and psychological well-being. The
moderating role of self-esteem in the relationship between
being phubbed and psychological well-being will also be
investigated. The study will test the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): being phubbed by friends would
predict loneliness.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): being phubbed by friends would
predict friendship satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): loneliness would predict psychologi-
cal well-being.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): friendship satisfaction would predict
psychological well-being.

Hypothesis 5 (H5): loneliness will mediate the relation-
ship between being phubbed by friends and psychological
well-being.

Hypothesis 6 (H6): friendship satisfaction will mediate
the relationship between being phubbed by friends and psy-
chological well-being.

3. Method

This section covers recruitment, sampling, ethical consider-
ations, and measurements, as well as the reliability and the
validity of the scales and the techniques used in analysing
the data.

3.1. Procedure. The present study used an anonymous online
survey questionnaire administered via Qualtrics. The survey
was made available for participants to take after ethics
approval from the author’s University Human Research

Ethics Committee was obtained. Data collection took place
during the last three months of 2022. A total of 457
responses to the survey were submitted, but only 202
responses were used. One individual selected the “Under
14” age group and 120 participants selected the “25 or
above” age group and were all immediately removed from
the survey because they were not eligible to participate.
The criterion for participation was that all participants
needed to be between 14 and 24. The other 134 participants
were excluded because they submitted incomplete responses.
This study was aimed at collecting data from two age groups:
adolescents (14-17) and youth (18-24). Both groups have
been shown to be among the heaviest users of smartphones
[50]. Indeed, these two groups are more likely than others
to experience significant life changes, which may impact
smartphone use and its potential effects. By studying these
age groups, we can gain a better understanding of how
smartphone use affects young people as they navigate
through these life changes.

The method of sampling was convenience sampling. The
study was advertised on several sites including the author’s
university daily newsletter, Survey Circle, Survey Swap, Reddit
(Sample Size), and the StudentRoom.UK. The author’s media
engagements and an article in the Australian Conversation
also contributed to the efforts of recruiting participants for this
study. Participants were warned in the information consent
statement that it is possible that the survey questions may
evoke negative emotions, especially if they triggered memories
of negative experiences, and were asked to exercise caution. If
they felt uncomfortable, they were encouraged to discontinue
participation, and if they felt the need to talk to someone, they
were asked to contact their health care professional, a
counsellor, or a close friend and could visit Beyond Blue at
https://www.beyondblue.org.au, which has useful resources
for support. Data collection was anonymous, and the dataset
is stored securely in accordance with the author’s University
Human Research Ethics Committee-approved project’s Data
Management Plan.

3.2. Participants. Participants were aged between 16 and 24
with the majority’s age (~46%) falling between 20 and 24.
This is excluding ~10% who did not respond to the specific
age question, “Please indicate your age,” which is different
from the eligibility question, i.e., of being between 14 and 24.
Approximately 38% of the participants, excluding ~10% who
did not respond to this question, were female (coded as 2),
and 18.1% were male (coded as 1). Participants were not asked
about their country of residence, but as Qualtrics captured
their geolocation data (excluding those missing), their latitude
and longitude data were mapped in RStudio. As can be seen
from Figure 1, participants mostly resided in the UK, US,
and Europe.

3.3. Measures

3.3.1. Being Phubbed. To measure the effect of friends’ phub-
bing, the Generic Scale of Being Phubbed (GSBP) [34] was
used after replacing the word “others” with “my friend(s).”
The GSBP scale consists of 22 items. The questionnaire rates
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the experience of being phubbed in social interactions on a
seven-point Likert scale from one (never) to seven (always).
The GSBP consists of three factors: perceived norms (PN),
feeling ignored (FI), and interpersonal conflict (IC). The
scale includes items such as “My friend(s) seems to be using
their phone to go online,” “My friend(s) seems anxious if
their phone is not nearby,” and “My friend(s) places their
phone where they can see it.” The Cronbach α for the scale
in this study was .967, which is within the .92-.97 range of
the Cronbach α for the original scale. The scale’s validity
was assessed using an Exploratory Factor Analysis in SPSS.
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO = :957) measure and Bartlett’s
Test of Sphericity (p < :001) indicated that the three factors
were correctly extracted using the Principal Components with
Varimax rotation. The three factors, all with an eigenvalue
above 1.319, explained 74.1% of the variance. The scale’s valid-
ity was also crossed checked using a Confirmatory Factor Anal-
ysis in Amos. The confirmatory factor analysis (χ2 = 544:563,
DF = 206, CFI = :926, TLI = :909, and RMSEA 0.060) con-
firmed that the items loaded well on their factors (see
Figure 2). Table 1 shows the mean and the standard deviation
for the scale. Looking at the mean, it would appear overall that
the survey respondents experienced being phubbed by their
friends only occasionally. Thus, participants did not perceive
high levels of phubbing by their friends.

