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Abstract: Currently, mobile phones are widely used worldwide. Thus, phubbing rapidly became
a common phenomenon in our social life. Phubbing is considered by the literature as a new form
of technology-related addiction that may undermine interpersonal relationships and mental health.
Our study contributed to exploring phubbers’ emotional activation as no other work has investigated
it so far. Indeed, researchers have only explored phubbees’ but not phubbers’ emotional correlates.
A sample of 419 Italian individuals (143 males) participated in our data collection on a voluntary
basis. The results showed that phubbing is related to negative affects, but not to positive affects.
Moreover, phubbing in both its components (i.e., communication disturbance, phone obsession)
appeared to elicit an emotional activation similar to that of social media addiction. These findings
may help in strengthening the discussion around the emotional consequences of virtual environment
design, as well as the awareness about what happens at a relational level during phubbing.
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1. Introduction

The disruptive impact of web-based communication drastically changed people’s
way of socializing [1]. Nowadays, people can interact with many others at the same
time regardless of the physical presence of the interactor, both in a synchronous or an
asynchronous way [2]. In this sense, the “social situation” transcends physical space and
can embrace both real and virtual environments [3,4]. A recent study from Simon Kemp
and Datareportal [5] revealed that the number of global social media users grew rapidly
in the latest years, reaching nearly 4 billion users at the beginning of July 2020. In other
words, more than half of the world’s population is now using social media regularly [6].
Especially adolescents are particularly keen to use their smartphones, with 95% of teens
reported having a smartphone and 45% of them said to be online ‘almost constantly’ [7].

The growth already underway in the use of new technologies has been accentuated
even more by the pandemic. Indeed, in the current Covid-19 pandemic period, information
and communication technologies (ITC) allowed people to partially compensate for the
reduced social physical connectedness, offering the possibility to communicate with others,
as well as to maintain their social relationships and networks [8]. However, despite their
obvious advantages in bringing people together, smartphones and ICT, in general, may
sometimes pull people apart and promote social “dysfunctional” behaviors [9–11].

Among these, phubbing has recently received increasing attention from scientists [1,12–14].
Phubbing describes smartphone usage that socially interferes in face-to-face interactions
and refers to the act of “snubbing” or ignoring someone in a social context, preferring the
use of the smartphone [12].
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In our societies, phubbing is very diffuse, reciprocally reinforced, and socially accepted,
such that we can observe it in a plethora of social situations (e.g., while eating with someone,
during a drink or coffee break with colleagues, in family interactions) [1,15,16]. Indeed, the
prevalence of phubbing in social interaction is estimated to range from 44% to 90% [1,17,18].

Phubbers (i.e., those who ignore their face-to-face interactor) appeared to be character-
ized by higher levels of technology-related addiction (e.g., mobile phone addiction, social
media addiction, Internet addiction, mobile game addiction), psychological disorders (i.e.,
depression, social interaction anxiety, social withdrawal, nomophobia) [13,19–24], and
trait boredom [25].

Despite that phubbing and social media addiction dynamics showed a positive cor-
relation, they should be studied as two different phenomena. In the work of Guazzini
and colleagues [13], the results highlighted a strong connection between phubbing and
online addiction behaviors (e.g., social media addiction, Internet addiction), as well as with
psychological and psychosocial determinants of online compulsive behaviors (i.e., trait
and social anxiety). Their model was able to explain approximately 36% of the phubbing
variance and, in particular, social media addiction accounted only for 7.2% of it.

Phubbing and social media appeared closely related, as one of the motivations for
phubbing is to check the mobile social media apps that are increasingly pervasive and
accessible in our society [5,6,13]. However, as addiction variables related to information
and communication technologies were unable to fully explain phubbing, phubbing and
social media addiction-related factors may be different. Despite this evidence, individual
differences research pointed out some important relations between phubbing and social
media addiction. For example, both sex [1,12,26,27] and age [13,28] appeared to be associ-
ated with social media addiction and phubbing with a similar magnitude, with women
and young people appearing to be more exposed to phubbing and social media addiction.
Furthermore, research widely assessed that being addicted to smartphone, social media, or
the Internet has negative repercussions on the well-being of the person [29–34] as well as
being a phubber [1,17,26] or a phubbed [35,36].

