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Abstract
This study aimed at understanding the adolescents’ perception about the 
relationship between Self-Reported Smartphone Addiction and Emotional 
and Behavioral Problems in the COVID-19 pandemic context. The qualitative 
research was conducted in Brazil with 16 adolescents aged from 15 to 
18 years old classified as smartphone addiction by Smartphone Addiction 
Inventory scale. Data were collected through Focus Group meetings and 
prepared by means of Bardin’s content analysis. The findings resulted in two 
categories that describe how adolescents escape from the reality imposed 
by the COVID-19 pandemic using smartphones and how they perceive the 
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emotional and behavioral changes caused by this addiction. They develop this 
behavior seeking to alleviate negative emotions and to escape from reality, 
but this relief is momentary and ineffective, as this addictive relationship 
proves to accentuate emotional distress.
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technology, mental health, adolescence, qualitative research

Introduction

In adolescence, some individuals experience Emotional and Behavioral 
Problems (EBPs) that can affect their development and leverage of their 
potential resources (Theunissen et al., 2019). These problems are character-
ized by inability to establish satisfactory interpersonal relationships, by inad-
equate behaviors or feelings under normal circumstances, by a generalized 
unhappy or depressed mood, and by a tendency to develop physical symp-
toms or fears associated with personal problems (Laudrum, 2017). EBPs can 
be externalized through emotional symptoms, conduct and peer problems, 
hyperactivity and absence of prosocial behavior (Bøe et al., 2016), which are 
mental distress indicators.

The COVID-19 pandemic has threatened adolescents’ mental health. In 
March 2020, COVID-19 spread throughout the world, causing several EBPs 
among adolescents since then. It is known that adolescents are particularly 
prone to anxiety and concern in the face of unexpected events (Wang et al., 
2020). Furthermore, due to high transmissibility and severity of the disease, 
most countries have implemented school closures, home quarantine and 
physical distancing in order to mitigate its spread, resulting in substantial 
changes in the lifestyle of these subjects (Elhai et al., 2020).

The disease forced a large part of humanity to shut away in their homes, 
substituting human contact by virtual connections. This whole situation had 
negative repercussions, as many teenagers spent more time connected to their 
smartphones in an attempt to relieve the stress and anxiety caused by such cir-
cumstances (Király et al., 2020). The feeling of boredom experienced by the 
adolescents during the pandemic can be a predictor for dysfunctional smart-
phone use, as bored individuals tend to seek more pleasurable sensations in the 
device. In addition, depressed people tend to use the devices as a self-regulation 
resource to escape from life’s negative experiences (X. J. Yang et al., 2020).

Seeking to alleviate their EBPs, adolescents tend to make excessive use of 
their smartphones, with the possibility of generating an addiction (Elhai 
et al., 2020). It is a behavioral addiction conceptualized by many scholars as 
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non-adaptive or obsessive-compulsive smartphone use, a state of immersion 
in uncontrollable use of the device to the point of suffering adverse conse-
quences in everyday life (Yu & Sussman, 2020).

Even though most studies use the term “addiction,” some scholars are 
critical of this and there is no consensus among researchers in the area as to 
the most appropriate term for such condition (Panova & Carbonell, 2018; 
Ting & Chen, 2020). When the event is screened by self-reporting instru-
ments, it is recommended to use the term Self-Reported Smartphone 
Addiction (SRSA) (Panova & Carbonell, 2018), which will be employed in 
this study.

SRSA can be characterized by the presence of withdrawal symptoms (anx-
iety, irritability and impatience), lack of control over use, longer use time 
than initially anticipated, tolerance symptoms, interferences in activities of 
daily living, positive anticipation and maintenance of use time despite nega-
tive consequences (Khoury et al., 2017).

It is emphasized that, after more than a decade of research on this phenom-
enon, there is a wide range of nomenclatures, definitions and classification 
criteria, being the study object of several scientific and clinical disciplines 
(Rich et al., 2019). Given its relatively recent emergence as a research area, 
definitions of the concept are still evolving (Busch & McCarthy, 2021), to the 
extent that the smartphone addiction diagnosis still remains controversial, as 
there are no widely shared criteria (Cerutti et al., 2021). This lack of clinical 
consensus poses a dilemma for professionals who are being asked to care for 
people in the smartphone era, in addition to rendering them invisible to the 
health system (Rich et al., 2019).

Behavioral addiction is understood as a habitual urge or compulsion to 
continue to repeat a given behavior despite its negative impact on well-being. 
Among them, smartphone addiction seems to be the most recent (Shin, 2019), 
in which subjects tend to prefer the virtual world on the device to the real one 
(D. Kim et al., 2014). Therefore, it may be related with EBPs, mental disor-
ders and worse health-related quality of life (Buctot et  al., 2020; J. Yang 
et al., 2020).

