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Abstract: A high-quality parent–child relationship is critical to the health and well-being of ado-
lescents and, in the family system, the interaction pattern within couples is a decisive factor in
parent–adolescent relationship quality. Using dyadic data from 441 Chinese couples, in this study,
we examined the association between partner phubbing (a negative interaction behavior initiated by
the spouse) and parent–adolescent relationship quality, and further explored the moderating effect
of adolescent gender. Dyadic modeling showed that partner phubbing had both an intra-person
effect and an inter-person effect on parent–adolescent relationship quality. For the intra-person
effect, husbands’ phubbing had an adverse effect on the mother–adolescent relationship quality,
and this effect was stronger for girls than boys; wives’ phubbing had a positive effect on the father–
adolescent relationship quality, but this effect was only significant for boys. For the inter-person
effect, the negative influence of husbands’ phubbing on father–adolescent relationship quality was
only significant for boys; wives’ phubbing was uncorrelated with mother–adolescent relationship
quality. These findings deepen our understanding of the links between the marital subsystem and the
parent-adolescent subsystem in the family, underscore the importance of positive marital interactions
for adolescent development, and have implications for personal smartphone use management in
family contexts.

Keywords: partner phubbing; parent–adolescent relationship quality; spillover effect; compensatory
effect; dyadic model

1. Introduction

Mobile technology such as smartphones has made social connection very convenient,
but the problems they create are non-negligible [1,2]. One prominent issue is phubbing.
The term “phubbing” is a portmanteau of “phone” and “snubbing”, which describes the act
of someone being preoccupied with their smartphones and ignoring their partners during
face-to-face communication [3,4]. Globally, mobile Internet users spend an average of 4.2 h
on their smartphones per day, and digital life habits are being deeply cultivated [5]. With
the penetration of smartphones, phubbing has been captured in various social situations,
especially in the family environment [6–8].

Adolescence is an essential period of growth and transformation, and parents play
a significant protective role in the adaptation and development of adolescents [9]. In
family systems, the quality of the parent–adolescent relationship can greatly affect an
adolescent’s health and well-being [10]. Several studies have shown that a high quality
parent–adolescent relationship is beneficial for children’s positive and healthy development,
including coping skills, emotional regulation, value formation, and socialization [11–13].
By contrast, a low quality parent–adolescent relationship is associated with children’s low
well-being, poor mental health, and unhealthy behaviors [14,15].

The parent–adolescent relationship can be influenced by various factors within a
family, including marital interactions [16,17]. A conflictual marital relationship has been
shown to be associated with lower parental attention and sensitivity, and greater parental
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expressions of negative emotions toward their children [18–20]. Therefore, the interaction
patterns and behaviors within couples are thought to be an important determinant of
parent–adolescent relationship quality.

Partner phubbing, as a negative interaction behavior initiated by an intimate partner
or spouse, has attracted extensive academic attention for its possible adverse relational
and health consequences [19,21,22]. Specifically, partner phubbing has been shown to
undermine conversation intimacy [23], exacerbate conflicts [24], decrease overall relation-
ship satisfaction [19,25,26], and increase the mental health concerns of the partner who is
phubbed [21,27,28]. Despite ample evidence that partner phubbing has adverse influences
in the family environment, there is a lack of consideration for the association between
partner phubbing and parent–adolescent relationship quality.

In family systems, all family members are interdependent, and family subsystems
(e.g., marital and parent-child subsystems) are closely connected [29,30]. Previous
research has well-established the negative effects of partner phubbing on the marital
relationship [16,24,28], and thus, it is reasonable to assume that the adverse influences of
phubbing might extend beyond the marital subsystem to the parent-adolescent subsystem.
Indeed, there is evidence that a parent’s problematic use of technology could decrease
co-parenting quality and also impede high-quality parent–child interactions [31]. Surpris-
ingly, little attention has been paid to the potential influences of partner phubbing on the
parent–adolescent relationship.

The spillover hypothesis [16] may help to clarify the expected correlation between
partner phubbing and parent–adolescent relationship quality. Spillover refers to a sociolog-
ical transfer of behavior and emotion from one setting to another in the same direction [16].
One example would be the negative affect or conflict that was generated in the marital dyad
being expressed in the parent–child dyad. Based on the spillover hypothesis, marital rela-
tionship quality has been shown to have a significant impact on parent–child relationship
quality [32,33].

Within the framework of the spillover hypothesis [16], in this study, we propose and
test a dyadic model in which partner phubbing has negative intra-person and inter-person
effects on parent–adolescent relationship quality, and these associations vary by adolescent
gender. In this study, wives’ perceived partner phubbing was simplified as husbands’
phubbing; husband’s perceived partner phubbing was expressed as wives’ phubbing.
The husband-wife matched data were collected from Chinese couples. The hypothesized
model was tested using structural equation modeling. This research has the potential to
advance existing knowledge of the determinants of the parent–adolescent relationship and
to provide guidance for personal smartphone use in family contexts. Our work also has
practical value for improving the well-being and healthy development of adolescents.

1.1. Partner Phubbing and Parent–Adolescent Relationship Quality

Partner phubbing might be a threat to the marital or co-parenting relationship. It has
been found that partner phubbing could reduce marital relationship satisfaction [16,19] and
undermine co-parenting quality [31,34]. Meanwhile, marital quality can significantly affect
the parent–adolescent relationship [35,36]. In a family system, phubbing would hinder
couples’ interactions and reduce coordination among family members, especially during
co-parenting [31]. When there is poor co-parenting, parent–adolescent interactions could
be undermined [37]. In line with this logic, partner phubbing might not only affect the
marital relationship, but might also interfere with parent–adolescent interactions.

