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Abstract  

Coined as “phubbing”, excessive use of smartphones in the romantic context has been shown to rep-

resent a barrier to meaningful communication, causing conflict, lowering relationship satisfaction, 

and undermining individual well-being. While these findings project a dire picture of the future of 

romance, the mechanisms behind the detrimental influence of partner phubbing on relationship-

relevant markers are still little understood. Considering prior evidence that partner phubbing leads to 

the loss of exclusive attention towards the other party, we argue that these are rather the feelings of 

jealousy partner phubbing is triggering that are responsible for the negative relational outcomes. 

Based on the analysis of qualitative and quantitative responses from “generation Y” users, we find 

that partner phubbing is associated with heightened feelings of jealousy, which is inversely related to 

couple’s relational cohesion. Moreover, jealousy plays a mediating role in the relationship between 

partner’s smartphone use and relational cohesion, acting as a mechanism behind this undesirable 

link. Challenging the frequently promoted euphoria with regard to permanent “connectedness”, our 

study contributes to a growing body of IS research that addresses dark sides of information technolo-

gy use and provides corresponding implications for IS practitioners. 

Keywords: Smartphones, Social Media, Phubbing, Relational Cohesion, Jealousy. 

 

 “The first couple of weeks he was on his phone 24/7. I assumed it was just the 

novelty of having a smartphone for the first time and I didn't think anything of 

it. But it never stopped. All of "our" time just twisted into him being on his 

phone. I was practically begging for his attention. I'd try to have deep conver-

sations; he'd be on Reddit. I'd try snuggling and being cute; he'd be playing 

Heartstone. […]. We can't have a quiet evening together […] without his phone 

competing for his attention. I'm lonely and depressed.” (MissHurt, 2015)
1
 

1 Introduction  

We are in a coffee shop and we observe: A couple walks in. She already has her smartphone in the 

hand. They sit down on opposite sides of the table. While he grabs some food for both of them, she 

starts to immediately focus on her smartphone, constantly scrolling and swiping. When he returns she 

                                                      

1 This quote has been edited for style to improve readability. Original can be found at: 

https://www.reddit.com/r/TwoXChromosomes/comments/3lmz1h/i_know_a_lot_of_things_can_create_problems_in/ 

https://e.mail.ru/compose?To=isabelle.notter@students.unibe.ch
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stops using it for just a minute. Once they start drinking their coffee, she keeps on interacting with her 

mobile device. He gets visibly bored and also takes out his smartphone, possibly to just have some-

thing to do. She notices and passes him her smartphone to show him something. When he returns her 

smartphone, she continues using it for almost 30 minutes straight. Meanwhile he goes through a rou-

tine to pick up his smartphone for a few minutes only to put it away for a short time and to grab it 

again, seemingly bored. They rarely talk to each other while looking at their smartphones. After about 

an hour they leave together. When he puts on his jacket, she still keeps looking at her smartphone. 

With around 3.4 billion users worldwide (Ericsson Mobility Report, 2015), it is not surprising that 

smartphones are increasingly permeating our daily routines: We use them on the railway station wait-

ing for the train, in the bus that brings us home. We use them when we meet friends, when driving cars 

(Smith, 2015), or crossing a busy road on a pedestrian walkway (Hatfield and Murphy, 2007). For 

many, smartphones are the first thing they touch when waking up, and the last one they look at before 

going to sleep (Cisco, 2014). Fueled by the widespread interest in Social Media apps (Salehan and 

Negahban, 2013), using smartphones is fun, useful, informative, and highly addictive (e.g. Jung, 

2013). In fact, studies show that 81 percent of users keep their smartphones nearby for the entire day 

and check it 110 times per day on average (Woollaston, 2013). 

Indisputably, the widespread adoption and usage of smartphones has changed our lives. However, the 

nature of these transformations is still ambiguous. Some studies report the positive influence of 

smartphones in professional environments such as healthcare coordination (Wu et al., 2011, Whitlow 

et al., 2014; Wickersham et al., 2015), infrastructure monitoring (Mohan et al., 2008, White et al., 

2011), or simply emphasize their value in promoting socialization with geographically distant individ-

uals (Smith, 2015; Amplitude Research, 2013). At the same time, another stream of research stresses 

the harmful consequences of smartphone interference across a variety of communication contexts, 

including face-to-face conversations (McDaniel and Coyne, 2016), parents-child interaction (Devitt 

and Roker, 2009), work-related management activities (Roberts, 2015) and educational processes 

(Ling, 2000; Campbell, 2005). Among these findings, the insights into the damaging role of 

smartphones in the romantic context are particularly alarming.  

Indeed, coined as “phubbing”, snubbing the romantic partner when using the smartphone in his or her 

company has been shown to cause conflict, lower relationship satisfaction, and individual well-being 

(McDaniel and Coyne, 2016; Roberts and David, 2016). While these findings project a dire picture of 

the future of romance and family structures, the mechanisms behind the detrimental influence of part-

ner phubbing on relationship-relevant markers is still little understood. As of now, existing research 

suggests that smartphones may represent a barrier to meaningful communication, provoking feelings 

of constant interruption, disrespect (Duran et al., 2011, Tertadian, 2012) and irritation (Theiss and 

Solomon, 2006; Roberts and David, 2016). However, the mechanism behind these negative resentful 

reactions remains uncovered. To fill this gap and considering that partner phubbing inevitably leads to 

the loss of exclusive attention towards the other party, we argue that these are rather the feelings of 

jealousy partner phubbing is triggering that are responsible for the negative relational dynamics re-

ported in past research. Indeed, defined as “a protective reaction to a perceived threat to a valued 

relationship, arising from a situation in which the partner's involvement with an activity and/or anoth-

er person is contrary to the jealous person's definition of their relationship” (Bevan and Samter, 2004, 

p. 15), jealousy incorporates loss of exclusive attention as one of its major premises (Bauminger, 

2010; Tov-Ruach, 1980). Negative in its essence, jealousy has commonly been associated with such 

undesirable relational outcomes as expressions of aggression and conflict (Guerrero et al., 1995), as 

well as relationship dissatisfaction (Parker et al., 2010). Against this background, the goal of our study 

is to investigate the role of jealousy as a mediating mechanism in the relationships between partner’s 

smartphone use and corresponding relational outcomes.  