The current literature, despite having extensively analyzed the effect that social media
addiction has in terms of affective hedonic well-being [37–39], did not explore the rela-
tionship between phubbing and emotional activation with the same depth. Indeed, at
the moment, only a few works studied the emotional impact of being phubbed [35,40,41],
while no work has studied phubbers’ emotional correlates. Knowing phubber emotional
activation is crucial to gain the full picture of what is really going on in the phubbing
situation, as emotions are very important in shaping human relationality [42].

2. Aim of the Study and Development of Hypotheses

Our study aims to fill the gap currently present in the literature regarding the emo-
tional activation of phubber and compare it with that of social media addiction (SMA).
Indeed, some works have already studied the emotional correlates of being exposed to
phubbing both as a phubbing target (phubbee, [41]) and as a third-party observer of the
phubbing dynamics [43]. However, no study so far investigated the emotional activation of
the individual that engages in phubbing in terms of well-being. Only the work of Bitar and
colleagues [44] has explored in a pioneering way the relationship between phubbing and
temperament, which, however, was intended by the authors as a biological core of person-
ality and not a component of hedonic well-being. To achieve our aim, it was necessary to
take into account previous research that identified two potentially impacting characteristics
for phubbing and SMA: sex and age.

The literature reported how females seem to have higher phubbing scores than
males [1,12,27,45]. The same type of relationship was identified in the literature for social
media addiction [26,28,30,46]. Regarding the relationship between sex and emotional acti-
vation, the results do not appear to be definitive. Indeed, sex differences were not found in
the U.S. normative sample [47], while sex-related differences in emotional activation scores
were observed in other works [47–49]. Specifically, where sex differences were detected,
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females tended to have higher scores than men in terms of the negative affect, but not in
terms of the positive affect. Nonetheless, given the contradictory results in the literature
findings, the relationship between sex and emotional activation will be explored without
producing hypotheses. Regarding age, the research has essentially identified that younger
people appeared to be more disposed to phubbing [13,25,50]. A lower age seems to also be
a significant predictor for SMA [28,30,51].

Although both SMA and phubbing are considered two different constructs, the scien-
tific literature points out that they are strongly correlated with each other [12,13,26,52]. In
our study, we expect that this relationship would remain the same and with a similar effect
size (i.e., ranging between 0.46 and 0.65 Pearson’s r values).

In line with the scientific literature, we also expect that SMA is associated with lower
levels of hedonic affective well-being. In particular, research reported how people with
SMA experienced lower levels of positive affect and higher levels of negative affect [30–33].

Because of the close relationship between phubbing and social media addiction [12,13,26,52],
we expect to find an emotional activation in phubbing in line with the one revealed for
social media addiction. As the data on the emotional activation of phubbing are completely
absent in the literature, the hypotheses on this aspect are to be considered exploratory.

Based on the literature evidence, the following hypotheses were formulated for
this study:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Females will have higher scores on the phubbing scale.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Females will report higher scores on the social media addiction scale.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Phubbing is negatively correlated with age.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Social media addiction is negatively correlated with age.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Social media addiction positively correlates with phubbing, after controlling
for age and sex.

Hypothesis 6 (H6a). Social media addiction positively correlates with negative affect (NA) after
controlling for age and sex.

Hypothesis 6 (H6b). Social media addiction negatively correlates with positive affect (PA) after
controlling for age and sex.

Hypothesis 7 (H7a). Phubbing positively correlates with NA after controlling for age and sex.

Hypothesis 7 (H7b). Phubbing negatively correlates with PA after controlling for age and sex.