Previous Studies: Overview

Research on the relationship between EBPs and SRSA is incipient, focusing 
on isolated problems and in the quantitative analysis. EBPs have already been 
positively correlated with the time spent playing games, with the frequency of 
text messages sent, with the self-reported duration of smartphone data traffic, 
and with the time spent using the device and making and/or receiving calls 
(Roser et al., 2016).
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Regarding other emotional symptoms, an relationship was found between 
SRSA and low emotional regulation (Ali Yıldız, 2017), stress (S. H. Jeong 
et al., 2016), aggression (S.-Y. Lee et al., 2018), depressive symptoms and 
anxiety (Emirtekin et al., 2019; S. G. Kim et al., 2019). A study investigated 
potential risk components for SRSA in a sample of Chinese students and 
reported high levels of perceived stress and severity of emotional symptoms 
as illness predictors (Long et al., 2016).

As for behavioral problems, it is considered that adolescents with SRSA 
are more likely to perpetrate aggressions, to have criminal records (Yang 
et  al., 2010) and to engage in delinquent behaviors (H. H. Kim & Chun, 
2018). A number of studies suggest lower self-control levels (Jahng, 2019; 
Kwak et al., 2018) that can influence adolescents’ behaviors. Furthermore, 
many scholars claim that these adolescents present significantly higher 
impulsiveness levels (H. Lee & Kim, 2018; Sun et al., 2019) and attention 
difficulties (S.-Y. Lee et al., 2018).

Regarding peer relationship problems, subjects with SRSA tend to have 
relationship conflicts with peers (Kwak et al., 2018; H. Lee & Kim, 2018) 
and to experience a feeling of loneliness (Yayan et al., 2019), with impair-
ments in social engagement (Ihm, 2018; Savci & Aysan, 2017).

It is possible that smartphones serve as a way to escape EBPs, which 
might produce a relieving effect, thus favoring the emergence of addiction 
patterns (Demirci et al., 2015; B. Jeong et al., 2020). Furthermore, it has been 
reported that addiction symptoms can trigger retroactive emotional symp-
toms (Cha & Seo, 2018; H. Lee et al., 2017). This was also confirmed in a 
more recent systematic review study, where the authors identified that EBPs 
are the most frequently identified consequence in subjects classified as with 
SRSA. However, further studies are required to determine whether these 
changes are SRSA precursors or consequences, especially considering other 
research methods in addition to the cross-sectional design (Busch & 
McCarthy, 2021).

A Brazilian study found that smartphone use was negatively related with 
psychological well-being (Fortes et  al., 2021), while another identified an 
relationship between SRSA and Common Mental Disorders in adolescents 
(such as depressive symptoms, anxiety states, irritability, fatigue, insomnia, 
difficulty with memory and concentration and somatic complaints) (Nunes 
et al., 2021), although prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. In view of this, it is 
necessary to investigate the relationship between SRSA and EBPs among 
adolescents in the COVID-19 pandemic context, in order to better understand 
the phenomenon, especially considering their perspective in such an atypical 
period of this century.
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Theoretical Background: What Motivates 
Smartphone Use in Adolescents?

In 2016, a number of researchers proposed the Compensatory Satisfaction 
Theory (CST) to explain the role of satisfaction in pathological Internet use. 
Transposing this conception, smartphone use would serve as a compensatory 
method to meet the individuals’ socio-emotional needs. Furthermore, the 
Compensatory Satisfaction Theory suggests that satisfaction of online psy-
chological needs might compensate for non-satisfaction of offline psycho-
logical needs, thus becoming a priority choice for the adolescents’ 
self-satisfaction, therefore increasing the SRSA risk. Consequently, adoles-
cents who are dissatisfied with their current real life conditions are more 
likely to develop SRSA, as online interactions can compensate their dissatis-
faction (Q. X. Liu et al., 2016).

Among their needs, autonomy, information, expression, identity and 
friendship among adolescents stand out. Adolescence is a period when indi-
viduals seek to find themselves, to very intimately know the person they have 
become, and to strive to continually develop the person they will be. 
Adolescents become sensitive to themselves and their surroundings. The 
results of their perceived needs and satisfaction are very helpful in finding an 
appropriate way to meet their psychological needs and understand their prob-
lem behaviors (Q. X. Liu et al., 2016).

A previous study found that online satisfaction of basic psychological 
needs played a mediating role in the smartphone addiction tendency among 
Chinese adolescents (Lin & Liu, 2020). In this sense, adolescents who expe-
rience EBPs in the COVID-19 pandemic context can use smartphones seek-
ing to satisfy their needs, such as relieving boredom, loneliness or frustration 
in search of emotional elevation. Using the devices gives them fun and a 
sensation of less distress, so they can divert their attention from other prob-
lems in life. Such behavior may temporarily help adolescents feel relieved 
and provide them with an escape from problems, but it is not beneficial in the 
long-term, as the problems remain unsolved. Instead, it will increase the like-
lihood of developing smartphone addiction as a way of solving psychological 
problems (Alhassan et al., 2018; Ting & Chen, 2020).