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. In the following section we summarize related 

work, and derive hypotheses that link partner’s smartphone use with the feelings of jealousy and rela-
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tional cohesion – a critical marker of relational health reflecting “the degree of togetherness and emo-

tional bonding” between relational partners (Choi, 2012, p. 92). In the next step, we present results of 

our qualitative and quantitative studies, based on the responses of “generation Y” smartphone users 

(aged 26-40). Our qualitative findings suggest that the loss of attention is a key emotional consequence 

of partner phubbing, providing evidence for the salience of the smartphone-induced jealousy (Baum-

inger, 2010; Tov-Ruach, 1980). These findings justify further testing of our theoretical model. Impli-

cations of our findings for IS research and practitioners are discussed in the concluding section. Our 

focus on “generation Y” demographic segment has several reasons: First, this age cohort is largely 

composed of heavy smartphone users, who are most likely to use a wide range of the smartphone’s 

functions (Zickuhr, 2011; Anderson, 2015) and thus might be particularly likely to engage in phub-

bing. Second, users in the age of 26-40 are more likely to seek meaningful romantic relationships, but 

at the same time encounter numerous hurdles and ambiguities on their way to do so. Examples include 

loosing social norms with regard to dating, growing narcissism and unwillingness to compromise 

characteristic for “generation Y” (Hudson, 2015; Reiner, 2014). Finally, brought up in the 80s and 90s 

with gadgets and social media still non-existent, generation Y matured into the era of pervasive tech-

nology use and are the first ‘always-connected’ generation (Bull, 2010). Hence, these users might hold 

conflictual attitudes towards pervasive technologies, when compared to generation Z which is growing 

with technology as a natural part of their lives (Gardasevic, 2015).   

2 Theoretical Background 

2.1 Understanding the concept of jealousy 

Protective in nature, jealousy is typically viewed as a blend of negative feelings, including sadness and 

worry as well as feelings of exclusion and offense (Schmitt et al. 1994). As such, jealousy is often 

linked to the loss of exclusive attention, with a jealous subject fearing to lose his or her position in the 

relationship (Bauminger, 2010; Tov-Ruach, 1980). This reaction is natural, since social and romantic 

relationships universally represent a valuable asset, and hence deserve to be protected (Baumeister and 

Leary, 1995). While multiple theories have tried to address the antecedents and consequences of jeal-

ousy, the dual factor conceptualization of jealousy has gained particular importance (Hansen, 1991). 

According to this approach, emergence and strength of the feelings of jealousy are the product of two 

contributing factors. On the one hand, a jealous subject should perceive the “partner’s involvement 

with an activity and/or another person as contrary to the definition of relationship”; on the other hand, 

the relationship itself should be perceived as valuable (Hansen, 1991, p. 214). While commonly dis-

cussed in the context of romantic triads (DeSteno et al., 2006, p. 627), jealousy experience is, hence, 

not solely limited to them. Instead, activities that are subjectively perceived as threatening, e.g. partner 

spending too much time at work or with friends, may also antagonize the subject, causing jealous feel-

ings to arise.  

Extending this approach, Hansen (1991) additionally introduced the concept of “boundary ambiguity”, 

previously advanced by Boss (1987). Focusing on interactions within families, Boss et al. (1990, p. 5) 

define boundary ambiguity as “the family not knowing who is in and who is out of the system”. In other 

words, “the family may perceive a physically absent member as psychologically present or may per-

ceive a physically present member as psychologically absent”. Especially the latter form may have a 

high potential to induce jealousy, as a subject might feel threatened by the psychological absence of 

the partner – a situation that may run contrary to his or her definition of the relationship. For example, 

immersion into one’s smartphone may result in a boundary ambiguity, with the subject perceiving the 

other partner as psychologically absent, even though physically present. Facing such painful situation, 

the subject may try to adopt certain coping strategies. For example, one may try to achieve the psycho-

logical presence of the partner, which can be achieved by taking the attempts to change partner’s be-

havior. On the other hand, a strategy aimed to achieve the physical absence of the partner is also pos-

sible, with the subject resorting to withdrawal, avoidance or separation (Hansen, 1991). All in all, jeal-
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ousy is frequently associated with deteriorations in the relationship health (Andersen et al., 1995; 

Guerrero and Eloy, 1992), as well as an array of other detrimental outcomes oriented towards the self 

(e.g. reduced self-esteem (Bringle, 1981; Buunk, 1997)), or the target (e.g. violence (Chiffriller and 

Hennessy, 2007)). 

2.2 Understanding the role of phubbing in the relational context 

Past research has shown that all types of interpersonal relationships may be vulnerable to the interfer-

ence of technology, which can take the form of “interruptions in face-to-face conversations to the 

feelings of intrusion an individual experiences” (McDaniel and Coyne, 2016, p. 85). Owned by 3.4 

billion users around the globe (Ericsson Mobility Report, 2015), smartphones may represent the tech-

nological phenomenon with the distinct potential to intervene with interpersonal relationships 

(Billieux, 2012). So far, past research has delivered ambiguous results on the role of smartphones and 

phubbing in the interpersonal domain. On the one hand, smartphones can be used as a way to connect 

with others, creating favourable feelings of social connectedness (Chen and Katz, 2009; Devitt and 

Roker, 2009; Padilla-Walker et al., 2012). For example, serving as a platform for frequent social inter-

action and exchange of emotional support, smartphones have been shown to promote deeper intimacy 

between family members (Campbell and Ling, 2009). Furthermore, studies report positive influence of 

smartphones on the quality of professional communication in healthcare (Wu et al., 2011; Whitlow et 

al., 2014; Wickersham et al., 2015), on socialization of people with disabilities (O'Neill, 2015) and 

children suffering from autism (De Leo and Leroy, 2008).  