The intra-person effect is an important form of spillover in which one’s precondition
in one setting affects his or her own outcomes in another setting [16]. For example, wives’
perceived marital relationship satisfaction (marital dyad) has been shown to have a positive
correlation with their reports of the quality of the parent–child relationship (parent–child
dyad), and the same results also hold for husbands [33]. A daily diary study has also
shown that wives’ and husbands’ who perceived marital quality (marital dyad) both had a
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positive association with their perceived parent–child relationship quality (parent–child
dyad) [36].

Partner phubbing may have an intra-person effect on parent–adolescent relationship
quality. Previous research has shown that partner phubbing may spark marital conflict [24]
and lead to negative moods in those who are phubbed [38]. It has been found that family
conflicts between spouses may spillover to the parent–adolescent relationship, and the
parents’ negative moods serve as a transferring mechanism [39]. During parent–adolescent
interactions, negative emotions generated in unpleasant marital interactions may be dis-
placed onto children, thus, undermining positive parent–child interactions and inducing
a decline in parent–adolescent relationship quality. Based on the above evidence, we put
forward the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1a). Husbands’ phubbing is negatively correlated with mother–adolescent rela-
tionship quality.

Hypothesis 1 (H1b). Wives’ phubbing is negatively correlated with father–adolescent relation-
ship quality.

Different from the intra-person effect, the inter-person effect represents the effects
of a person’s characteristics or behaviors on another person’s outcome [40]. In addition,
the inter-person effect of the spillover hypothesis implies that one’s precondition in one
setting affects his or her partner’s outcomes in another setting [16]. For instance, prior
work showed a positive correlation between wives’ reports of relationship satisfaction
(marital dyad) and husbands’ reports of co-parenting cooperation (parent–child dyad),
whereas wives’ perceived negative couple interactions (marital dyad) were positively as-
sociated with husbands’ reports of hostile parenting (parent–child dyad) [41]. Research
has also found that one spouse’s daily parenting stress (parent–child dyad) may be posi-
tively correlated with the other spouse’s perceived negative couple interactions (marital
dyad) [42].

Partner phubbing may also have an inter-person effect on parent–adolescent relation-
ship quality. That is, a spouse’s perceived partner phubbing in marital subsystem may be
correlated with another spouse’s perception of the parent–adolescent relationship quality
in the parent-child subsystem. After being phubbed by their spouse, parents may pour out
their unhappiness to their children [43]. There is a strong emotional connection between
parents and children [44], and children are able to empathize with their parents’ depressed
moods [45]. They may even feel resentment toward the phubber for causing the other
parent to experience negative emotions [46]. As a result, one spouse’s perceived partner
phubbing might undermine the quality of the relationship between the phubber and the
adolescent.

In addition, previous research has suggested that one parent’s experiences and behav-
iors were associated with the quality of communication between the other parent and the
adolescents [8]. Therefore, one spouse’s negative experience in the marital subsystem, such
as perceived partner phubbing, may affect the other spouse’s communication with their
children in the parent-child subsystem. Furthermore, parents and children stay together
during most family time. When a spouse perceives partner phubbing (marital dyad), their
children may also perceive phubbing from one parent, which may directly impair the
relationship quality between the phubber and the adolescents (parent–child dyad) [6].
Building on the spillover hypothesis and the empirical evidence discussed above, we put
forward the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2 (H2a). Husbands’ phubbing is negatively correlated with father–adolescent relation-
ship quality.

Hypothesis 2 (H2b). Wives’ phubbing is negatively correlated with mother–adolescent relation-
ship quality.
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1.2. Gender Differences among Adolescents

Gender differences in parent–adolescent relationships [8,47,48] may have implications
for conceptualizing possible sex differences in the association between partner phubbing
and parent–adolescent relationship quality. As for the intra-person effect, previous research
has suggested that adolescents develop their own sex-typical personality through learning
from their same-sex parents [49], and this process shapes a close link in same-sex parent–
adolescent relationships. Similarly, prior work has shown that parents have stronger
bonds with children of the same sex [48], suggesting that children are more likely to be
influenced by the same-sex parent. Therefore, the intra-person effect of partner phubbing
on parent–adolescent relationship quality might vary by adolescent gender.

Research has suggested that girls learn feminine characteristics from their mother [50],
and girls may have more frequent interactions with their mothers. Mothers have been
shown to talk more to their daughters about unpleasant marital experiences than to their
sons [51]. Therefore, girls are more susceptible to their mothers’ moods during their
interactions [52]. In line with this notion, mothers’ negative emotions induced by fathers’
phubbing may have a greater impact on the mother–daughter relationship quality than on
the mother–son relationship quality.

In contrast, sons develop their masculine personality mainly through learning from
their fathers [53], and they have more interactions with their fathers. Husbands may be
more likely to express negative moods induced by wives’ phubbing with their sons than
with their daughters. Therefore, wives’ phubbing may have a greater impact on the father–
son relationship quality than on the father–daughter relationship quality. Meanwhile, boys
are not as considerate as girls [52,54], and they may not offer consolation when their fathers
are phubbed. The negative affections fathers experienced during marital interactions are
more likely to hinder positive father–son interactions. Overall, the discussion above leads
to the following hypotheses regarding moderation of the intra-person effect:

Hypothesis 3 (H3a). The effect of husbands’ phubbing is greater on mother–daughter relationship
quality than on mother–son relationship quality.