3.3.2. Loneliness. Loneliness was measured using the three-
item loneliness scale [51]. The scale consists of the following
questions: “How often do you feel that you lack companion-
ship?,” “How often do you feel left out?,” and “How often do
you feel isolated from others?” The scale rates the experience
of being lonely on a three-point scale ranging from “hardly
ever” (coded as 1) to “often” (coded as 3). The Cronbach α
for the scale in this study was .816. According to the scale
instructions, a score between 3 and 5 indicates that the
respondent is not lonely, whereas a scale of 6 to 9 indicates
that the respondent is lonely. Considering the mean in this

study is 6 (see Table 1), this would indicate that, overall,
the sample is high on loneliness.

3.3.3. Friendship Satisfaction. To measure friendship satis-
faction, the relationship satisfaction scale [52] was used after
replacing the word “partner” with “friend(s).” The relation-
ship satisfaction questionnaire consists of four items and
includes statements such as “I am extremely satisfied with
my relationship with my friend(s),” and “My relationship
with my friend(s) is very rewarding.” The scale rates rela-
tionship satisfaction on a nine-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (not at all) to 9 (completely true). The Cronbach α
for the scale in this study was .876. The scale’s validity was
assessed using an Exploratory Factor Analysis in SPSS.
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO = :823) measure and Bartlett’s
Test of Sphericity (p < :001) indicated that the factor was
correctly extracted using the Principal Components with
Varimax rotation. The extracted factor had an eigenvalue
of 2.945 and explained 73.618% of the variance. The scale’s
validity was also validated using a Confirmatory Factor
Analysis in Amos. The confirmatory factor analysis
(χ2 = :651, DF = 2, CFI = 1, TLI = 1:014, and RMSEA 0.00)
confirmed that the items loaded well on the single factor
(see Figure 3).

3.3.4. Psychological Well-Being. Psychological well-being was
measured using Ryff’s psychological well-being scales [35].
The 18-item scale rates different aspects of well-being on a
six-point scale from one (strongly disagree) to six (strongly
agree). The questionnaire consists of six factors: autonomy,
environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations
with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance. Each factor
is associated with three of the 18 items. The Cronbach α for
the scale in this study was .803.

3.3.5. Self-Esteem. Self-esteem was measured using the Rosen-
berg Self-Esteem Scale [53]. The 10-item questionnaire rates

Figure 1: Location of participants.
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self-esteem on a four-point scale from one (strongly disagree)
to four (strongly agree). The Cronbach α for the scale in this
study was .895.

3.4. Data Analysis. The required sample size for the serial
mediation was calculated using the Monte Carlo Power Anal-
ysis for Indirect Effects simulation web app [54]. The Monte
Carlo Power Analysis web app determined that for an 80%
power to detect an indirect effect, given a standardised coeffi-
cient of 0.3 for each model path, except for the direct effect of
c′, (α = 0:05, 5000 replications), 145 responses were sufficient.

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Version 29
and IBM SPSS Amos Version 29. Scales were scored after the
reversed items were recoded. The scales are scored by sum-
ming the values of each participant’s response to the scale
items. Descriptive statistics, plots, correlation, and regres-
sion analyses involving all variables were carried out on the
dataset to gain an understanding of the data. The main anal-

ysis technique used in this study was sequential mediation
(Model 6) using PROCESS Macro 4.2 in SPSS [55]. The role
of self-esteem as a moderator was also tested via Hayes’
PROCESS Macro version 4.2 for SPSS using Model 92 to
see if the effect of phubbing on the phubbed friends’ psycho-
logical well-being is stronger for youth with lower self-
esteem. Self-esteem did not moderate any interaction effect,
so no results relating to moderation will be reported. All
analyses were conducted with bootstrapping selected to take
advantage of this technique’s robustness against violations
of normality assumptions [56]. The bootstrapping tech-
nique used confidence intervals (CIs) of 95% from 10,000
random samples.

Being phubbed was treated as the independent variable
(predictor) and psychological well-being as the dependent
variable (outcome). Loneliness, friendship satisfaction, and
self-esteem were included in the analysis models as media-
tors to find out if friends’ phubbing affects psychological
well-being through its effect on loneliness and friendship
satisfaction or these two together with self-esteem. This will
allow the opportunity to see how the effect of friends’ phub-
bing takes place, in other words, the psychological mecha-
nism. Age and gender, of the final sample (N = 202), were
included in the preliminary correlation, regression, and
sequential mediation analyses as covariates but were not
found to be associated with any statistically significant
results; therefore, they were not included in the final correla-
tion, regression, and sequential mediation analyses.
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Figure 2: Confirmatory factor analysis for being phubbed.