On the other hand, intense engagement with a smartphone inhibits users from fully taking part in their 

present social surroundings, which may trigger “boundary ambiguity” on the part of others (Hansen, 

1991). Indeed, a research report revealed that twenty percent of respondents reported that they could 

not even remember the phone ever being in a different room than they were (Groarke, 2014). As such, 

this present absence can be a reason for conflicts in social relationships (Tertadian, 2012; Bernroider et 

al., 2014), since interpersonal communication is inevitably neglected (Karadag et al., 2015). Further-

more, phubbing has been shown to undermine relational closeness (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2013), 

since accompanying face-to-face communication is of lower quality and less empathetic (Misra et al., 

2014). In this way smartphones can be seen as a medium that disconnects conversational partners 

since one might feel left out as the other person is intensively absorbed with his or her smartphone. 

While any distraction during the time people spend together may provoke negative feelings, past re-

search evidences that not all interrupters are equal, pointing out the stronger feelings of jealousy to-

wards a social object in contrast to an inanimate object like a book (Hart et al., 2004). Perceiving 

computers to be “fundamentally social” (Nass et al., 2015, p. 72), users develop a strong emotional 

attachment towards mobile phones and are experiencing “intimacy with their electronic devices” 

(McDaniel and Coyne, 2016, p. 87 after Turner and Turner, 2013; Vincent et al., 2005; Wehmeyer, 

2007). Thus, we believe smartphones are perceived as heavy intruders in communication, leaving the 

phubbed party feeling not only deprioritized, but also jealous because of the device’s extended func-

tionality with social interaction activities as particularly threatening ones. While this undesirable dy-

namics has been observed across a variety of social contexts, including parental (Radesky et al., 2014), 

work (Roberts, 2015) and educational (Ling, 2000; Campbell, 2005) settings, recent reports have sent 

alarming signals regarding the influence of smartphone use on romantic relationships. Often contrast-

ed with friendships, a clear distinction of romantic relationships includes physical attraction, sexuality 

and a deliberate commitment to long-term, exclusive relationships (Hatfield and Rapson, 1987; Stern-

berg 1987; Connolly et al., 1999). Specifically, partner phubbing has been linked to lower relationship 

satisfaction (McDaniel and Coyne, 2016), increased conflict between romantic partners (Coyne et al., 

2011; Roberts and David, 2016), and lower well-being (McDaniel and Coyne, 2016; Roberts and Da-

vid, 2016). Especially partners strongly attached to their significant other are prone to experience con-

flictual emotions when it comes to the smartphone addiction of the latter (Roberts and David, 2016).  
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While this dynamics may have far-reaching detrimental implications in the long-run, the mechanisms 

behind the negative association between partner phubbing and markers of relationship health (e.g. 

relational cohesion, relationship satisfaction, level of conflict) are still unclear. Considering that part-

ner phubbing inevitably leads to the loss of exclusive attention towards the other party – the core com-

ponent of the jealousy experience (Lazarus, 1991; Tov-Ruach, 1980) - it might be that it is not partner 

phubbing per se that leads towards relationship dissatisfaction, but rather these are the feelings of jeal-

ousy this behaviour is triggering that are responsible for this unwanted outcome.  

Indeed, while the relationship between partner phubbing and feelings of jealousy has not been ex-

plored so far, studies from other related contexts offer solid support for the salience of the jealousy 

experience in the context of Social Media use (Muscanell et al., 2013; Fox et al., 2014; Tokunaga, 

2011; Phillips, 2009) – the focal activity of smartphone users (Smith, 2015; Perez, 2015). For exam-

ple, the time a partner spends on Facebook has been linked to the heighted feeling of jealousy (Muise 

et al., 2009). Furthermore, experience of jealousy has been associated with such (somewhat unethical) 

behaviours, as partner’s surveillance (Tokunaga, 2011; Phillips, 2009). Building on these insights, a 

theoretical model that focuses on the role of jealousy experience as a mechanism in the link between 

partner’s smartphone use and relationship cohesion is developed in the following section. 

3 Towards a Theoretical Model 

3.1 The role of partner phubbing in evoking jealousy 

While little scientific evidence is available, initial findings from market research hint at the increasing-

ly important role of smartphones in eliciting jealousy among romantic partners (Waterloo, 2013; E.On 

Energie Deutschland, 2013). Especially “Generation Y” users may be vulnerable to this threat, since 

they exhibit high levels of addiction with regard to their smartphone use. For example, such users are 

likely to exhibit elevated anxiety levels if unable to regularly check their smartphones, reporting to 

feel “as if a part of them is missing” (Cisco, 2014). Considering their multi-faceted applicability, 

smartphones may tap into a number of components inherent in the emotional experience of jealousy. 

First, busy with his or her smartphone, a partner may be unfocused and less responsive with regard to 

the other party. Experienced in a recurrent pattern, this situation is likely to translate into the percep-

tion of “attention loss”, which represents one of the core components of jealousy experience (Lazarus, 

1991; Ben-Ze’ev, 2010). Moreover, the smartphone can be perceived as a threat to one’s exclusive 

position in the partner’s life, which also reflects an important element of the jealousy experience (e.g. 