Hypothesis 3 (H3b). The effect of wives’ phubbing is greater on father–son relationship quality
than on father–daughter relationship quality.

The inter-person effect of partner phubbing on parent–adolescent relationship quality
may also vary by adolescent gender. In the family system, daughters usually have an al-
liance with their mothers [54], and they are more sympathetic to their mothers’ feelings [55].
In this condition, daughters will be on the same side as their mothers and less willing to
be close to their fathers [52]. Research has also shown that father–daughter relationship
quality is not as high as father–son relationship quality [56]. Thus, husbands’ phubbing
may have a greater impact on father–daughter relationship quality than on father–son
relationship quality.

By the same token, the father is an important model for boys to develop masculin-
ity [53]. Therefore, sons can be expected to have more respect for their fathers and to more
easily develop a close relationship with them [48,57]. In addition, boys may avoid forming a
close relationship with their mothers because they develop a different gender identity from
that of their mothers [54]. Husbands may also be more likely to share with their sons than
their daughters their negative moods generated by partner phubbing. This may lead sons
to distance themselves from their mothers, thus, undermining the mother–son relationship
quality. Taken together, with regard to the gender differences in the inter-person effect, we
put forward the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4 (H4a). The effect of husbands’ phubbing is greater on father–daughter relationship
quality than on father–son relationship quality.

Hypothesis 4 (H4b). The effect of wives’ phubbing is greater on mother–son relationship quality
than on mother–daughter relationship quality.
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1.3. The Present Study

Drawing upon the spillover hypothesis [16], this study developed a conceptual model
of the intra-person effects and inter-person effects of partner phubbing on parent–adolescent
relationship quality; the conceptual model also included adolescent gender as a moderator
of these effects. Husband-wife matched data were collected from 441 Chinese couples. We
used the dyadic data analysis method to test the hypotheses. The results should enrich
the existing literature on the antecedents of parent–adolescent relationship quality and the
consequences of partner phubbing in the family system. Our study may also have practical
implications for parents to promote adolescent health and development by managing
personal daily technology use.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

Chines married couples (N = 507) were recruited using convenience sampling. A
total of 441 couples gave valid reports of partner phubbing, parent–adolescent relationship
quality, and demographic information, with a valid response rate of 86.98%. The mean
age of fathers was 42.27 years (range = 32–60, SD = 4.15) and the mean age of mothers
was 39.70 years (range = 30–56, SD = 4.01); 37.4% of mothers and 48.1% of fathers had a
degree higher than college. The average marriage length was 16.18 years (range = 10–33,
SD = 3.71). For adolescents, 249 adolescents were boys and 192 were girls. The mean age of
adolescents was 12.97 years (range = 11–15, SD = 0.74).

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Partner Phubbing

Partner phubbing was measured using a 9-item scale developed by Roberts and
David [27]. An example is “My partner glances at his/her cell phone when talking to
me.” Participants rated each item on a five-point scale (from 1 = never to 5 = always).
Responses to all items were averaged, with higher scores indicating a higher level of
perceived partner phubbing. This instrument has shown good validity and reliability
among Chinese samples [22,28]. The Cronbach’s alphas were 0.77 and 0.80 for husbands
and wives, respectively.

2.2.2. Parent–Adolescent Relationship Quality

Parent–adolescent relationship quality was assessed with the Middle School Student’s
Parent–Child Relationship Questionnaire [58]. This 26-item questionnaire is designed for
parents to assess their relationship with their children, and consists of four dimensions.
The dimension “understanding and communication” refers to the aspect that parents
fully understand and support their children, and they can communicate unimpeded; an
example item is “I know what my child likes and dislikes.” The dimension “excoriation and
controlling” refers to the parents’ attempts to control their children by their own subjective
will, and this dimension is reverse scored; an example item is “My conversations with
my child are imperative or interrogative.” The dimension “liking and esteem” refers to
the parents affection and respect for their children; an example item is “I like being with
my child.” The dimension “growth and tolerance” refers to the aspect that parents care
about their children’s growth and have a tolerant attitude towards their children’s words
and deeds during their growth; an example item is “I am tolerant of my child’s failure in
trying something.” Parents rated each item on a five-point scale (from 1 = not true at all to
5 = completely true). A higher average score reflected higher parent–adolescent relationship
quality. The Cronbach’s alphas were 0.86 and 0.88 for fathers and mothers, respectively.

2.2.3. Control Variable

Previous research has found that the negative association between partner phub-
bing and relationship satisfaction was significant among couples married for more than
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seven years [28]. Considering that the couples in the sample had been married for more
than 10 years, we included length of marriage as a control variable.

2.3. Procedure

The current research used questionnaires to collect matched husband-wife data. All
research procedures were in accordance with the ethical standards of the researchers’ Uni-
versity Ethics Committee and with the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments.
We recruited adolescents from three middle schools in Mainland China to participate in
our investigation. Under our guidance, each adolescent took home two envelopes, one
for each parent. Each envelope contained an invitation letter with information about the
study, including that their participation was voluntary, their answers were anonymous,
and their child would not be penalized if one or both parents decided not to participate.
Each envelope also included a set of questionnaires, which parents were asked to complete
separately. Each parent was asked to seal the completed questionnaires in an envelope
provided by the researchers, without their answers being seen by their spouse. There was
no identifying information on the questionnaires or on the envelopes. The next day, the
adolescents took the two sealed envelopes back to school and handed them over to our
researchers. All students received a small gift for their help with the study.