Table 1: Mean scores and standard deviations of variables.

Variable Minimum Maximum M Median SD Skewness Kurtosis

Being phubbed 23 154 69.40 65.5 27. 71 .54 -.27

Loneliness 3 9 6 6 1.79 .08 -.78

Friendship satisfaction 5 36 26.2 27 6.3 -.63 .33

Psychological well-being 51 101 74.99 76 11.34 .01 -.72

Self-esteem 10 40 27.5 28 5.93 -.26 .19

Friendship satisfaction

Q5_4Re1

Q5_3e2

Q5_2e3

Q5_1 0.87

0.89

0.78

0.67

e4

Figure 3: Confirmatory factor analysis for friendship satisfaction.
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4. Results

4.1. Correlations. Pearson’s correlation analysis revealed that
being phubbed was positively correlated with loneliness
(r = :29, p < 0:001) and negatively correlated with friendship
satisfaction (r = −:28, p < 0:001). Loneliness was negatively
correlated with friendship satisfaction (r = −:50, p < 0:001),
psychological well-being (r = −:46, p < 0:001), and self-esteem
(r = −:41, p < 0:001). Friendship satisfaction was positively
correlated with psychological well-being (r = :40, p < 0:001)
and self-esteem (r = :25, p < 0:001). Lastly, psychological
well-being was positively correlated with self-esteem (r = :71,
p < 0:001). Table 2 shows the results of Pearson’s correlation
analysis among the variables.

4.2. Regression. The regression model, which was significant
(Fð4Þ = 62:8, p < :001) accounting for 56% of the variance,
showed that being phubbed did not predict psychological
well-being, so as expected, there is no direct association
between the two variables. However, loneliness (b = −0:71,
95% CI: [-1.38, -0.01]), friendship satisfaction (b = 0:35,
95% CI: [0.15, 0.53]), and self-esteem (b = 1:17, 95% CI:
[1.00, 1.35]) all predicted psychological well-being. Table 3
shows the results of the bootstrapped regression analysis.

4.3. Mediation. Three mediation models were tested in
which each included two of the three mediating variables.
The effect of being phubbed by friends on youth’s psycho-
logical well-being was expected to be fully sequentially medi-
ated by loneliness, friendship satisfaction, and self-esteem.
Sequential mediation was tested via Hayes’ PROCESS Macro
version 4.2 for SPSS using Model 6 and 10,000 random boot-
strap samples. The sequential mediation analysis revealed
four significant indirect effects. Table 4 shows the results of
the bootstrapped sequential mediation.

For the being phubbed -> loneliness -> psychological
well-being path (see Figure 4), being phubbed significantly
positively predicted loneliness (b = 0:02, 95% CI: [0.01,
0.03]), supporting H1, and loneliness significantly negatively
predicted psychological well-being (b = −1:23, 95% CI:
[-1.91, -0.55]), confirming H3. Loneliness mediated the rela-
tionship between being phubbed by friends and psychologi-
cal well-being, thereby supporting H5. It appears an increase
in levels of being phubbed was associated with an increase in
levels of loneliness, and this increase in levels of loneliness
was associated with a decrease in levels of psychological
well-being.

For the being phubbed -> loneliness -> self-esteem ->
psychological well-being path (see Figure 4), loneliness sig-
nificantly negatively predicted self-esteem (b = −1:43, 95%
CI: [-1.87, -0.99]), and self-esteem significantly positively
predicted psychological well-being (b = 1:19, 95% CI: [1.01,
1.37]). It appears an increase in levels of being phubbed
was associated with an increase in levels of loneliness, and
this increase in levels of loneliness was associated with a
decrease in levels of self-esteem. The drop in levels of self-
esteem was associated with a drop in levels of psychological
well-being.

For the being phubbed -> friendship satisfaction -> psy-
chological well-being path (see Figure 5), as hypothesised
(H2), being phubbed significantly negatively predicted
friendship satisfaction (b = −0:06, 95% CI: [-0.09, -0.03]),
and in accordance with H4, friendship satisfaction signifi-
cantly positively predicted psychological well-being (b = 0:43,
95% CI: [0.24, 0.61]). Friendship satisfaction mediated the
relationship between being phubbed by friends and psycho-
logical well-being, thus confirming H6. It appears that an
increase in levels of being phubbed was associated with a
decrease in levels of friendship satisfaction, and this decrease
in levels of friendship satisfaction was associated with a
decrease in levels of psychological well-being.