3. Material and Methods
3.1. Materials

The phubbing scale [12] was used to determine phubbing behaviors. It consists of
10 items graded from 1 (never) to 5 (always) on a five-point Likert scale. This instrument
assesses phubbing as a combination of two main components. The first is phone obsession
(PO; 5 items; α = 0.85): high scores indicate that the person feels the constant need for
his/her smartphone in an environment where there’s a lack of face-to-face communications.
An example of this factor’s items is “When I wake up in the morning, I first check my
messages on my phone”. The second is communication disturbances (CD; 5 items; α = 0.87):
high scores indicate that the person often disturbs the communication using the smartphone
in a face-to-face environment. An example of this factor’s items is “I’m dealing with my
mobile phone when I’m with my friends”. In our study, we relied on the same Italian
adapted items used by Guazzini and colleagues [13] that provided a preliminary validation
of the scale in the Italian context.
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The social media addiction scale [12] was used to determine social media addiction.
This scale consisted of ten items ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always) on a five-point Likert
scale. It consists of only one factor and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was
0.80. Some examples of items were “I keep online the messaging applications all the time”
and “I feel a need to reply the messages instantly”. Moreover, in this case, the items were
those preliminary validated in the Italian context by Guazzini and colleagues [13].

The positive and negative affect schedule [47] was used to determine affective com-
ponents defined as stable traits of hedonic well-being. This scale is the Italian version of
the PANAS [53] and the measure consists of 20 adjectives graded from 1 (very slightly
or not at all) to 5 (extremely) on a five-point Likert scale and asks to indicate how the
participant generally felt. PA (10 items; α = 0.72): the positive affect scale reflects the level
of pleasant engagement, that is, the extent to which a person feels enthusiastic, excited, or
active; NA (10 items; α = 0.83): the negative affect scale reflects a general dimension of
unpleasant engagement and subjective distress that subsumes a broad range of aversive
affects including fear, nervousness, guilt, and shame.

3.2. Sample and Procedure

Before proceeding with the recruitment phase, we performed the power analysis
to establish an adequate sample size for our research purposes. We relied on G*Power
software to accomplish this procedure [54,55]. Power analysis allows researchers to de-
termine the sample size required to detect an effect of a given size with a given degree of
confidence. For each type of statistical analysis, a power analysis should be performed,
and the final sample size should be evaluated based on the power analysis that requires
the largest sample size. The power analysis showed that a sample size of 139 individu-
als for each level of the variable “sex” would be enough to ensure a statistical power of
0.80, assuming a medium effect size (d = 0.30) and a significance level of 0.05, to assess
sex-related differences. For Pearson correlation, a sample of 364 would be required to
achieve the same statistical power (i.e., 0.80), while assuming a smaller effect size (r = 0.13).
Moreover, as our study is mainly based on correlation, we considered the sample size
for achieving a stable measurement-error-free correlation. In our case (i.e., population
correlation q = 0.10; composite score reliability derived from other worksω = 0.80), a stable
measurement-error-free correlation would be achieved at 380 [56].

Given the exploratory nature of the present work, the authors chose a nonprobability
method based on the voluntary census to test their hypotheses. In these circumstances,
studies based on voluntary participation can be considered satisfying [57]. A total of
419 participants (143 males) with an average age of 30.80 (standard deviation = 12.68) were
recruited on the web and provided their informed consent. More details about the sample
composition are reported in the Appendix A (Table A1).

The study involved an anonymous online survey on the Google Forms platform. The
Google form was set to allow only one response per user and included two attention checks
to identify faulty answers. Inclusion criteria were age 18 years or older and being an Italian
citizen. The meeting of inclusion criteria was self-certified.

The questionnaires were administered to the participants according to the Italian law’s
requirements of privacy and informed consent (Law Decree DL-101/2018), EU regulation
(2016/699), and APA guidelines. The participants were allowed to leave the session at
any moment, as clearly stated in the preliminary instructions. Seven participants did not
provide their informed consent, and thus ended the session without answering the survey.

3.3. Data Analysis

The preconditions necessary for inferential analyses were verified on the data collected.
For all the continuous variables under investigation, the normality of the distribution was
assessed through the analysis of asymmetry and kurtosis values. Common-method bias
was also assessed with Harman’s single-factor test [58]. To test sex-related differences,
we relied on Welch’s t-test, as it performs better than Student’s t-test whenever sample
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sizes and variances are unequal between groups, and gives the same result when sample
sizes and variances are equal [59]. Age-related differences in phubbing, social media
addiction, and affective activations were assessed by Pearson correlation. Finally, the
partial correlation was employed to estimate phubbing and social media relationships with
positive and negative affects after controlling for both age and sex.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics for all the continuous observables involved
in our data collection. All variables appeared normally distributed except for guilty and
ashamed activations, which exceeded the threshold of +1 and −1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Variables Min Max M SD Asym. Kurt.