2.4. Data Analysis

Descriptive analyses and paired t-tests were conducted in SPSS 21.0 (IMB, New York,
NY, USA). The dyadic data analysis method was used given the interdependence of
matched husband-wife data [59]. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed
using AMOS 24.0 (IMB, New York, NY, USA) to examine the dyadic model. Missing data
were handled using the expectation maximization algorithm [60].

In the dyadic model, we correlated the errors of the same indicators reported by
husbands and wives. In addition, we made the residuals of husbands’ phubbing and wives’
phubbing to be correlated, and the residuals of mother–adolescent relationship quality and
father–adolescent relationship quality to be correlated. We used parcels as the indicators
for each latent variable. Specifically, a factorial algorithm [61] was used to create parcels of
items for latent variable partner phubbing, and divided the items into three parcels. For
latent variable parent–adolescent relationship quality, we used the four dimensions of the
scale to be the parcels.

3. Results
3.1. Preliminary Analysis

Means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation coefficients for all variables are
shown in Table 1. Wives’ phubbing was negatively correlated with father–adolescent rela-
tionship quality, but was not significantly correlated with mother–adolescent relationship
quality. In addition, husbands’ phubbing was negatively correlated with mother–adolescent
relationship quality and with father–adolescent relationship quality. The paired t-tests
showed that the average partner phubbing score was higher for wives (M = 2.95, SD = 0.61)
than for husbands (M = 2.86, SD = 0.57), t(440) = 3.08, p = 0.002.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients among the study variables.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Marital length 16.18 3.71 -
2. Wives’ phubbing 2.86 0.57 −0.15 ** -

3. Husbands’ phubbing 2.95 0.61 −0.14 ** 0.45 *** -
4. Father–adolescent relationship quality 3.63 0.43 0.10 * −0.10 * −0.18 *** -
5. Mother–adolescent relationship quality 3.82 0.44 −0.009 −0.08 −0.23 *** 0.40 *** -

Note. N = 441 couples, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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3.2. Dyadic Model

We conducted a test of the measurement model before conducting the dyadic analysis.
The measurement model consisted of four latent variables: husbands’ phubbing, wives’
phubbing, mother–adolescent relationship quality, and father–adolescent relationship
quality. The measurement model showed a good fit to the data (χ2

(65) = 146.58, χ2/df = 2.26,
IFI = 0.97, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.95, and RMSEA = 0.053).

The dyadic analysis was conducted to test the association between partner phubbing
and parent–adolescent relationship quality. The results indicated a good fit to the data
(χ2

(74) = 119.87, χ2/df = 1.62, IFI = 0.98, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, and RMSEA = 0.038).
As represented in Figure 1, husbands’ phubbing was negatively associated with mother–
adolescent relationship quality (B = −0.21, p < 0.001) and father–adolescent relationship
quality (B = −0.14, p < 0.01). Therefore, H1a and H2a were supported. Meanwhile, wives’
phubbing was positively associated with father–adolescent relationship quality (B = 0.14,
p < 0.01), and was not associated with mother–adolescent relationship quality (B = 0.07,
p > 0.05), thus, failing to support H1b and H2b. Overall, the intra-person and inter-person
spillover effect hypotheses were supported for wives, but not for husbands.
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We further tested the moderating effect of adolescent gender. First, we established a
multi-group model that included a boy dyadic model and a girl dyadic model, and then
compared the corresponding paths. The value of critical ratios for differences between
parameters was used to test the difference between two groups. A moderating effect
exists when the absolute value is more than 1.96 (p < 0.05) [62,63]. The results of tests
of the dyadic models are presented in Figure 2 (for boys) and Figure 3 (for girls). The
results indicated a good fit both for the boy dyadic model (χ2

(74) = 95.46, χ2/df = 1.29,
IFI = 0.99, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98, and RMSEA = 0.034), and for the the girl dyadic model,
(χ2
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For the intra-person effect, husbands’ phubbing was negatively associated with both
mother–son relationship quality (B = −0.12, p < 0.05) and mother–daughter relationship
quality (B = −0.32, p < 0.001). Because the association between husbands’ phubbing and
mother–adolescent relationship quality was significant in both models, the multi-group
analysis was then conducted in AMOS 24.0 to examine differences based on adolescent
gender. We compared the path parameter (husbands’ phubbing → mother–adolescent
relationship quality) in the boy dyadic model and the girl dyadic model. The value of
critical ratios for differences between parameters was −2.02, and the absolute value was
greater than 1.96, suggesting that the correlation between husbands’ phubbing and mother–
adolescent relationship quality was significantly stronger for girls than for boys. In addition,
wives’ phubbing had a significant positive effect on father–son relationship quality (B = 0.13,
p < 0.01), but was not significantly correlated with father–daughter relationship quality
(B = 0.09, p > 0.05).