Lazarus, 1991; Ben-Ze’ev, 2010; Hart, 2010; Parker et al. 2010; Tov-Ruach, 1980). Additionally, 

since smartphone use is increasingly associated with the usage of social networking sites, like Face-

book, or location-based dating apps (Smith, 2015; Perez, 2015), a partner might fear competition from 

other parties. Indeed, male users of Facebook – one of the most popular utilities on smartphones 

(Smith, 2015) – have reported dating as an important reason to join and continue using this site 

(Bonds-Raacke and Raacke, 2010; Thelwall, 2008). Furthermore, a recent study has shown that 

smartphones are affecting the dating culture, with 44% of men and 37% of women in the study sample 

claiming that smartphones make it easier “to flirt and get to know someone” (Amplitude Research, 

2013). This is in line with the most recent research evidence that suggests that the smartphone-

addiction of one’s partner can affect interpersonal trust in a negative way and may cause people to put 

their partner’s faithfulness into question (McCormack, 2015) – a common consequence of jealousy 

(Bevan and Samter, 2004). Taken together, we hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The intensity of partner’s smartphone use is positively associated with the feelings 

of jealousy experienced by the other party. 
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3.2 The moderating role of personal smartphone use 

While hypothesis 1 suggests an association between the intensity of partner’s smartphone use and the 

feelings of jealousy, we argue that the strength of this relationship might be moderated by the intensity 

of the smartphone usage of the significant other. Indeed, the study of Roberts and David (2016) has 

shown that users who are strongly attached towards their partner are more likely to experience conflict 

as a result of partner phubbing. Similar outcomes have been observed for the jealousy-induced surveil-

lance behavior, with strongly attached users being more likely to engage in this activity (Fox and 

Warber, 2014). Moreover, users who themselves use the internet as a leisure time activity appear to be 

more accepting towards their partner’ involvement with phubbing (Klein, 2014). Evidently, partner 

phubbing is experienced differently when the significant other engages in this activity as well, leading 

him or her to be more likely to find justification and reasons for this activity. Taken together we argue 

that: 

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): The relationship between the intensity of partner’s smartphone use and feelings 

of jealousy is moderated by the intensity of the smartphone use by the other party. 

3.3 The role of jealousy in relational cohesion 

Serving to protect romantic bonds (Newberry, 2010), jealousy can in some cases promote more satis-

fying relationships (Guerrero et al., 1995). Nonetheless, jealousy is often seen as a cause of major 

relational problems, contributing to aggression and conflict between partners (Guerrero et al., 1995). 

Indeed, involving a blend of negative emotions, such as anger, sadness, fear and feelings of being hurt 

and excluded (e.g. Draghi-Lorenz, 2010; Legerstee et al., 2010; Schmitt et al., 1994), jealousy is “a 

major contributor to relationship dissatisfaction” (Parker et al., 2010, p. 526; Andersen et al., 1995; 

Bringle et al., 1979) and is predominantly expressed in a negative way. Among others, jealousy can 

lead to active distancing from the partner (i.e. pulling away from him or her); may involve the jealous 

subject suffering in silence or displaying such unfavorable emotions as frustration, sadness or anger 

towards the partner (Bevan and Samter, 2004). Further, giving another the ‘silent treatment’, sulking, 

inducing the feelings of guilt (Parker et al., 2010), and being passive aggressive (Adams, 2012) have 

been identified as common consequences of jealousy experience. Clearly, these expressions threaten to 

undermine relationship satisfaction, including its related components such as relational cohesion 

(Spanier, 1976). Indeed, “broadly defined as the degree of togetherness and emotional bonding” that 

relational partners have towards each other (Choi, 2012, p. 92), cohesion is likely to be undermined by 

the experience of jealousy, as it causes partners to avoid and, consequently, spend less time with each 

other, thereby interfering with their ability and desire to find time for common activities and conversa-

tions (Spanier, 1976). Taken together, we argue that: 

Hypotheses 2 (H2): Feelings of jealousy are negatively associated with perceptions of relational cohe-

sion. 

3.4 The role of jealousy as a mediator 

So far, several studies have linked smartphone use with conflict (Tertadian, 2012; McDaniel and 

Coyne, 2014) and relationship dissatisfaction (McDaniel and Coyne, 2016; Roberts and David, 2016) 

in romantic relationships. Moreover, additional evidence suggests that the mere presence of a mobile 

phone can decrease closeness as well as the quality of conversation and connection in dyadic relation-

ships (e.g. Przybylski and Weinstein, 2012). While these findings draw a daunting picture of the future 

of romance in a smartphone-enabled society at large, little is known about the mechanisms behind 

these outcomes. Tapping into this critical research question, the study of Klein (2014) illustrates that a 

high percentage of smartphone-users assume that the usage of one’s smartphone in the presence of the 

other may decrease attention towards that person. Since loss of attention and feelings of exclusivity are 

at the core of jealousy experience (e.g. Lazarus, 1991; Ben-Ze’ev, 2010; Hart, 2010; Parker et al., 

2010; Tov-Ruach, 1980), and jealousy itself is associated with an array of negative relational out-
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comes, it can be assumed that this is not the usage of the smartphone per se that causes the undesirable 

outcomes typically attributed to partner phubbing, but these are the feelings of jealousy this usage is 

evoking, which are responsible for such unwanted relational consequences, as diminishing cohesion 

between romantic partners. Hence, we hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Feelings of jealousy mediate the relationship between the intensity of partner’s 

smartphone use and perceptions of relational cohesion. 

Figure 1 summarizes relationships advanced above in a theoretical model. In addition to focal varia-

bles, the model includes control variables that have been shown to influence focal constructs in the 

past research. Specifically, participant gender, partner’s age, number of children, time respondent 

spends with a partner, duration of a relationship, and a living arrangement were included as controls. 

 
Figure 1. Research model. 