Communication Disturbance 5 22 9.76 3.08 0.71 0.72
Phone Obsession 6 22 15.07 3.04 −0.23 −0.30

Social Media Addiction 10 47 27.91 5.90 −0.26 0.18
Determined 1 5 3.28 0.89 0.11 0.34

Active 1 5 3.17 0.80 0.24 0.01
Interested 1 5 3.53 0.85 −0.01 −0.26
Attentive 1 5 3.30 0.94 −0.04 −0.34

Enthusiastic 1 5 3.12 0.93 0.08 0.02
Concentrating 1 5 2.96 0.91 0.28 −0.21

Strong 1 5 2.85 0.95 0.21 −0.13
Inspired 1 5 2.97 0.95 0.27 −0.30
Excited 1 5 2.65 0.88 0.23 −0.17
Proud 1 5 3.00 1.03 0.15 −0.45
Afraid 1 5 2.35 1.10 0.56 −0.38
Upset 1 5 2.31 1.05 0.59 −0.19

Nervous 1 5 2.53 1.05 0.51 −0.23
Jittery 1 5 2.40 1.05 0.53 −0.27
Scared 1 5 2.05 1.04 0.98 0.54

Distressed 1 5 2.12 1.05 0.75 −0.01
Guilty 1 5 1.57 0.87 1.56 1.93

Ashamed 1 5 1.62 0.87 1.53 2.14
Irritable 1 5 2.35 1.06 0.60 −0.15
Hostile 1 5 1.59 0.78 0.98 0.99

PANAS_PA 12 49 30.84 6.35 0.11 0.06
PANAS_NA 11 44 23.89 7.42 0.57 −0.10

Note: N = 419; SD = standard deviation; Asym. = asymmetry; Kurt. = kurtosis.

As a first step, we proceeded by quantitatively comparing our descriptive statis-
tics with the information provided in other studies that relied on the same measures
through Student t-test. As for phubbing, we did not obserive a big difference in the values
present in the literature [27]. By dividing our communication disturbance and phone
obsession scores by the total number of the items, we obtained 1.95 (literature value = 1.99;
t(1014) = −0.92; p = 0.36) and 3.01 (literature value = 2.96; t(1014) = 1.04; p = 0.30), respec-
tively. For what concerns social media addiction values, our scores and those presented
in Karadag and colleagues’ work [12] are just slightly different (t(826) = 4.05; p < 0.001;
Cohens’ d = 0.28). In our case, the SMA average divided by the total number of items
was 2.79 (literature value = 2.60). Finally, we compared our PANAS score with those of the
Italian normative sample [53]. Positive affect-related (30.84 vs. 27.6; t(1017) = 7.55; p < 0.001;
Cohens’ d = 0.48) and negative affect-related discrepancy seemed more pronounced (23.89
vs. 16.0; t(1017) = 18.41; p < 0.001; Cohens’ d = 1.17), probably because of the fact that our
data were collected during the Covid-19 pandemic. Indeed, in a recent study conducted
on the Italian population [8], both of the dimensions of PANAS seemed to have increased
compared with pre-pandemic values. Overall, as the observed discrepancies were not so
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large, apart from the PANAS score, in order to fully hinder generalizability, we considered
our sample suitable to proceed with inferential analyses.