For the being phubbed -> friendship satisfaction -> self-
esteem -> psychological well-being path (see Figure 5), friend-
ship satisfaction significantly positively predicted self-esteem
(b = 0:24, 95% CI: [0.10, 0.37]), and self-esteem significantly
positively predicted psychological well-being (b = 1:24, 95%
CI: [1.07, 1.40]). It appears that an increase in levels of being
phubbed was associated with a decrease in levels of friendship
satisfaction, and this decrease in levels of friendship satisfac-
tion was associated with a decrease in levels of self-esteem.
The drop in levels of self-esteem was associated with a drop
in psychological well-being.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Past research found that phubbing partners indirectly
affected their well-being [57]. The current study was aimed
at investigating whether phubbing friends is also indirectly
related to well-being. The above results of the mediation
analysis show that being phubbed by friends did not have
a direct relationship with youth’s psychological well-being
in any mediation model tested during analysis. The relation-
ship of being phubbed by friends with youth’s psychological
well-being was fully operated through mediating variables.
The literature reviewed above, e.g., [24, 32, 36, 38, 42, 43,
45], suggested that being phubbed can affect psychological
well-being indirectly through several mediating variables,
such as loneliness, relationship satisfaction, and self-esteem.
This highlighted the need to test multiple mediating paths,
including sequential mediation, between being phubbed by
friends and psychological well-being. Given psychological
well-being is a broad concept that encompasses multiple
dimensions, including self-acceptance, environmental mas-
tery, purpose in life, positive relations with others, personal

Table 2: Pearson’s correlations among variables using 10,000
bootstrap samples (N = 202).

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

Being phubbed — .29∗∗ -.28∗∗ -.115 -.060

Loneliness — -.50∗∗ -.46∗∗ -.41∗∗

Friendship satisfaction — .40∗∗ .25∗∗

Psychological well-being — .71∗∗

Self-esteem —
∗∗Correlation is significant at the 0.000 level (2-tailed).
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growth, and autonomy, testing multiple mediating paths,
including sequential mediation, is necessary to better under-
stand the complex relationship between being phubbed by
friends and psychological well-being and to identify potential
intervention points to mitigate the negative impact of being
phubbed by friends on youth’s psychological well-being.

Being phubbed by friends was associated with youth’s
psychological well-being either through the mediating role
of loneliness or through the mediating roles of loneliness
and self-esteem in sequence (chain effect). Being phubbed
by friends was associated with an increase in feelings of lone-

liness. The increase in feelings of loneliness was associated
with a worsening of psychological well-being. Youth’s psy-
chological well-being was also related to friends’ phubbing
through the association with loneliness (intensifying feelings
of loneliness) and subsequently through the association with
self-esteem (worsening feelings of self-esteem). Similarly,
being phubbed by friends was associated with youth’s psy-
chological well-being either through the mediating role of
friendship satisfaction or through the mediating role of
friendship satisfaction and self-esteem in sequence (chain
effect). Being phubbed by friends was associated with a
decrease in feelings of friendship satisfaction. The decrease
in feelings of friendship satisfaction was, in turn, associated
with a worsening of psychological well-being. Youth’s
psychological well-being was also indirectly related to
friends’ phubbing through the association with friendship
satisfaction (lowering feelings of friendship satisfaction)
and subsequently through the association with self-esteem
(aggravating feelings of self-esteem). Thus, while being
phubbed by friends did not have a direct relationship with
youth’s psychological well-being, youth’s psychological well-
being was associated with their friends’ phubbing through the
mediating roles of loneliness and friendship satisfaction, as
mediators, and through the sequential mediation of loneliness
and self-esteem and friendship satisfaction and self-esteem.

This study is significant because there are numerous
studies on phubbing children, partners, and employees.
Yet, there is a dearth of research on phubbing friends, espe-
cially among the youth [8]. In addition, existing research on
phubbing and friendship measured the effects of phubbing
using the phubbing scale, which measures phubbing from

Table 3: Regression analysis using 10,000 bootstrap samples (N = 202).

Bootstrap coefficients 95% confidence interval
B Std. error Sig. (2-tailed) Lower Upper

Constant 37.92 5.10 <.001 27.53 47.51

Being phubbed 0.00 .02 .97 -.04 .04

Loneliness -.71 .35 .04 -1.38 -.01

Friendship satisfaction .35 .10 <.001 .15 .53

Self-esteem 1.17 .09 <.001 1.00 1.35

Dependent variable: psychological well-being. R2 = :56.