4 Methodology and Results 

4.1 Survey design and flow 

To test the advanced hypotheses, a study involving questions for qualitative (here referred to as Study 

1) and quantitative (here referred to as Study 2) analysis was conducted. While qualitative questions 

were included to establish the salience of jealousy feelings in response to partner phubbing (Study 1), 

scale-based questions posed in Study 2 aimed to explore the relationships proposed in our theoretical 

model (see Figure 1). Importantly, both studies were presented to the respondents in one online sur-

vey. To reduce cognitive overload, questions relating to Study 1 and Study 2 were psychologically 

separated using a cover story (see Ayyagari et al., 2011). 

4.2 Sampling 

Respondents were invited to participate in the survey using the mailing list of a large German universi-

ty and by posting in Facebook groups in the fall of 2015. 40 Amazon.de gift cards (5 Euro value each) 

were raffled as an incentive to take part in the study. In total, 1475 people completed the survey (com-

pletion rate 64.9%). To ensure relevance, observations were cleaned according to the following criteria 

(resulting in n=1267): 1) a respondent owns a smartphone; 2) a respondent is involved in a romantic 

relationship; 3) respondent’s partner owns a smartphone. Next, 212 observations with a session dura-

tion of less than 5 minutes were excluded (mean processing time of the survey comprised 16 minutes 
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and 34 seconds). Finally, considering our focus on the “generation Y”, only heterosexual respondents 

at the age of 26-40 were considered, resulting in a final dataset of 286 observations.  

With 64.0%, female respondents are somewhat overrepresented in our sample (male: 36.0%). An 

overwhelming majority of respondents (79.7%) belongs to the 26-30 age cohort, nearly 17.5% are 31-

35 years old and 2.8% of respondents are at the age of 36-40. 76.2% of respondent’s partners also 

belong to generation Y and are 26-40 years old, 18.9% of partners are slightly younger and are 21-25 

years old. Approximately 64.7% of respondents have completed their higher education (36.4% have 

Bachelor and 28.3% have Master Degree). 77.3% of the sample has a student status, 11.9% are em-

ployed full-time and 17.8% work part-time. Half of the couples (50.3%) have a common home and 

13.6% live “partly” together. Only one respondent claims to have no children, 84.6% of respondents 

have a child, 7.7% have two children and the rest 7.4% have families with 3 or more children 

4.3 Results - Study 1: Exploring emotions and reactions triggered by partner 
phubbing 

Considering the lack of studies directly addressing the concept of jealousy in the context of 

smartphone use, the goal of qualitative questions captured in Study 1 was to explore the salience of the 

jealousy experience as a reaction to partner phubbing. To achieve this goal, respondents were first 

asked: “Think of the last time your partner was using his/her smartphone for too long in your pres-

ence. In which situation did it happen?” Specifying the particular situation (i.e. “the last time”) was 

purposed to decrease the cognitive load and make it easier for a respondent to recall the circumstances 

and the feelings at that very moment. Assuming that users may experience cases of excessive 

smartphone use by a partner regularly, this technique allows to reduce the question-answering process 

by helping the respondent to focus on a particular situation with the highest recall. About one-third of 

respondents (33.6%) claimed that the incident happened when spending time together at home, 19.6% 

recalled their partner overusing the smartphone in bed before going to sleep. Further, partner phubbing 

is noticeable when a couple is having a meal together at home (10.8%), when being on the way in a 

public transport or in a car (9.8%), and when going out (4.5%). Other occasions were less prominent, 

with respondents recalling watching TV (2.1%), taking a walk (2.4%), or shopping (0.7%). 22 re-

spondents (8.4%) claimed that their partner has never used the smartphone for too long.   

Next, respondents were asked to describe their emotions in this particular situation: “How have you 

felt in this regard? Why?” In total, 252 open answers were provided (34 missing values, correspond-

ingly) and were used for qualitative analyses. Since research does not provide a universal and system-

atic scheme for coding emotions, inductive theory-driven content analysis was performed by screening 

the first 100 responses (Russel and Barret, 1999). When sorting, the schematic map of core affect of-

fered by Russel and Barret (1999) was considered since it describes emotions in terms of two con-

sciously accessible elemental processes. The first one - pleasure-displeasure dimension - subjectively 

summarizes how well a person is doing. The second - activation-deactivation dimension - is related to 

the level of mobilization or energy. Different possible combinations of two dimensions form a com-

prehensive set that encompasses all major prototypical emotions (Russel and Barrett, 1999). As a re-

sult, the following mutually exclusive seven categories have been identified: 1) perceived loss of at-

tention; 2) anger; 3) sadness/suffering; 4) boredom; 5) neutral/indifferent; 6) positive/happiness; and 

7) other. In the map of Russel and Barret, positive/happiness category would be described by pleas-

ant/active core effect; anger as unpleasant/active core effect; perceived loss of attention, sad-

ness/suffering and boredom fall into unpleasant/deactivation quadrant; and neutral/indifferent would 

be placed into the pleasant/deactivation quadrant. Following derived classification scheme (Table 1), 

252 responses were coded by two coders independently (coding more than one emotion per response 

was possible), with Inter-Coder Reliability measured by Krippendorff's Alpha reaching 0.914, which 

satisfies the threshold of 0.8 (Landis and Koch, 1977). The final decision was taken by consensus. 

Table 1 presents the summary of the results for the overall sample; and female / male subsamples with 

a corresponding Wilcoxon rank-sum test used to check for gender-related differences.   
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Emotion Key subcategories from open coding 

Share of respondents Wilcox-

on test 

(p>|z|) 
Overall 

(n=252) 

Male 

(n=90) 

Female 

(n=162) 

Perceived loss 

of attention  

Feeling neglected, unnoticed, less important, 

turned off, lonely, uninteresting, isolated, re-

jected, unnecessary, jealous, unconsidered, 

excluded, dismissed. 