4.2. Inferential Analysis
4.2.1. Sex-Related Differences in Social Media Addiction and Phubbing

To test our H1 and H2, we compared males’ and females’ scores on phubbing and
SMA through Welch’s t-tests, as sample sizes were unequal between groups (Table 2). The
analysis showed that males and females did not have different scores in the communication
disturbance dimension (t(417) = −0.47; p = 0.64), while a difference between males and
females was captured for both phone obsession (t(417) = −3.67; p = 0.001; Cohen’s d = −0.38)
and SMA (t(417) = −5.85; p = 0.001; Cohen’s d = −0.61). In general, females obtained higher
scores on these dimensions, although with different magnitudes. A commonly used rule for
Cohen’s d interpretation distinguishes small, medium, and large effect sizes for d values of
0.2, 0.5, and 0.8, respectively, based on benchmarks suggested by Cohen [60]. Nonetheless,
this rule should not be interpreted rigidly [61]. In our study, sex differences appeared larger
in size for SMA compared with those related to communication disturbance.

Table 2. Welch’s t-test for assessing sex-related differences in phubbing and social media addiction.

Variable Sex M SD t df p Cohen’s d

Phubbing
Communication Disturbance

Males 9.66 3.14 −0.47 280.40 0.64 n.c.
Females 9.82 3.06

Phubbing
Phone Obsession

Males 14.32 3.03 −3.67 282.99 0.001 −0.38Females 15.46 2.97

Social Media Addiction
Males 25.62 5.90 −5.85 272.77 0.001 −0.61Females 29.10 5.55

Note: N = 419; SD = standard deviation; df = degrees of freedom; n.c. = not computed owing to a non statistically significant result.

4.2.2. Sex-Related Differences in Positive and Negative Affects

The same type of analysis was used to explore the sex-related differences in PANAS
scores. In our sample, we were not able to capture differences between males and females
concerning both positive affect (t(417) = 0.64; p = 0.52) and negative affect (t(417) = 0.55;
p = 0.58).

4.2.3. Phubbing, SMA, and PANAS Correlations with Age

The relationship between participants’ age and both SMA and phubbing was assessed
through Pearson’s correlation. The Pearson r coefficient can be interpreted considering
values of 0.10, 0.20, and 0.30 as relatively small, typical, and relatively large, respec-
tively [62]. The analysis showed that age has a relatively small relationship with CD
(r = −0.12; p = 0.017), a typical one with PO (r = −0.19; p < 0.001), and a relatively large
one with SMA (r = −0.35; p < 0.001). Overall, phubbing and SMA seemed to be associated
with younger age. Subsequently, age relationships with PANAS were tested. In this case,
age entertained a statistically significant and almost typical relationship in size with PA
(r = −0.17; p < 0.001) and a relatively large relationship with NA (r = −0.32; p < 0.001). As
age increases, we observed a decrease in both positive and negative affective activation,
albeit with different magnitudes.

4.2.4. Relationship between Phubbing and SMA and Phubbing Intercorrelation

Given that both sex and age appeared to be able to influence social media addiction
and phubbing levels, we relied on a partial correlation technique controlling for both
participants’ age and sex to investigate how phubbing and SMA relate to one another. Both
PO (r = 0.51; p < 0.001) and CD (r = 0.45; p < 0.001) components were observed to largely
correlate with SMA. Finally, both phubbing components (i.e., PO and CD) appeared largely
associated with one another (r = 0.51; p < 0.001).
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4.2.5. Phubbing and SMA Emotional Activations

We relied on partial correlations once again in order to produce modeling about
emotional activation related to both phubbing and SMA that could be free from the
previously identified relationships regarding sex and age. For guilty and ashamed variables,
a non-parametric partial correlation was performed.

In Table 3, phubbing and SMA did not seem to be related to positive affects, with a few
exceptions (i.e., CD correlations with determined, attentive, and concentrating adjectives
and the correlation between PO and concentrating). Active, interested, enthusiastic, strong,
inspired, excited, and proud adjectives appeared unrelated to both phubbing scores and
social media addiction.

Table 3. Partial correlation of PANAS with both phubbing (CD and PO) and SMA (controlled for age
and sex). Non-controlled Pearson’s correlation values are reported within brackets.

PANAS CD PO SMA

Determined −0.17 *** (0.16 ***) −0.03 n.s. (−0.01 n.s.) −0.02 n.s. (0.02 n.s.)
Attentive −0.11 * (−0.10 *) −0.06 n.s. (−0.04 n.s.) −0.02 n.s. (−0.04 n.s.)