Table 4: Paths of significant indirect effects using 10,000 bootstrap samples (N = 202).

Paths of indirect effects
Bootstrap coefficients 95% confidence interval

Effect BootSE BootLLC BootULCI

Being phubbed -> loneliness -> psychological
well-being

-.04 .01 -.07 -.02

Being phubbed -> loneliness -> self-esteem ->
psychological well-being

-.03 .01 -.05 -.01

Being phubbed -> friendship satisfaction ->
psychological well-being

-.03 .01 -.04 -.01

Being phubbed -> friendship satisfaction ->
self-esteem -> psychological well-being

-.02 .01 -.03 -.01

Being phubbed

Loneliness
–1.43

–1.23

1.190.0
2

Self-esteem

Psychological
well-being

Figure 4: Paths of significant indirect effects of sequential meditation
(loneliness and self-esteem).

Being phubbed

Friendship
satisfaction

0.24

0.43

1.24–0
.06

Self-esteem

Psychological
well-being

Figure 5: Paths of significant indirect effects of sequential meditation
(friendship satisfaction and self-esteem).
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the perspective of the phubber; see, for example, [25]. This
study used the being phubbed scale which measures the
effect of being phubbed from the phubbee’s perspective.
Moreover, the literature is rich with accounts on the effect
of phubbing on depression, but there is a paucity of research
on the effect of phubbing on the phubbed individuals’ over-
all well-being. In research studies in which well-being was
investigated, researchers focused more on emotional well-
being, subjective well-being, or mental well-being [29].
Psychological well-being is seldom considered in friend-
phubbing research. This study focused on the effect of phub-
bing on the phubbed friends’ psychological well-being. This
study also took into consideration the mediating role of
loneliness, friendship satisfaction, and self-esteem, which
have not been included together in a mediation analysis
model before.

A limitation needs to be outlined. Even though 457 partic-
ipants took part in the study survey, only 202 responsesmet the
eligibility and completeness criteria and were subsequently
used in the analysis. No doubt a larger sample could have
resulted in larger effect sizes, so this issue should be taken into
consideration when making inferences from the results of this
research study. However, this research study adopted the
Monte Carlo Power Analysis for Indirect Effects to determine
the adequate sample size for the serial mediation which the
simulation web app calculated as 145 responses. In addition,
this study used bootstrapping in all the analyses. In this study,
bootstrapping used confidence intervals (CIs) of 95% from
10,000 random samples. Bootstrapping is known for its robust-
ness against violations of normality assumptions [56]. Another
limitation is that this study relied on a cross-sectional survey.
While it is difficult to establish causation with a cross-
sectional survey, a cross-sectional survey can still provide
valuable insights into the current characteristics, attitudes,
and behaviours of a sample at a specific point in time, allowing
researchers to explore relationships between variables and
identify potential areas for further research or intervention.

Another issue is that this study did not investigate the
phubbed friends’ reaction when phubbed by their friends.
Did the phubbed individuals also engage with their phones
in response? A study by Tulane et al. [58] revealed that the
reason their study participants pretended to send text mes-
sages in social settings was to avoid feeling lonely or appear-
ing lonely. This is similar, in some way, to Tandon's et al.
[59] and Al-Saggaf's [60] findings relating to why smart-
phone users phubbed. They phubbed, in the case of these
two studies, to escape the negative feeling of fear of missing
out, so phubbing, for them, was a coping mechanism. What
was the phubbed individuals’ coping strategy when their
friends phubbed them? Are there cultural differences that
can explain the phubbing process? These questions are for
future research to address.

To sum up, partner phubbing had an indirect effect on
partners’ psychological well-being through worsening their
levels of anxiety and depression. In the current study, phub-
bing friends was indirectly associated with the phubbed
friends’ psychological well-being through the association with
loneliness (increasing their levels of loneliness) and friendship
satisfaction (worsening their feelings of friendship satisfaction)

and through these two factors in combination with self-esteem.
Thus, while being phubbed by friends did not have a direct
relationship with psychological well-being, there is a significant
negative association between being phubbed by friends and
psychological well-being, as phubbing is associated with
increased levels of loneliness and decreased levels of friendship
satisfaction. Furthermore, an increase in levels of loneliness or
a decrease in levels of friendship satisfaction were also associ-
ated with a decrease in self-esteem, which in turn was associ-
ated with a decrease in psychological well-being. Friends are
not likely to stop phubbing each other in the future. For this
reason, it is important to understand its effects on them. The
literature on phubbing is growing exponentially, but friends’
phubbing is still a neglected area of research. This study is
one of few that looked at the effect of friend’s phubbing on
youths’ psychological well-being.
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