28.6% 30.0% 27.8% 0.52 

Anger 

Feeling irritated, annoyed, disturbed, angry, 

nervous, under pressure, indignant, displeased, 

resentful, aggravated. 
19.4% 14.4% 22.2% 0.20 

Sadness / 

Suffering 

Feeling unhappy, uncomfortable, stupid, unsat-

isfied, offended, unsure, insecure, worried, bad, 

not nice, hurt, disrespected, insulted. 
11.1% 8.9% 12.3% 0.49 

Boredom Feeling bored. 3.2% 4.4% 2.5% 0.34 

Neutral/ 

indifferent 

Feeling ok, no problem, neutral, normal, under-

standing, indifferent, no matter, unchanged, 

undisturbed, unaffected, not caring, nothing 

specific, neither positive nor negative. 

38.1% 33.3% 40.7% 0.42 

Positive Feeling good, cool, laugh, super, perfect, glad. 4.4% 7.8% 2.5% 0.04 

Other Feeling curious, tired. 4.8% 6.7% 3.7% 0.24 

Table 1. Emotions following partner phubbing. 

Our results suggest that 38.1% of respondents have neutral feelings or are indifferent; while 4.4% of 

respondents associate partner phubbing with positive emotions. Nonetheless, for the majority of the 

sample (62.3%) excessive smartphone engagement of a partner was associated with negative jealousy-

related feelings. Specifically, 28.6% of the respondents in the overall sample were disturbed by the 

loss of partner’s attention – a key element of the jealousy experience (Lazarus, 1991; Ben-Ze’ev, 

2010), reporting feeling neglected, unnoticed, less important, turned off, lonely, uninteresting, or isolated, just 

to name a few. 19.4% felt angry, irritated, annoyed, or disturbed amongst other things; and 11.1% of 

respondents reported feeling sad as a result of such behaviour. While only 2 respondents directly de-

scribed their experience as that of jealousy, the set of negative emotional outcomes provide solid evi-

dence for the salience of jealousy as an emotional reaction to partner phubbing. Indeed, past research 

has established that anger and sadness are inherent in the experience of jealousy (Bers and Rodin, 

1984; Clanton and Smith, 1977); with other authors focusing on the loss of exclusive attention as a key 

component of jealous feelings (Lazarus, 1991; Ben-Ze’ev, 2010). 

In the next step, to enhance understanding of the footprint excessive smartphone use leaves on roman-

tic relationships, a follow-up question was posed aiming to elicit coping strategies that are adopted in 

response to partner phubbing: “What was your reaction in this situation?” [referring to the situation 

when the smartphone was overused the last time]. Supported by the theoretical framework by Hansen 

(1991), the coding scheme was developed on the basis of Rusbult et al.’s (1986) classification that 

distinguishes between four types of response to dissatisfaction: exit, voice, loyalty, and neglect 

(EVLN), and can be described by two primary dimensions: active versus passive, and constructive 

versus deconstructive. Similar to the previous coding procedure, the first 100 responses were initially 

screened. For the purpose of precision it was decided to distinguish between the following categories: 

1) voice/intervention; 2) voice/curiosity; 3) exit/mirror; 4) exit/other; 5) loyalty; 6) feeling negative; 7) 

no reaction; and 8) other. Voice measures include expressions of dissatisfaction, with an accompany-

ing attempt to change the situation. Specifically, the category voice/intervention subsumes requests to 

stop using the smartphone; while the category voice/curiosity involves such reactions as showing ac-

tive interest in what is going on in the gadget, e.g. by asking what exactly the partner is doing, who is 

writing, or looking directly at the partner’s smartphone screen. Exit strategy implies the dissatisfied 

person ending the interaction, quitting the partner, or choosing another occupation. We distinguish 
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between the case when a person mirrors the activity of the partner and turns to his or her own 

smartphone (exit/mirror); and when a person pursues another activity beyond the smartphone (ex-

it/other). The loyalty strategy implies tolerance towards the behaviour of the partner, with a respondent 

playing a role of passive observer, who does not have an intention to interrupt partner’s activity on the 

smartphone. The category negative/hurt summarizes answers that imply some degree of resentment, 

feelings of being hurt, or annoyance as a result of partner’s smartphone overuse. A separate group was 

created for responses stating no reaction at all. In total, 247 answers were coded (39 missing values) 

from 90 men and 157 female users by two independent coders (coding more than one reaction per 

response was possible). Resulting Inter-Coder Reliability measured by Krippendorff's Alpha reached 

0.727, suggesting an acceptable level of agreement between the coders. The final decision of the code 

assignment was taken by consensus. 

Behavioral  

strategy 
Key subcategories from open coding 

Share of respondents Wilcox-

on test 

(p>|z|) 
Overall 

(n=248) 

Male 

(n=90) 

Female 

(n=157) 

Voice/ 

intervention 

Active intervention with, or prevention of 

the smartphone use; making requests to 

take the smartphone away / stop using it. 

27.1% 23.3% 29.3% 0.311 

Voice/ 

curiosity 

Expression of clear curiosity; suspicion 

about the use of the smartphone; looking at 

the smartphone screen of the partner. 

7.3% 5.6% 8.3% 0.429 

Exit/ 

mirror 

Reproducing the partner’s behaviour, i.e. 

involvement with one’s own smartphone. 
6.9% 10.0% 5.1% 0.144 

Exit/ 

other 

Choosing another occupation beyond the 

smartphone.  
13.0% 12.2% 13.4% 0.795 

Loyalty 

Showing patience towards the use of the 

smartphone by a partner; waiting, under-

standing, tolerance. 

22.3% 28.9% 18.5% 0.059 

Feeling negative/ 

hurt 

Feeling offended, insulted; experiencing 

resentment, annoyance, anger with the 

situation / partner. 

7.3% 7.8% 7.0% 0.823 

No reaction No specific behavioural response  22.3% 20.0% 23.6% 0.518 

Other E.g. not interpretable responses 1.2% 1.1% 1.3% 0.911 

Table 2. Reactions following partner phubbing.   