In terms of the inter-person effect, husbands’ phubbing was negatively correlated
with father–son relationship quality (B = −0.15, p < 0.001), but was not significantly cor-
related with father–daughter relationship quality (B = −0.12, p > 0.05). Inconsistent with
our hypotheses, wives’ phubbing was not correlated with either mother–son relation-
ship quality (B = 0.07, p > 0.05) or with mother–daughter relationship quality (B = 0.10,
p > 0.05).

4. Discussion

The present research used a cross-dyadic design to examine the association between
partner phubbing and parent–adolescent relationship quality in a family system. Our
study confirmed that partner phubbing had intra-person and inter-person effects on parent–
adolescent relationship quality. In addition to the spillover effect, we also discovered
a compensatory effect of the marital system on the parent-child system. Furthermore,
adolescent gender moderated this association. This study extends previous research on the
antecedents of parent–adolescent relationship quality, and on the consequences of partner
phubbing. The results have potential applied value for promoting adolescent health and
well-being, improving family interaction patterns, and managing personal technology use
in family systems.

4.1. The Intra-Person Effect of Partner Phubbing on Parent–Adolescent Relationship Quality

In terms of the intra-person effect, the results indicated that husbands’ phubbing
was negatively correlated with mother–adolescent relationship quality. Prior research has
shown that women tend to be more vulnerable to suffer from life stress than men [64,65].
Phubbing can be regarded as a life stress that could threaten the psychological needs of
the partner being phubbed and lead to negative moods [3], and ultimately damage marital
relationship quality [4,27]. Parents under stress (in this case from marriage) are less able
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to be emotionally sensitive to and respond to the needs and desires of their children [66].
The negative emotions induced by partner phubbing that wives experience during marital
interactions may spill over into mother–adolescent interactions, further impeding mother–
adolescent relationship quality. Therefore, husbands’ phubbing may have a negative effect
on mother–adolescent relationship quality.

The results also showed that husbands’ phubbing had a greater effect on mother–
daughter relationship quality than on mother–son relationship quality. The mother–
daughter relationship is a same-sex dyad in which mother and daughter both hold a
feminine viewpoint, so that they have a shared knowledge [67]. Girls have been shown
to provide more interpersonal care than boys, and mother–daughter dyads might de-
velop more mutual concerned responsiveness than mother–son dyads [55]. Given that
daughters generally interact more with their mothers than sons do [45], wives’ negative
emotions generated from partner phubbing would be more likely to be transmitted to
daughters than to sons. There has been evidence reported that the relationship between
maternal depression and daughter depression is stronger than the relationship between
maternal depression and son depression [68]. Therefore, husbands’ phubbing would
have a greater influence on mother–daughter relationship quality than on mother–son
relationship quality.

Meanwhile, our study revealed that wives’ phubbing was positively related to father–
adolescent relationship quality. The compensatory hypothesis [16] may provide a rea-
sonable explanation for the results, which refers to a process by which a person seeks
opposite experiences and satisfactions in one system to compensate or make up for defi-
ciencies in another system. According to the compensatory hypothesis [16], parents who
cannot meet their needs for attention or intimacy in the marital relationship would seek
to satisfy these needs in the parent–adolescent relationship. In addition, men often have
better adaptability than women when facing life stress [64,65]. Therefore, husbands might
compensate for unsatisfactory marital relationships by increasing involvement with and
investment in their children, thus, improving the father–adolescent relationship quality.
Taken together, these lines of reasoning suggest that wives’ phubbing may be beneficial to
the parent–adolescent relationship.

However, wives’ phubbing had a positive association with father–son relationship
quality, but not with father–daughter relationship quality. The father–son relationship
is another same-sex dyad. Holding the same male viewpoint, father and son have a
shared knowledge [67]. As a means of compensation, fathers who experienced partner
phubbing in the marital relationship may prefer to communicate with sons than daughters
to restore positive emotions and meet the psychological needs of relatedness and intimacy.
By contrast, a sense of distance and difference is often characteristic of father–daughter
relationships [69]. Fathers communicate less with their daughters than with their sons [70],
and are especially less likely to talk about unhappy marital experiences with their daughters.
Therefore, father–daughter relationship quality may not be affected by wives’ phubbing.

4.2. The Inter-Person Effect of Partner Phubbing on Parent–Adolescent Relationship Quality

In terms of the inter-person effect, the results indicated that husbands’ phubbing
was negatively related to father–adolescent relationship quality. As aforementioned, men
adapt to stress better than women [64], suggesting that wives have a lower threshold for
becoming upset when experiencing partner phubbing. Research has shown that adolescents
perceived better mother–adolescent relationships than father–adolescent relationships [71].
In a family system, the adolescents tend to fight one parent against the other to form a
stable alliance [46]. Mothers generally spend more time building closer relationships with
their children, and therefore, children may be more likely to become part of a mother–
child alliance, and they might back their mothers up by distancing themselves from their
fathers. Thus, husbands’ phubbing could have a negative effect on father–adolescent
relationship quality.
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We found that the correlation between husbands’ phubbing and father–son relation-
ship quality was stronger than that between husbands’ phubbing and father–daughter
relationship quality. Sons may feel obligated to protect their mothers as an expression of
their hegemonic masculinity [72]. Research has also shown that the increase in parent–
adolescent conflict during adolescence is steeper for boys than for girls [73]. In line with
this logic, sons are more likely to be hostile to their fathers than daughters when they
learn that their mothers have suffered from their fathers’ phubbing behaviors. Therefore,
husbands’ phubbing may have a greater effect on father–son relationship quality than on
father–daughter relationship quality.