Moreover, the Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) (Ruggiero, 2000) 
has also been recently employed as a theoretical framework to examine moti-
vations for technology use during the COVID-19 pandemic. The theory also 
provides a relevant framework for examining indiscriminate smartphone use 
and the potential importance of the COVID-19 pandemic as a contextual fac-
tor influencing use and adoption. A number of researchers have identified 
that the effects of the pandemic on people’s lives seem to influence interest in 
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virtual technology as a means of meeting various needs. Therefore, the pan-
demic has influenced the number of electronic devices acquired by people. 
Ultimately, it appears that people are using them to fulfill a diverse range of 
gratifications during the pandemic (Ball et al., 2021).

Study Context

We employed a qualitative approach in this study, which was part of a larger 
project that aimed to (a) analyze the prevalence of self-reported smartphone 
addiction by adolescents and its relationship with socio-digital, emotional, 
behavioral aspects and lifestyle and (b) explore adolescents’ perception of 
self-reported smartphone addiction and its relationship with socio-digital, 
emotional, behavioral aspects and lifestyle in the face of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The project was carried out through a partnership with 21 public insti-
tutions and four private schools in Cuiabá, a capital city of the Brazilian 
Midwest region, whose managers authorized development of the research (de 
Freitas et al., 2022).

It is noted that, during the data collection period, all public schools were 
in the Emergency Remote Teaching modality and only a few private ones had 
already resumed face-to-face teaching, although with some students in the 
remote modality according to the parents’ preference.

Purpose

The objective of this study was to understand the adolescents’ perception 
about the relationship between Self-Reported Smartphone Addiction (SRSA) 
and emotional and behavioral problems (EBPs) in the COVID-19 pandemic 
context.

Methods

Participants Recruitment

Participants were High School students, aged between 15 and 18 years old, 
recruited for a larger project (de Freitas et al., 2022) who investigated SRSA 
through Smartphone Addiction Inventory for Brazil (SPAI-BR) (Khoury 
et al., 2017). It is attributed a score of 10 (total “Yes” answers) as ideal cutoff 
point to classify the adolescents regarding SRSA, as it was the value that 
achieved the best sensitivity (79.87) and specificity (78.15), thus being 
adopted in this study (Andrade et al., 2022). Then, of the 270 adolescents 
classified with SRSA in the larger study (de Freitas et  al., 2022), 16 
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participated through selection by intentional according to their availability. 
Due to the nature of the qualitative research and based on Information Power, 
a small sample size was targeted for the qualitative portion of this study 
(Malterud et al., 2016).

Data Collection

We collected qualitative data in July 2021. Initially, 24 adolescents classified 
as with SRSA for a larger research (de Freitas et al., 2022) were selected and 
invited to participate in this study through Focus Group meetings. We chose 
Focus groups for being a technique that collects information on a given topic 
through participatory discussion among the participants, gathered in the same 
place and for a given period of time. This is fundamental for the emergence 
of points of view and meanings among the participants and for success of the 
necessary discussions (Kinalski et al., 2017).

We defined four focus groups with six adolescents each. However, despite 
confirming their participation, some adolescents did not attend the virtual 
meetings on the scheduled date and time, resulting in five participants in the 
first meeting, two participants in the second and third, and four participants 
in the fourth. Thus, to reach Information Power, we scheduled a fifth meet-
ing, with the addition of another six guests, although only three of them 
attended it. After the fifth meeting, Information Power was achieved and, 
consequently, recruitment was ended with 16 participants. It should be noted 
that Information Power is a pragmatic model that assists in defining the limits 
of participants in qualitative research. We consider it achieved when reaching 
the following dimensions: study objective, sample specificity, theory, dialog 
quality and analysis strategy (Malterud et al., 2016).

We carried out the focus groups by a nurse with previous experience in 
this type of data collection (moderator) and by a Nursing student with prior 
training (reporter). The sessions were held by means of a video call in an 
instant messaging app, consisting of the following key moments: opening of 
the session, welcoming of the participants, clarification about the participa-
tory discussion dynamics, definition of the setting, debate, synthesis and clo-
sure of the session (Kinalski et al., 2017). It is noted that, already during the 
invitation to participate in the research, the adolescents were asked to choose 
fictitious names for them to be called during the focus groups, in order to 
preserve their anonymity. The sessions lasted between 51 and 106 min and 
were guided by a semi-structured script available in Table 1.
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Data Analysis

We transcribed these sessions in full, later organized by codes and submitted 
to Bardin’s content analysis (Bardin, 2016). We carried out the pre-analysis 
first, seeking to establish contact with the documents to be analyzed and to 
know the transcribed text, allowing to be flooded by impressions in a phase 
called “floating reading.” Sequentially, the documents were selected for anal-
ysis according to the research objectives.

Then, we explored the material, with organization of the content in codes 
through a new reading. Afterward, we classified the codes into two catego-
ries, grouping the data considering what they had in common. We performed 
the encoding and categorization processes by one of the researchers with the 
aid of the Atlas.ti 9.1.5.0 software, and discussed with another two for proper 
grouping of citations according to the categories that were generated. For 
each of the categories, we produced a synthesis text expressing the most var-
ied meanings present in the analysis units (Bardin, 2016). We presented the 
participants’ statements with fictitious names, their age and the score obtained 
in SPAI-BR.