Concentrating −0.15 ** (−0.14 **) −0.13 * (−0.11 *) −0.06 n.s. (−0.04 n.s.)
Afraid 0.11 ** (0.14 **) 0.16 ** (0.19 ***) 0.11 * (0.19 ***)
Upset 0.13 ** (0.16 ***) 0.15 ** (0.18 ***) 0.12 * (0.20 ***)

Nervous 0.13 ** (0.15 ***) 0.19 *** (0.19 ***) 0.15 ** (0.21 ***)
Jittery 0.21 *** (0.23 ***) 0.20 *** (0.24 ***) 0.13** (0.21 ***)
Scared 0.15 ** (0.17 ***) 0.12 * (0.16 ***) 0.11 * (0.18 ***)

Distressed 0.11 * (0.13 **) 0.11 * (0.16 ***) 0.11 * (0.19 ***)
Guilty 0.14 ** (0.14 ***) 0.12 ** (0.12 **) 0.14 ** (0.14 **)

Ashamed 0.18 *** (0.20 ***) 0.17 *** (0.17 ***) 0.14 ** (0.16 ***)
Irritable 0.09 n.s. (0.11 *) 0.13 ** (0.15 **) 0.09 n.s. (0.14 **)
Hostile 0.13 ** (0.14 **) 0.12 * (0.14 **) 0.12 * (0.15 **)

PANAS_PA −0.07 n.s. (−0.05 n.s.) 0.06 n.s. (−0.03 n.s.) 0.02 n.s. (−0.06 n.s.)
PANAS_NA 0.19 *** (0.22 ***) 0.21 *** (0.24 ***) 0.16 *** (0.24 ***)

Note: N = 419. * p < 0.005; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; n.s. = not significant; CD = communication disturbance;
PO = phone obsession; PA = positive affect; NA = negative affect.

Negative affects appeared instead to be more steadily related with both phubbing and
SMA, with almost identical effect sizes. In general, as the phubbing and SMA level increases,
so does the negative affect. To better emphasize the relationship that phubbing and social
media addiction entertained with negative affect, we discretized phubbing and social media
addiction scores according to the respective mean value, as they are normally distributed,
and compared these two groups (i.e., above and below CD, PO, and SMA mean values)
in terms of negative affect through Welch’s t-test. Individuals with CD (t(338) = −2.89;
p = 0.004; Cohen’s d = −0.29), PO (t(408) = −3.87; p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = −0.38) and SMA
(t(411) = −5.00; p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = −0.49) scores above the mean value had on average
higher levels of negative affect (Figure 1).
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5. Discussion

In our society, the hyper connection and increased prevalence of ubiquitous technolo-
gies have changed our lives and the way we relate to each other. Social media represents
nowadays the virtual space where people can interact with others, thus maintaining and
increasing social connections and belongingness. This important change in our relationality
involved not only young people [63,64], as online communications appear as pervasive
within many social environments: from work to family. Although new technologies may fa-
cilitate information retrieval and communication between people, they can pose a threat to
the quality of our relationships [35,36,65]. A paradigmatic example of such a “double-edged
sword” is represented by phubbing; from one side, a hurting behavior for the phubbees
during a social interaction [1,50,66], but at the same time, an adaptive mechanism for the
maintenance of one’s identity and the expansion of one’s social network [67].

Our study contributed to filling the current literature gap regarding phubber emotional
activation, accounting for sex and age effects, considering it as a possible evolutionarily
stable coping strategy for self-related motifs (e.g., anxiety reduction, feeling of control), as
well as for socially related motifs (i.e., social capital and relationship maintenance) [35,40].