Furthermore, our results indicated that wives’ phubbing was not significantly associ-
ated with mother–adolescent relationship quality. This may be because the male masculine
personality would make husbands better able to maintain emotional boundaries and limit
the spillover of negative emotions caused by partner phubbing to parent–adolescent in-
teractions [17]. In addition, adolescents often have a better relationship quality with their
mothers than their fathers [74]. As a result, mother–adolescent relationship quality may be
less likely to be affected by wives’ phubbing.

4.3. Theoretical Contributions

This study makes several theoretical contributions to the literature. First, parent–
adolescent relationship quality has been shown to play a critical role in adolescents’ health
and well-being [9], and numerous studies have investigated the protective factors of parent–
child relationship quality in family environment [12,31,75]. However, previous research has
mainly focused on a single subsystem (i.e., the parent-child subsystem). The current study
broadened the research scope to the whole family system by investigating the potential
influences of partner phubbing on parent–adolescent relationship quality. Our study further
supported the spillover hypothesis between the marital dyad and the parent–child dyad.
Thus, the findings highlight the importance of positive marital interactions for adolescents’
development and well-being.

Second, previous research has mainly focused on the effects of partner phubbing on
the partner who experienced the phubbing at the individual level [4,7,76]. Our research
complemented previous work by distinguishing the inter-person and intra-person effects
of partner phubbing on parent–adolescent relationship quality at the dyadic level, and
contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of the negative influences of phubbing
on family systems. This study provides a new research paradigm for the parent–child
relationship literature, and has value as a foundation for future research.

Third, the use of dyadic analyses allowed us to investigate the consequences of
partner phubbing more systematically. Our results indicated that partner phubbing has
spillover and compensatory effects on parent–adolescent relationship quality. Several
studies have explored the “dark sides” of phubbing on interpersonal relationships and
health issues [3,21,25], yet, no research has found the potential “bright sides” of phubbing.
Our study added to the previous literature by revealing that wives’ phubbing can trigger a
compensatory process and may be beneficial to parent–adolescent relationship quality.

Finally, the association between partner phubbing and parent–adolescent relationship
quality was different for boys and girls. Specifically, the intra-person effect of husbands’
phubbing on mother–adolescent relationship quality was stronger for girls than boys, while
the inter-person effect of husbands’ phubbing on father–adolescent relationship quality
was only significant for boys. Furthermore, the compensatory effect of wives’ phubbing
on father–adolescent relationship quality was only significant for boys. Our results offer
insights about sex differences in parent–adolescent relationships, and contribute to a more
comprehensive understanding of the possible boundary conditions of the partner phubbing
effects in the family context.
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4.4. Practical Implications

This study has significant practical implications for the development of positive family
relationships. First, the negative consequences of husbands’ phubbing have spillover effects
on mother–adolescent relationship quality and on father–adolescent relationship quality.
Research has suggested that wives as caregivers and nurturers spend more time with their
children than fathers do in most families [77]. Parent–adolescent relationship quality might
be more likely to be affected by wives’ moods and states. Based on our results, wives
are encouraged to establish an emotional boundary to reduce the spillover of negative
emotions experienced in the marital relationship to the parent–adolescent relationship. We
also found that mother–daughter relationship quality was more susceptible to husbands’
phubbing, and therefore, wives should avoid communicating with their daughters about
negative experiences in the marital relationship. Meanwhile, reducing the incidence of
husbands’ phubbing is necessary. Husbands are encouraged to avoid sacrificing family
time for phone use to promote a healthy family atmosphere.

Furthermore, our findings suggest preventing the adverse effects of partner phubbing
from spilling over into parent–child interactions by responding positively to phubbing
issues. Specifically, wives and husbands should both use proactive approaches to respond
to partner phubbing rather than immerse themselves in negative emotions. For example,
they are encouraged to talk openly about how partner phubbing affects their marital
interactions and come up with constructive solutions, so that it does not further negatively
affect parent–child relationship quality.

4.5. Limitations and Future Directions

When interpreting our findings, several limitations should to be noticed. First, the
present research was a cross-sectional study, which cannot provide evidence of causal
relationships. Future studies could conduct cross-lagged analysis with a longitudinal design
to test causal associations between partner phubbing and parent–adolescent relationship
quality. Second, this study did not examine any mediation mechanism that would explain
the association between partner phubbing and parent–adolescent relationship quality.
Additional research is needed to explore the potential mediators to refine our findings. For
example, a prior study found that marital conflict was a potential mediator between partner
phubbing and co-parenting quality [31], which may have implications for understanding
the effect of partner phubbing on parent–adolescent relationship quality.

In addition, the current study was conducted in a Chinese sample, which may limit
generalization of the results. Living in a collectivistic culture, Chinese parents have stronger
emotional dependence on their children and share more with them, however, in Western
families characterized by individualism, parents and adolescents are relatively indepen-
dent [78]. The effect of partner phubbing on parent–adolescent relationship quality detected
in this study might be weaken when generalized to Western cultures. Future work on
multicultural evaluations should be considered. Futhermore, the instrument for measuring
phubbing in this study reflected the daily perceived partner phubbing behavior, but could
not measure the specific reasons and motives behind phubbing. Futute research can mea-
sure phubbing in more specific situations in which the relationship between partners and
the relationship between parents and children are taken into consideration. Last, parent–
adolescent relationship quality in this study was reported by parents. Considering that
parents might show more bias than adolescents do in self-reports about parent–adolescent
relationship quality, the measures of adolescents’ perceived parent–adolescent relationship
quality could be used in future studies.