Ethical Considerations

The study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee under opinion 
No. 4,661,013 and followed the recommendations of the Brazilian National 

Table 1.  Semi-Structured Script of the Study.

Triggering questions

1.  How have you been feeling during the COVID-19 pandemic?
2.  Do you have any feelings or behaviors that you didn’t have before and started 

to present during the COVID-19 pandemic?
3.  Tell me what you think about the relationship between intense smartphone 

use and your feelings and behaviors.
4.  Is there any situation arising from the COVID-19 pandemic that led you to 

spend more time connected to your smartphone?
5.  What do you search for when using your smartphone?
6.  How do you feel when you are connected in the smartphone?
7.  Which are the effects of this intense smartphone use on your emotions and 

behaviors?
8.  How were your relationships during the pandemic?
9.  Has intense smartphone use interfered with your relationships?
10. Tell me about your positive attitudes during this pandemic.
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Health Council for research involving human beings. We obtained the autho-
rization and support to conduct the research from the Mato Grosso State 
Education Department and from the schools, as well as from the participants 
and their parents or guardians.

Findings

The analysis process of the Focus Group meetings resulted in two categories 
that reveal how adolescents are “Escaping from the reality imposed by the 

Table 2.  Codes Extracted for Each Category.

Codes Category

•  Using the smartphone to forget about the problems  
arising from the COVID-19 pandemic.

•  Smartphone use in search of gratification, to meet  
personal needs.

•  Immersion in a parallel virtual reality.
•  Losing notion of time and screen usage.
•  Lack of interaction with the real world.
•  Virtual alienation.
•  Constant distraction.
•  Relief from feelings of sadness and boredom.
•  Smartphone use for social interaction.
•  The smartphone as a friend.
•  Seeking distance from bad thoughts.

Escaping from 
the reality 
imposed by 
the COVID-19 
pandemic 
using their 
smartphones

•  Harmful smartphone uses after the pandemic.
•  Lack of meaning in life when staying away from the 

smartphone.
•  Not being able to do without the smartphone.
•  Existential emptiness.
•  Feeling of sadness due to the consequences of  

smartphone addiction.
•  Distancing from friends due to smartphone use.  

Difficulty in face-to-face social interaction.
•  Difficulty controlling device use.
•  Immersion in a state of apathy with the smartphone use.
•  Feeling of boredom when connected to the smartphone 

for a long time.
•  Difficulty enjoying the present.
•  Need to always be producing something.
•  Physical symptoms of anxiety and hyperactivity due to 

intense smartphone use.

Perceiving the 
emotional and 
behavioral 
changes caused 
by SRSA in the 
COVID-19 
pandemic 
context
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COVID-19 pandemic using their smartphones,” as well as “Perceiving the 
emotional and behavioral changes caused by SRSA in the COVID-19 pan-
demic context.” Furthermore, Table 2 displays codes extracted for each 
category.

Escaping From the Reality Imposed by the COVID-19  
Pandemic Using Their Smartphones

In the face of the “chaotic situation” imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the adolescents expressed feelings of sadness, despair and melancholy when 
facing a “world on fire.” The powerlessness generated in the face of this con-
text made them seek an escape from reality using their smartphones. With 
this flee of thoughts, marked by access to various contents and apps, they 
intended to alleviate the negative feelings arising from the repercussions of 
the pandemic:

When everything is in chaos outside, the world’s on fire, I’m on my cell phone, 
because that’s where I can be whatever I want, I’m going in, I’m going to watch 
a video, I’m going to watch a movie and, for a moment, I’m going to imagine 
myself having the high school of my dreams, you know? Then I think that it 
changed a lot and, at the same time, that it’s very grim.  .  . it brings about very 
deep melancholy (Angelina, 15, SPAI-BR 13).

I think one thing that kind of helped a lot for this whole process, at least mine, 
of wanting to escape from reality was the pandemic situation, the situation, 
kind of, of chaos that really set in and it was really an escape, because I think 
that if it hadn’t been for the pandemic, I would probably have continued using 
it, but I don’t think I would’ve sunk as much as I did, you know? (Pedro, 18, 
SPAI-BR 19).

In this sense, the adolescents stated living a parallel virtual reality. The 
smartphones kept them connected for long hours, which generates certain 
loss of the notion of the time and reality in which they live. They let to inter-
act with the real world and felt that they only “exist” in a state of virtual 
alienation:

I see myself as an observer, as if I got out of the actions of a functional person 
to become someone who’s there only watching something, which is happening 
on the screen in this case. I think that, also for this reason, I have this sensation 
that, kind of, time only flies by, because I really lose all notion of what’s going 
on around me. And it’s literally being a mere observer, as if, kind of, I wasn’t 
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there, I don’t interact with the world, I just go fleeing, fleeing [.  .  .]. As I 
become a mere observer, I stop feeling things (Pedro, 18, SPAI-BR 19).