We observe that actively intervening with the usage of the smartphone by a partner is the most popular 

strategy, exercised by 27.1% of the respondents in the overall sample (voice/intervention). Next in 

importance are such strategies as loyalty (22.3%) and expressing no reaction (22.3%). Interestingly, 

13% of the respondents admitted to start doing other things in this situation (exit/other), which typical-

ly includes watching TV, going to sleep, doing household duties, or reading. At the same time, 6.9% 

of the respondents copied the smartphone immersion of a partner (exit/mirror), suggesting that 

smartphone use by romantic partners might be contagious and also follow the “tit-for-tat” pattern. 

Interestingly, such strategy is used by men twice as often as by women, even though this difference is 

not statistically significant (p-value>0.05, according to Wilcoxon rank-sum (Mann-Whitney) test). 

Curiosity was voiced actively by 7.3% of the respondents who tried to find out what activity their 

partner was engaged in, who his or her conversational partner was, and what issue it was about. 7.3% 

of the respondents reported feeling “negative/hurt” without implying an active interruption of the 

partner. All in all, we observe that smartphone overuse provided a rich basis for conflictual situations, 

with a large share of respondents trying to interfere with this usage or resenting it. As such, the strate-

gies users adopted are typical for the jealousy experience, as described in the past research (Hansen, 

1991). 
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Providing evidence for the prevalence of jealousy as an emotional response to partner phubbing, as 

well as its conflict-producing nature, qualitative insights obtained in Study 1 provide a solid basis for 

further quantitative investigation of the role of jealousy in the relationship between partner’s use of a 

smartphone and relational cohesion of partners as a couple (see Figure 1).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

4.4 Results - Study 2: Understanding the role of jealousy  

4.4.1 Survey Design 

While we relied on pre-tested measures, where possible, some scales had to be developed new or 

slightly modified to fit the context of our study. Operationalization of relational cohesion was based 

on a dyadic adjustment scale proposed by Spanier (1976) including the following items: 1) you can 

calmly discuss something interesting; 2) you laugh together; 3) you exchange thoughts openly with 

each other; 4) you practice different activities together 5) you find time for each other 6) you are hap-

py in your relationship (1=never; 5=always). To capture jealousy, the scale of Schmitt et al. (1994) 

was adopted, that reflected jealousy as a mix of five emotions: sadness, worry and anger as well as 

feelings of being excluded and offended. Specifically, respondents were asked to specify “to what 

extent do you have the following feelings when your partner actively uses the smartphone for too long 

in your presence?” with items including: 1) it makes me sad; 2) it worries me; 3) I feel excluded; 4) it 

annoys me; 5) it offends me (1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly agree | “not applicable”). As such, this 

methodology corresponds to conceptualization of jealousy as a blend of different emotions (Lazarus, 

1977; Hansen, 1991). The measure of partner’s smartphone use was adopted from the cell phone ad-

diction scale of Roberts et al. (2014, p. 256) and included the following items: 1) my partner looks 

agitated when the smartphone is not in sight; 2) my partner looks nervous when the smartphone bat-

tery is almost depleted; 3) my partner spends more and more time on the smartphone; 4) my partner 

spends more time on the smartphone as he/she should 5) the smartphone is an important part in the life 

of my partner (1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly agree). Across constructs, the sequence of statements 

was randomized for each participant. Initially developed in English, the scales were then carefully 

translated into German. All constructs were measured as reflective. A net sample of 286 observations 

was included into our analysis (for demographics see section 4.2). 

4.4.2 Control variables 

To correctly test the hypothesized relations, several control variables were included into the model. 

First, considering that emotions are subjective experiences (Barrett, 2006) and the assessment of part-

ner’s smartphone usage may depend on one’s own behaviour (H1a), personal smartphone use was 

measured by asking “How often do you turn to your smartphone on average per day?” on an 8-point 

scale: 1= less often than 2 times a day; 8=every 5 minutes (my smartphone is always in my hand). 

Further, to account for possible bias inherent in a different nature of romantic relationships, we con-

trolled for the time spent together: “How much time do you and your partner spend together? 

(1=practically no time; 6=very much time); whether the couple lives together (1=no; 2=partly; 3=yes), 

duration of the relationship (1=less than a year; 6=more than 5 years) and the number of children 

(1=no; 5=more than three). Finally, respondent’s gender (1=female; 2=male) was included to account 

for possible differences in gender perceptions; and partner’s age was controlled for since the latter 

may be responsible for the so-called “generation gap” - differences of attitudes potentially leading to 

misunderstanding between people from different age cohorts (VanSlyke, 2003).  

4.4.3 Evaluation of the research model 

Our study is the first to test the relationship between partner phubbing, feelings of jealousy and rela-

tional cohesion, which makes our research exploratory in nature. Hence, the partial least squares (PLS) 

approach was chosen as a method of statistical analysis (Fornell and Bookstein, 1982). Moreover, non-

normality of our data and a limited sample size strengthen the case for a variance-based type of evalu-
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ation. Hence, SmartPLS 3.0 software was used (Ringle et al., 2015). Evaluation of our research model 

was done in two steps; the estimation of the Measurement Model (MM) was followed by the assess-

ment of the Structural Model (SM). The MM was evaluated by verifying the criteria for Convergent 

Validity (CV) and Discriminant Validity (DV). To ensure CV, parameters for Indicator Reliability 

(IR), Composite Reliability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) were assessed. For IR, con-

structs should explain at least 50 % of the variance of their respective indicators. Items with factor 

loadings below 0.4 should be removed from the model (Homburg and Giering, 1996). The over-

whelming majority of items in all models satisfied the former strict criteria, with most item loadings 

exceeding the level of 0.7 (Hulland, 1999). Only 4 items measuring partner’s smartphone use and rela-

tional cohesion had item loadings closely approximating the required threshold (0.692; 0.685 | 0.691; 

0.699). Taken together, IR was assured. Further, CR values for all constructs were higher than the re-

quired level of 0.7 (Hulland, 1999), as shown in Table 3. The AVE values for all measured constructs 

by far surpassed the threshold level of 0.5 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Finally, Cronbach’s Alpha 

(CA), a measure of Internal Consistency of construct scales, was higher than the required threshold of 

0.7 for all constructs (Nunnally, 1978). Taken together, CV can be assumed. Next, DV was assessed 

by ensuring that the square root of AVE for each construct was higher than the correlation between 

this construct and any other construct in the model (Hulland, 1999). This requirement was fulfilled for 

all constructs in our model. Taken together, our MM is well-specified.  