The first hypothesis (i.e., females will have higher scores on the phubbing scale) was
partially confirmed. Although females tended to have higher scores than males in phone
obsession, no difference between sexes was captured for the communication disturbance
dimension. Although females and males showed the same levels of phubbing from a
behavioral point of view, our work highlighted how females may experience a higher
need for their mobile phone to be at reach [1,12,27,45]. A sex difference in social media
addiction scores was also observed. In line with the literature [26,28,30,46] and second
hypothesis (H2) predictions, females reported higher social media addiction levels. By
combining the results coming from H1 and H2, females appeared in general to be more
vulnerable to developing a dysfunctional use of ICT [1,12,26,27,30,46]. This dysfunctional
use of information and communication technologies, whether intended as phubbing or
social media addiction, seems to be closely linked to participants’ age [13,25,28,30,50,51].
Both H3 (i.e., phubbing is negatively correlated with age) and H4 (i.e., social media ad-
diction is negatively correlated with age) appeared to be confirmed. Nonetheless, our
analyses showed that phubbing, and specifically communication disturbance, entertained
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a smaller relationship with age than social media addiction. In line with the previous
literature [13,26,52], we found a statistically significant relationship between social media
addiction and phubbing, after controlling for age and sex (H5). In our study, the magnitude
of the relationship appeared comparable to those obtained in other works where neither
sex nor age were accounted for as confounding variables [13,26].

We did not find differences between males and females regarding emotional activa-
tions, in continuity with what was observed in the U.S. normative sample [47]. Differently,
emotional activations correlated with social media addiction [30–33], but only with nega-
tive ones, thus confirming H6a (i.e., social media addiction positively correlates with NA
after controlling for age and sex), but not H6b (i.e., social media addiction negatively corre-
lates with PA after controlling for age and sex). The same type of relationship was detected
for both of the phubbing dimensions. Communication disturbance and phone obsession
seemed to be positively correlated with negative activations, but not with positive ones.
Consequently, only H7a was supported by our results.

Overall, our work provided preliminary evidence concerning phubbers’ emotional
activation, which was completely absent in the literature up to now. Indeed, a few studies
already assessed the emotional repercussions of being phubbed [35,40,41], but no work
prior to ours addressed the emotional activation of the individual that engages in phubbing.
According to the theory of attachment [68,69], emotions serve as adaptive mechanisms for
human survival and sociality. Positive affects bring people closer, while negative affects
impair relationships [70]. We already knew from the literature that the phubbee usually
experiences negative emotions during phubbing [35], but we now know that even the
phubber has a negative activation.

Clearly, our results are correlational and no causation can be inferred. Therefore, we do
not know if the phubbers have a negative emotional activation because they do phubbing
or, on the contrary, if they do phubbing because they experience those emotions, or if both
possibilities are simultaneously true. Moreover, our exploratory results are based on a
biased sample owing to a non-random sampling technique and self-selection bias. Another
limitation associated with our study is that the closeness of phubbers and people being
phubbed was not controlled for, which it should be in future works. Finally, our measure of
emotional activations relied on trait rather than state emotional reactivity and self-reported
answers that could be prone to overestimation or underestimation of people’s moods.

Despite these limitations, the need to reduce phubbing occurrence seems evident, for
example, through technological solutions capable of making it less frequent (e.g., batching
smartphone notifications) [71,72] and interventions aimed at raising awareness about what
happens at a relational level during phubbing [36,39,73].

6. Conclusions

Our work presented the emotional activation experienced by the phubber. The display
of a stable negative affective activation (i.e., low levels of affective hedonic well-being) was
negatively associated with both dimensions of phubbing (i.e., communication disturbance
and phone obsession) and social media addiction. Phubbing was also positively and
relatively largely correlated with social media addiction. Concerning age and gender,
younger people and females appeared to be more prone to engaging in phubbing.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample.

Variable %

Relationship status
Single 37.7%

In a relatshionship (without cohabiting) 37.5%
Married or cohabiting 22.7%
Divorced or separated 1.7%

Widower 0.5%
Yearly income
EUR <10 k € 53.0%

EUR 10 k–40 k € 36.8%
EUR 40 k–70 k € 6.7%

EUR 70 k–120 k € 3.1%
EUR >120 k € 0.5%

Education level
Elementary school diploma 0.2%

Lower secondary school diploma 3.6%
High school diploma 39.1%

Bachelor’s degree 25.5%
Master’s degree 27.2%

University Master 2.6%
Ph.D. 1.7%
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