I’d say that it’s kind of as if I’m alienated from reality (Apolo, 17, SPAI-BR 12).

The adolescents stated that they felt anxious, depressed, stressed and shut 
away in their homes. In addition to that, there was a feeling of social pressure 
when having to choose a profession, pass admission tests and enter higher 
education. This demand in relation to their academic and professional future 
ended up “suffocating them.” Therefore, they used their smartphones to seek 
distraction and also to alleviate these negative feelings. They had wished for 
the pandemic to end and stated that they “want all of this to end soon”:

It’s distraction too, a lot of things happening there and we want a little 
distraction. I think it’s all those pressures that they put on us, you know? It ends 
up suffocating us, we want to seek something that distracts us [.  .  .](Ísis, 15, 
SPAI-BR 19).

I generally use the cell phone for that, to alleviate some things, get distracted. 
[.  .  .] Ah, I think it’s more the willpower that I don’t have, to get up, sometimes 
I’m sad, then I stay in my room, fiddling with my cell phone or sometimes 
studying, things like that, then I barely go out, and I stay more time in bed 
(Liana, 17, SPAI-BR 19).

The adolescents often mentioned the feeling of boredom associated with 
this period, stating that they feel impatient with idleness and couldn’t wait, 
they were uncomfortable with their own presence and sought to occupy 
themselves with their devices to “kill boredom.” The difficulty dealing with 
boredom rendered them incapable of entertaining themselves without their 
smartphones. However, these adolescents did have it clear that such attitude 
was not always effective:

Being bored in the pandemic, then it’s what I do to kill boredom [.  .  .] (Luiza, 
16, SPAI-BR 19).

I felt bored, you know? [.  .  .] it’s more to kill that feeling of boredom, and 
sometimes when I’m not OK, to avoid thinking too much about something, but 
it’s not always very effective (Marco, 15, SPAI-BR 11).

They also reported the experience of an existential crisis when facing the 
implications of the COVID-19 pandemic in their plans for adolescence. 
There was a sensation of “loss of youth” when they see their adolescence go 
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by without being able to experience all their expectations from this life phase. 
They became reflexive, exhausted, confused and powerless in the face of this 
scenario. This is because there was a “lifelong wait” for this moment, and 
then they felt trapped in their homes and unable to fully enjoy adolescence 
and, therefore, spent more time connected to their smartphones to avoid 
thinking about it:

I also think too much about the universe things, you know? I don’t know if it’s 
an existential crisis, I don’t know. Then I try to get distracted to stop thinking 
for a while (Marco, 15, SPAI-BR 11).

I have the sensation that I lost my youth. [.  .  .] (Pedro, 18, SPAI-BR 19).

Then the pandemic came and we all stayed stuck at home, I really thought that 
it’d be incredible, right?, kind of going out, I’d be able to do several things, 
only that I couldn’t, right? (Jaqueline, 16, SPAI-BR 13).

You wait your entire life to be there and enjoy life’s High School Musical. 
And. .  . (silence) I’m missing all that! (Angelina, 15, SPAI-BR 13).

The participants also mentioned the feeling of loneliness caused by physi-
cal and social isolation. Therefore, in the face of that, adolescents resorted to 
their smartphones in the search for company and social belonging. The 
devices allowed them to access the social networks and looked for new 
friends. Moreover, in some cases, the smartphone was considered as a pre-
ferred “friend” to the detriment of people:

I think that the issue of feeling lonely too, kind of fiddling with the cell phone, 
anyway. .  . (Ísis, 15, SPAI-BR 19).

It came all of a sudden, it affected, kind of, most of us and I even lost many 
friends, kind of, in all this time.  .  . dear God! But it’s complicated, complicated! 
[.  .  .] We obviously run after meeting people, I mainly have friends in other 
states (Gabriel, 17, SPAI-BR 12).

I prefer to stay with my cell phone than with people [.  .  .], it’s my friend, kind 
of like that, my virtual friend [.  .  .] (sad voice) (Júlia, 15, SPAI-BR 16).

Therefore, when resorting to their smartphones to escape from reality, 
adolescents felt in a better mood, happy, calm, unstressed and entertained. 
The device was seen as a shelter, distancing them from the “bad feelings.” It 
allowed its users to stayed in a “small world of good things,” away from the 
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problems inherent to human existence. However, this distraction was consid-
ered temporary, “because it actually doesn’t end”:

The cell phone cheers me up [.  .  .]. I’m calmer when I’m with the cell phone 
(Antônio, 15, SPAI-BR 11).

The cell phone is a shelter for me, and hiding behind it, right? [.  .  .] it distances 
you from the bad thoughts [.  .  .] (Mary, 17, SPAI-BR 13).

You go looking for something that makes you happy, [.  .  .] something and so 
you stay there in your small world with the good things that only you like, with 
the positive things and all that (Emily, 17, SPAI-BR 14).