Construct AVE CR CA 

Partner’s Smartphone Use 0.617 0.889 0.848 

Jealousy 0.750 0.937 0.916 

Relational Cohesion 0.555 0.882 0.840 

Partner’s Smartphone Use * Personal Smartphone Use 0.617 0.889 0.871 

Table 3.  Quality criteria of the latent constructs. 

Next, the Structural Model (SM) was assessed as summarized in Figure 2. Significance of path coeffi-

cients was determined via a bootstrapping procedure. We find that, partner’s smartphone use is posi-

tively associated with the degree of jealousy experienced by the other party (the respondent) (H1 sup-

ported). Moreover, the strength of this link is moderated by the personal smartphone use of the re-

spondent, with low usage intensity of the respondent associated with heightened jealousy perceptions 

in response to partner’s use (H1a supported). Furthermore, jealousy exerts a significant negative im-

pact on respondent’s perceptions of relational cohesion (H2 supported). Among the six control varia-

bles we tested, only gender was associated with the perceptions of jealousy, with female users being 

more jealous in response to partner phubbing than male users. 

 

Figure 2. Results of the model testing (significance: * at 5%; ** at 1% or lower). 
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In terms of explanatory power, jealousy and six control variables together explain 33.4% of variance 

in the respondent’s perceptions of relational cohesion – a noteworthy outcome, considering that a 

multitude of other factors can strongly influence this construct as well. Overall, this magnitude of ex-

planatory power suggests that smartphone-induced jealousy significantly contributes to the relational 

health of “generation Y” users. For jealousy, R
2
 has reached 34.3%.  Finally, we hypothesized that 

jealousy acts as a mediator between the intensity of partner’s smartphone use and relational cohe-

sion. To test for this effect, the direct impact of the independent variable – partner’s smartphone use – 

on relational cohesion was tested first, following (Baron and Kenny, 1986). This link was significant 

and negative (b= -0.221**). However, once the jealousy construct was added to the model, the previ-

ously significant direct link between partner’s smartphone use and relational cohesion disappeared 

(b= -0.071; n.s.) Furthermore, the Sobel Test statistic, typically used to test for mediation, was also 

significant (p=0.000) (Preacher and Leonardelli, 2010-2015). Taken together, we conclude that jeal-

ousy fully mediates the relationship between partner’s smartphone use and relational cohesion (H3 

supported). 

5 Discussion and Managerial Implications 

Being an integral part of everyday life for many users, smartphones have the potential to permeate all 

types of interpersonal settings, including romantic relationships. So far, past research has primarily 

reported unfavourable consequences of phubbing in the romantic context, establishing smartphones as 

the cause of conflict (e.g., Roberts and David, 2016), lower relationship satisfaction and reduced well-

being (e.g. McDaniel and Coyne, 2016). Contributing to this stream of research, the primary goal of 

this study was to uncover the mechanism behind this detrimental dynamics. We advance existing theo-

ries by proposing and validating a new set of dependences that offer a novel perspective on the unde-

sirable impact of partner phubbing on romantic relationships. We find that observing a partner’s 

smartphone activity may create “boundary ambiguity” (Boss, 1987), leading to heightened feelings of 

jealousy, which, in turn, may reduce couple’s relational cohesion. Moreover, jealousy plays a mediat-

ing role in the relationship between partner’s smartphone use and relational cohesion, acting as a 

mechanism behind this undesirable link. Our qualitative results also emphasize the presence and sali-

ence of jealousy feelings as a response to partner phubbing. Specifically, “generation Y” respondents 

report a plethora of negative jealousy-related emotions as a result of their partner’s latest phubbing 

episode (Schmitt, 1994; Tov-Ruach, 1980; Lazarus, 1991), including perceived loss of attention, anger 

and sadness. As such, our findings challenge a frequently promoted positive view of smartphones as a 

medium for around-the-clock “connectedness” (Levitas, 2013). In fact, our study draws attention to 

the often overlooked negative developments, with smartphones impeding emotional bonding and dis-

connecting partners.  

Our findings have implications for IS practitioners including smartphone producers, mobile app pro-

viders and other affiliated stakeholders. Indeed, the problem of excessive and, as confirmed by our 

study, detrimental smartphone use challenges app developers with a need for new innovative solu-

tions. Possible remedies may take the form of an application or special settings, monitoring and man-

aging phubbing activities (Hill, 2015). Moreover, with over 85% of “generation Y” users owning a 

smartphone (Nielsen, 2014), their impact on users’ romantic relationships has meaningful social im-

plications. Since users might be unaware about the ruining impact of phubbing on their romantic rela-

tionships, campaigns raising public awareness on this issue might be advisable.  

The current study has several limitations. Since most respondents came from Germany, our results are 

especially valid for countries with a high level of smartphone adoption. Moreover, since partner’s 

smartphone use was measured as a subjective perception of a respondent, future research may apply a 

more objective assessment of this construct. Further, extending the sample with a broader range of age 

cohorts may open the opportunity for between-generation comparisons, helping to disentangle psycho-

logical mechanisms behind phubbing on a larger scale. Finally, future studies might consider including 

a social desirability scale to control for the honesty of the responses provided by participants.  
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