5. Conclusions

Based on the spillover hypothesis, this study examined the correlation between partner
phubbing and parent–adolescent relationship quality. Our results revealed that partner
phubbing had intra-person and inter-person effects on parent–adolescent relationship qual-
ity, and this association was moderated by the gender of adolescent. For the intra-person
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effect, husbands’ phubbing had a negative impact on mother–adolescent relationship
quality, and this effect was stronger for girls than boys. By contrast, wives’ phubbing
had a positive effect on father–son relationship quality, but no effect on father–daughter
relationship quality. For the inter-person effect, husbands’ phubbing showed a negative
effect on father–son relationship quality, but not on father–daughter relationship qual-
ity. Wives’ phubbing had no significant effect on mother–adolescent relationship quality.
This study provides a comprehensive understanding of the association between partner
phubbing and parent–child relationship. The results contribute to the existing literature
on parent–adolescent relationship quality and phubbing, and have implications for the
promotion of adolescent health development and personal management of smartphone
use in family contexts.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, J.X. and Z.C.; data curation, Y.L.; formal analysis, Y.L. and
Z.C.; funding acquisition, J.X.; investigation, Y.L. and Z.C.; methodology, J.X., Y.L. and Z.C.; project
administration, J.X.; resources, J.X.; validation, J.X. and Z.C.; writing—original draft, Y.L. and Z.C.;
writing—review and editing, J.X., Y.L. and Z.C. All authors have read and agreed to the published
version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by the Humanity and Social Science Youth Foundation of Ministry
of Education of China, grant number 18YJC630206.

Institutional Review Board Statement: See Ethics Statement in Section 2.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author. The data are not publicly available due to data privacy.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Gonçalves, S.; Dias, P.; Correia, A.P. Nomophobia and lifestyle: Smartphone use and its relationship to psychopathologies.

Comput. Hum. Behav. 2020, 2, e100025. [CrossRef]
2. Winkler, A.; Jeromin, F.; Doering, B.K.; Barke, A. Problematic smartphone use has detrimental effects on mental health and

somatic symptoms in a heterogeneous sample of German adults. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2020, 113, e106500. [CrossRef]
3. Chotpitayasunondh, V.; Douglas, K.M. The effects of “phubbing” on social interaction. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 2018, 48, 304–316.

[CrossRef]
4. Roberts, J.A.; David, M.E. Partner phubbing and relationship satisfaction through the lens of social allergy theory. Pers. Individ.

Differ. 2022, 195, e111676. [CrossRef]
5. Global Mobile Internet Market Insight in 2020. Available online: https://www.analysys.cn/article/detail/20020111 (accessed on

21 May 2022).
6. Niu, G.; Yao, L.; Wu, L.; Tian, Y.; Xu, L.; Sun, X. Parental phubbing and adolescent problematic mobile phone use: The role of

parent-child relationship and self-control. Child. Youth Serv. Rev. 2020, 116, 105247. [CrossRef]
7. Wang, X.; Zhao, K. Partner phubbing and marital satisfaction: The mediating roles of maritalinteraction and marital conflict. Soc.

Sci. Comput. Rev. 2022, 2022, 08944393211072231. [CrossRef]
8. Wang, P.; Mao, N.; Liu, C.; Geng, J.; Wei, X.; Wang, W.; Li, B. Gender differences in the relationships between parental phubbing

and adolescents’ depressive symptoms: The mediating role of parent-adolescent communication. J. Affect. Disorders 2022, 302,
194–203. [CrossRef]

9. Hall-Lande, J.A.; Eisenberg, M.E.; Christenson, S.L.; Neumark-Sztainer, D. Social isolation, psychological health, and protective
factors in adolescence. Adolescence 2007, 42, 265–286.

10. Collins, W.A.; Laursen, B. Parent-adolescent relationships and influences. Handb. Adolesc. Psychol. 2004, 2, 331–362.
11. Grusec, J.E. Socialization processes in the family: Social and emotional development. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 2011, 62, 243–269.

[CrossRef]
12. Imrie, S.; Zadeh, S.; Wylie, K.; Golombok, S. Children with trans parents: Parent-child relationship quality and psychological

well-being. Parent. Sci. Pract. 2021, 21, 185–215. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
13. Gong, Y.; Li, J.; Xie, J.; Zhang, L.; Lou, Q. Will “green” parents have “green” children? The relationship between parents’ and

early adolescents’ green consumption values. J. Bus. Ethics 2022, 179, 369–385. [CrossRef]
14. Luo, J.; Peng, X.; Zong, R.; Yao, K.; Hu, R.; Du, Q.E.A. The status of care and nutrition of 774 left-behind children in rural areas in

China. Public Health Rep. 2008, 123, 289–382.