I only get distracted from it for a while (laughs). Because it actually doesn’t end 
(Ísis, 15, SPAI-BR 19).

Perceiving the Emotional and Behavioral Changes Caused by 
SRSA in the COVID-19 Pandemic Context

In this category, we better explore how adolescents perceived the emotional 
and behavioral changes caused by SRSA in the face of the pandemic. Certain 
emotional dependence on the device was verified, when they stated that “they 
don’t survive without it.” They perceived that, with the arrival of the COVID-
19 pandemic, this constant need to use the smartphone was intensified and 
that it was “more than usual.” They missed the uninterrupted company pro-
vided by the smartphone, marked by the presence of an existential “void,” 
and showed certain strangeness to these feelings:

After the pandemic started, I began to fiddle a lot with it, more than usual, 
everywhere I go I need to have my cell phone with me, even to be with someone 
obviously, also to hide the shame, it’s my shelter, I can’t live without my cell 
phone any more. [.  .  .] if I don’t use the cell phone there’s something missing, I 
feel that my day has a hole, you know? I start asking what I’m doing with my 
life, I spend the whole day with the cell phone and, when I’m not with the cell 
phone, I miss it, it’s strange, very strange.  .  . (Emily, 17, SPAI-BR 14).

It’s like she said, kind of, you feel a void, you know? You spend the whole day 
sometimes. I don’t know, you start studying a little, then you miss using the 
phone, seeing something that is happening (Jaqueline, 16, SPAI-BR 13).
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This behavior established with the smartphone exerted a direct impact on 
their studies, impairing the adolescents’ focus. There were reported of lack of 
will power and sadness, for they found it difficult to “sit to study,” as they 
ended up “not paying attention” and “getting distracted” with the device. This 
generated uncertainty in relation to passing admission tests, for not dedicat-
ing themselves as they should. Such situation was influenced by the need for 
Emergency Remote Teaching during the pandemic, which was often per-
formed in the smartphone itself:

[.  .  .] not paying attention, getting distracted with other things, with messages, 
because it’s no use studying without being connected to the Internet. Then, kind 
of, anything that comes in I end up getting distracted, [.  .  .] I end up sad 
because I’m not able to study and there’s always that pressure of not knowing 
if I’m going to pass [the admission test] (Liana, 17, SPAI-BR 19).

I stay with the cell phone all the time and that takes a lot of my time, then when 
I go to look, I stop to think, should I be studying, do you understand? Then I feel 
bad (Mary, 17, SPAI-BR 13).

As they had spent more time connected to their devices, the adolescents 
got distanced from people, which had repercussions in their interpersonal 
relationships. They understood that this relationship established with the 
smartphone interfered in their dealings with their peers and increased their 
social isolation:

After this pandemic started, I stopped talking to all my friends and started to 
spend more time on the cell phone, and it’s hard, because the longer I stay on 
the phone, the more I get away from people (Antônio, 15, SPAI-BR 11).

There were times when people would talk, right?, to get off the phone a little, 
talk more, right?, but I didn’t let go (Mary, 17, SPAI-BR 13).

The adolescents described that, to alleviate the negative feelings caused 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, such as sadness and boredom, there was a bidi-
rectional relationship in which this incessant use of the device kept them in a 
state of apathy and boredom. Even so, they perpetuated this behavior because 
they felt unable to deal with idleness without the smartphone:

I was in a real state of apathy, of inertia, it was, kind of, the cell phone that 
helped me to continue in that state (Pedro, 18, SPAI-BR 19).
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Ah, it depends, sometimes I like to be fiddling with it, but there are others that 
I get bored (Antônio, 15, SPAI-BR 11).

Sometimes when I’m bored, I kind of get sick of the cell phone, but then I stay 
with it because there’s nothing else to do (Ísis, 15, SPAI-BR 19).

As a result of this intense smartphone use, hyperactivity was noticed when 
they pointed out that they could not “enjoy the present” and needed to be 
“occupying the mind with something” because they felt “unproductive” oth-
erwise. They needed to be always connected and doing something, even due 
to the difficulty dealing with boredom, as already mentioned. Paradoxically, 
they showed feelings of anxiety when they kept using their smartphones, as 
presented below.

There’s that sensation that, kind of, you can’t manage to enjoy the present to do 
something, you have to occupy your mind with something, you know?, because 
you feel unproductive otherwise. So, even if you reproduce unproductive things 
for your mind, you have to be busy with something, it’s more or less this situation. 
Of not being able to stand still and do nothing (Pedro, 18, SPAI-BR 19).

When [I don’t have my smartphone], sometimes I have a crisis like this in the 
day, then the next day I have a headache sometimes and also the tremors like 
those tics of moving my legs, moving my hand, my arm like this, I have these 
tics sometimes (Jaqueline, 16, SPAI-BR 13).

Discussion

The current study contributes to understanding the relationship between 
SRSA and EBPs from the perspective of adolescents. The findings revealed 
that, faced with the emotional difficulties arising from the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the adolescents became more deeply involved with their smartphones 
in an attempt to escape from the reality imposed, to live a parallel virtual 
reality that generates bonuses, as suggested by the Compensatory Satisfaction 
Theory (CST) (Q. X. Liu et  al., 2016) and by the Uses and Gratifications 
Theory (UGT) (Ball et al., 2021).

The adolescents faced an unprecedented pandemic moment, in which the 
measures adopted to reduce dissemination of the virus, such as school clo-
sures and widespread lockdowns, resulted in physical isolation, fear and 
uncertainty about the future. With this, they started to use digital media for 
many hours as a compensatory mechanism to meet their socio-emotional 
needs, resulting in a highly harmful behavior (Q. X. Liu et al., 2016; Potas 
et al., 2022). Stress due to COVID-19 was related to feeling of loneliness and 
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depression, mainly in the adolescents that spent more time connected to the 
social networks through their smartphones (Ellis et al., 2020).

It is worth noting that, in Brazil, although the answers have varied accord-
ing to state or municipality, schools and higher education institutions were 
generally closed from March 2020; and, by mid-2021, some of them were 
gradually reopening. According to the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), the country presented the longest 
period of time with its schools completely closed in 2020, when compared to 
all OECD member countries (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2021).

This population segment may consider technology as a resource to escape 
from the stressors in their lives and/or use it to increase their social interac-
tion and integration, as well as to satisfy the need for socialization (Potas 
et al., 2022), as evidenced in this study and pointed out both by the CST (Q. 
X. Liu et al., 2016) and by the UGT (Ball et al., 2021).

The alienation, that is, difficulty acting and thinking for themselves, men-
tioned by adolescents in the findings has already been investigated by other 
researchers, with a positive correlation with SRSA (Lian, 2018; Q. X. Liu 
et al., 2016). Highly alienated individuals are more likely to express negative 
feelings, partially due to the lack of positive psychological resources. 
Smartphones are sometimes used to reduce the negative emotions, escape, 
feel better or enhance the feelings of belonging (Lian, 2018; Q. X. Liu et al., 
2016).

Emotional symptoms were exacerbated in the COVID-19 pandemic, as 
evidenced in the qualitative findings, especially due to home quarantine and 
school closures. Therefore, seeking to alleviate those symptoms, the adoles-
cents classified with SRSA resorted to their smartphones for distraction and 
to avoid facing reality. The scientific literature revealed that the prevalence of 
depression clinical symptoms in adolescents was higher after the COVID-19 
outbreak (Duan et  al., 2020). Corroborating the findings presented, some 
researchers emphasized that High School students might be thinking about 
the uncertainty of being admitted to university and regretting the loss of typi-
cal events of adolescence (Ellis et al., 2020).

The feeling of boredom increased considerably with the COVID-19 pan-
demic and, with this, there was also greater involvement by the adolescents 
with their smartphones. These adolescents had difficulties dealing with idle-
ness and sought to mitigate it with their smartphones, developing various activ-
ities that satisfied them, as also suggested by the CST (Q. X. Liu et al., 2016) 
and by the UGT (Ball et al., 2021). However, being constantly connected does 
not seem to be an efficient solution, as it ends up generating more boredom and 
apathy later on. The tendency to boredom is a known vulnerability factor for 



Freitas et al.	 17

SRSA, with depression acting as an important mediator (X. J. Yang et  al., 
2020). Thus, strategies aimed at improving the degree of tendency to boredom 
may be essential to reduce smartphone use and, consequently, the risks of mal-
adaptive behavior.

Conduct problems are expected in a pandemic context, such impatience, 
aggressiveness, disobedience and bad mood. In the findings, impatience was 
the most evident, not least because the pandemic exerted a negative impact 
on the adolescents’ plans, who expressed a feeling of loss of youth, with 
mixed emotions and impotence in the face of reality.

When faced with negative feelings, the adolescents accessed their smart-
phones in search of pleasurable sensations, as described by the Compensatory 
Satisfaction Theory (Q. X. Liu et al., 2016). This is recognized by the search 
of new experiences, even if assuming risks. An interaction is perceived 
between withdrawal, search for sensations and SRSA, which has repercus-
sions in the combination between them (Turgeman et al., 2020).

According to the findings, the pandemic generated anxiety in the investi-
gated adolescents. Consequently, to alleviate it, they get involved with their 
smartphones. However, the device-addiction behavior resulted in more anxi-
ety, agitation and inattention in their studies. Consequently, they felt power-
less and discontent with their academic performance.

It is known that anxiety symptoms are the most common clinical diagno-
ses among adolescents in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic and may act as 
a risk factor for other psychiatric disorders (Duan et al., 2020). Furthermore, 
the anxiety levels are significantly higher among the students who perceive 
that their academic performance has been affected by the pandemic, when 
compared to those who do not share this perception (Jiang, 2021). In this 
sense, interventions that promote mindfulness improve the adolescents’ emo-
tional state and, according to some researchers, it is a promising alternative 
for preventing and reducing the addiction levels, as mindfulness acts as an 
important mechanism to allow individuals to detach from automatic thoughts 
and risky behavior patterns (Li & Hao, 2019).