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chbr.2020.100025
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106500
http://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12506
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2022.111676
https://www.analysys.cn/article/detail/20020111
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105247
http://doi.org/10.1177/08944393211072231
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2021.12.073
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.121208.131650
http://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2020.1792194
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34421395
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-021-04835-y


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 304 13 of 15

15. Wen, M.; Lin, D. Child development in rural China: Children left behind by their migrant parents and children of nonmigrant
families. Child Dev. 2012, 83, 120–136. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Erel, O.; Burman, B. Interrelatedness of marital relations and parent-child relations: A meta-analytic review. Psychol. Bull. 1995,
118, 108–132. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

17. Almeida, D.M.; Elaine, W.; Chandler, A.L. Daily transmission of tensions between marital dyads and parent-child dyads.
J. Marriage Fam. 1999, 61, 49–61. [CrossRef]

18. Easterbrooks, M.A.; Emde, R.N. Marital and parent-child relationships: The role of affect in the family system. In Relationships
within Families: Mutual Influences; Hinde, R., Hinde, J., Eds.; Oxford University Press: New York, NY, USA, 1988; pp. 83–103.

19. Davis, K.D.; Crouter, A.C.; McHale, S.M. Implications of shift work for parent-adolescent relationships in dual-earner families.
Fam. Relat. 2006, 55, 450–460. [CrossRef]

20. Kitzmann, K.M. Effects of marital conflict on subsequent triadic family interactions and parenting. Dev. Psychol. 2000, 36, 3–13.
[CrossRef]

21. Bai, Q.; Bai, S.; Dan, Q.; Lei, L.; Wang, P. Mother phubbing and adolescent academic burnout: The mediating role of mental health
and the moderating role of agreeableness and neuroticism. Pers. Individ. Differ. 2020, 155, e109622. [CrossRef]

22. Chen, Z.; Gong, Y.; Xie, J. From phubee to phubber: The transmission of phone snubbing behavior between marital partners. Inf.
Technol. People. 2022, 35, 1493–1510. [CrossRef]

23. Vanden Abeele, M.M.P.; Hendrickson, A.T.; Pollmann, M.M.H.; Ling, R. Phubbing behavior in conversations and its relation
to perceived conversation intimacy and distraction: An exploratory observation study. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2019, 100, 35–47.
[CrossRef]

24. Wang, X.; Zhao, F.; Lei, L. Partner phubbing and relationship satisfaction: Self-esteem and marital status as moderators. Curr.
Psychol. 2021, 40, 3365–3375. [CrossRef]

25. Beukeboom, C.J.; Pollmann, M. Partner phubbing: Why using your phone during interactions with your partner can be
detrimental for your relationship. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2021, 124, e106932. [CrossRef]

26. David, M.E.; Roberts, J.A. Investigating the impact of partner phubbing on romantic jealousy and relationship satisfaction: The
moderating role of attachment anxiety. J. Soc. Pers. Relat. 2021, 38, 3590–3609. [CrossRef]

27. Roberts, J.A.; David, M.E. My life has become a major distraction from my cell phone: Partner phubbing and relationship
satisfaction among romantic partners. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2016, 54, 134–141. [CrossRef]

28. Wang, X.; Xie, X.; Wang, Y.; Wang, P.; Lei, L. Partner phubbing and depression among married Chinese adults: The roles of
relationship satisfaction and relationship length. Pers. Individ. Differ. 2017, 110, 12–17. [CrossRef]

29. Chiang, S.C.; Bai, S. Reciprocal influences among marital relationship, parent–adolescent relationship, and youth depressive
symptoms. J. Marriage Fam. 2022, 84, 962–981. [CrossRef]

30. Cox, M.J.; Paley, B. Understanding families as systems. Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 2003, 12, 193–196. [CrossRef]
31. McDaniel, B.T.; Galovan, A.M.; Cravens, J.D.; Drouin, M. “Technoference” and implications for mothers’ and fathers’ couple and

coparenting relationship quality. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2018, 80, 303–313. [CrossRef]
32. Li, C.; Jiang, S.; Fan, X.; Zhang, Q. Exploring the impact of marital relationship on the mental health of children: Does parent–child

relationship matter? J. Health Psychol. 2020, 25, e16691680. [CrossRef]
33. Peltz, J.S.; Rogge, R.D.; Sturge-Apple, M.L. Transactions within the family: Coparenting mediates associations between parents’

relationship satisfaction and the parent–child relationship. J. Fam. Psychol. 2018, 32, 553–564. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
34. Xie, X.; Xie, J. Parental phubbing accelerates depression in late childhood and adolescence:A two-path model. J. Adolesc. 2020, 78,

43–52. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
35. Gerard, J.M.; Krishnakumar, A.; Buehler, C. Marital conflict, parent-child relations, and youth maladjustment. J. Fam. Issues. 2006,

27, 951–975. [CrossRef]
36. Kouros, C.D.; Papp, L.M.; Goeke-Morey, M.C.; Cummings, E.M. Spillover between marital quality and parent–child relationship

quality: Parental depressive symptoms as moderators. J. Fam. Psychol. 2014, 28, 315–325. [CrossRef]
37. Stockdale, L.A.; Coyne, S.M.; Padilla-Walker, L.M. Parent and child technoference and socioemotional behavioral outcomes: A

nationally representative study of 10-to 20-year-old adolescents. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2018, 88, 219–226. [CrossRef]
38. David, M.E.; Roberts, J.A. Phubbed and alone: Phone snubbing, social exclusion, and attachment to aocial media. J. Assoc. Consum.

Res. 2017, 2, 155–163. [CrossRef]
39. Mastrotheodoros, S.; Van Lissa, C.J.; Van der Graaff, J.; Deković, M.; Meeus, W.H.; Branje, S.J. Day-to-day spillover and long-term
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