In this research was possible to notice that Peer problems were also accen-
tuated in the pandemic, like loneliness, lack of good friends, not feeling 
included and loved, and being victims of bullying. With the closure of schools 
and leisure spaces, the adolescents under study distanced from their peers and 
manifested feelings of loneliness and sadness. Thus, according to research-
ers, they increased their smartphone use in search for social belonging, com-
pany and relief from negative feelings as a way of compensation (Q. X. Liu 
et al., 2016).

In the light of the UGT, a number of researchers found that social interac-
tivity is an essential factor for the adoption of virtual reality. In fact, the 
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prospect of interacting with others through screens was considered a crucial 
factor when examining the adoption of electronic devices during the pan-
demic (Ball et al., 2021). Study identified an increase was found in adoles-
cents-teachers/peers relationships, while adolescent-parent relationships 
remained unchanged and strong. When adolescent-peer relationships were 
stronger, the cyber-perpetrating/victimization were lower (Eden et al., 2023).

In a qualitative study carried out with 24 American adolescents, it was 
found that they reported greater reliance on network technologies as their 
unstructured time increased during the lockdown. Using multilevel growth 
modeling, it was found that the overall time adolescents spend with technol-
ogy has less influence on daily fluctuations in well-being than on the satisfac-
tion and meaning they derive from technology use. Finally, adolescents felt 
that online communication could not replace face-to-face interactions. 
Adolescents explained the inadequacy of online peer interactions by pointing 
to the fact that their pre-pandemic online interactions were fundamentally 
grounded in their shared, in-person experiences (Pitt et al., 2021).

As verified in this study, another research pointed out that SRSA-related 
symptoms and behaviors lead to changes in the adolescents’ responses to 
adverse life experiences, also resulting in negative mood and affects, such as 
depression, low self-esteem, anger, anxiety and stress (de Freitas et al., 2021; 
Hou et  al., 2021). However, these issues also explain smartphone use and 
SRSA; therefore, it is necessary to better define and determine how these 
core factors and concepts are related (Busch & McCarthy, 2021). These 
ambiguities certainly require the development of more robust longitudinal 
research studies.

This age group is frequently neglected by the health services, especially in 
relation to mental health. Currently it is urgent that health professionals care for 
and address these themes even more. Health interventions aimed at promoting 
mental health and adaptive behavior regarding smartphones should be formu-
lated and implemented with the adolescents and their families in each individ-
ual appointment, in the schools and in the community (Roberts et al., 2022).

Therefore, the findings of this study shed light on far-reaching concerns 
about the possibility of a global mental health crisis in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, enhancing satisfaction of the adoles-
cents’ psychological needs in real life can be effective for preventing smart-
phone addiction. Thus, specifically those adolescents classified with SRSA 
need an interprofessional therapeutic plan, with a view to restoring socio-
emotional health and an adaptive response to smartphone use. Interventions 
based on Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) techniques, meditation, music 
therapy, limitation of smartphone use time, socio-emotional learning and 
stimulation of regular physical and outdoor activities have shown to be 
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promising for the recovery of smartphone-dependent adolescents and of 
those with emotional distress (Bong et al., 2021; S. Liu et al., 2019; Sociedade 
Brasileira de Pediatria, 2019). Therefore, they can be implemented by health 
professionals who deal with this population segment.

Limitations and Future Directions

It must be considered that our findings reflect a group from a single Brazilian 
municipality, which may have had specific perspectives at the time of this 
study than other adolescents who experience different realities—for exam-
ple, those from developed countries. There was difficulty in the adolescents’ 
adherence to the focus groups in this research. In later studies, other recruit-
ment possibilities and data collection techniques can be proposed to improve 
the participants’ adherence and allow greater balance between the groups. An 
important area for future research is examining the extent to which teen par-
ents report comparable and different perspectives of adolescents.

Conclusion

The qualitative findings allowed understanding that the adolescents classified 
with SRSA use their devices indiscriminately to escape from the reality 
imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic and that they perceive the changes 
caused by the relationship of dependence established with the device. They 
also adhere to this behavior in the search to alleviate the negative symptoms 
experienced in the pandemic period. However, they acknowledge that this 
relief is temporary and ineffective, as this smartphone addiction relationship 
corroborates with maintenance of the EBPs evidenced.

Thus, in view of the findings, the need stands out for health professionals 
to develop campaigns and strategies for mental health promotion in different 
socio-educational scenarios and in the digital media to sensitize adolescents, 
parents, educators and society in general about the risks of indiscriminate 
smartphone use to mental health. It is important to enhance satisfaction of the 
adolescents’ psychological needs in real life to achieve an effective preven-
tion of smartphone addiction. Moreover, professionals need to work in an 
effective way in the prevention, screening and timely treatment of EBPs and 
SRSA, especially in times of a pandemic crisis such as COVID-19.
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