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We examined the relationship between parental phubbing and emotional and
behavioral problems of 3–5-year-old children, focusing on the mediating role
of parent–child conflict. We conducted a survey with 1,042 parents at four
kindergartens in Fujian Province, China. Results showed that parental
phubbing was positively correlated with children’s emotional and behavioral
problems and with parent–child conflict, which, in turn, was correlated with
children’s emotional and behavioral problems. Parent–child conflict mediated
the relationship between parental phubbing behavior and children's problems,
accounting for 40.78% of the total effect. These findings indicate that reducing
parental phubbing may mitigate parent–child conflict and support children's
emotional development.
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Article Highlights

We examined the relationship between parental phubbing and children’s emotional and behavioral
problems, focusing on parent–child conflict as a mediator.
There were significant positive correlations between parental phubbing and both children’s emotional and
behavioral problems, and between parental phubbing and parent–child conflict.
Parent–child conflict mediated the relationship between parental phubbing and emotional and behavioral
problems among their children.

Emotional and behavioral problems are common mental health issues among children, and can be classified into
internalized and externalized categories. include depression, anxiety, and withdrawal, and

involve inattention, hyperactivity, and other disruptive behaviors (Ogundele, 2018). In a survey
conducted in eight European countries, Husky et al. (2018) found that 10–20% of children aged 6–12 years were
affected by mental health disorders. The first nationwide epidemiological survey of child and adolescent psychiatry in
China, conducted in 2021, revealed an overall prevalence rate of 17.5% for mental disorders among youth aged 6–16
years (Li et al., 2022), with emotional and behavioral disorders being particularly prominent in this study.

refers to individuals’ complete focus on their smart device, ignoring everything else around them during face-
to-face interactions (Hong et al., 2019). According to the , nearly
51.8% of Chinese parents used their phones while spending time with their children, neglecting their children’s needs
(Jiang et al., 2021). A crucial stage of children’s emotional and behavioral development is the period from 3 to 6 years
of age, and there is evidence that early intervention or prevention can reduce the severity of both externalizing and
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internalizing problems, and may even prevent the persistence of these problems later in life (Poulou, 2015). The
primary focus in existing research on phubbing has been on adolescent populations, with researchers demonstrating the
significant impact of parental phubbing on various issues among adolescents, such as alexithymia (M. Liu & Xiao,
2023), self-aggressive behavior (Ding et al., 2023), bullying behavior (L. Gao et al., 2023), externalizing problem
behavior (Zu et al., 2022), depression (Y. Yang et al., 2022), and executive functioning (X. Yang et al., 2023). Although
these studies have provided partial evidence for the relationship between parental phubbing and emotional and
behavioral problems in 3–6-year-old children, the primary focus was on describing the association between parental
phubbing and specific types of behavioral problems or psychological disorders in adolescents. The issues addressed
were mainly children’s distress or abnormalities in specific emotional, behavioral, social, or cognitive aspects, such that
a comprehensive exploration of children’s emotional and behavioral problems is lacking.

is a negative parent child relationship that refers to psychological conflicts or externalizing
behaviors between parents and children because of cognitive, attitudinal, emotional, and behavioral incompatibilities (J.
Gao et al., 2021). It has been shown that parent child conflict directly affects children’s externalizing behaviors (J.
Zhang & Chen, 2018). Likewise, a conflicted mother–child relationship predicts aggression, disciplinary problems, and
anxiety in the child (Siu et al., 2016). Thus, parent–child conflict may be a risk factor for children experiencing
internalizing and externalizing emotional and behavioral problems. Furthermore, parents’ phubbing may adversely
affect the parent–child relationship, leading to an increase in the level of conflict in the relationship. For example, a
parent’s undivided attention to a smart device may affect parent–child interactions, decreasing the child’s trust in and
willingness to communicate with the parent, which may result in parent–child alienation and conflict. According to the
displacement hypothesis, the time that parents spend on smart devices may reduce or replace real-life parent–child
interactions and decrease meaningful parent–child connections (Bai et al., 2020). If parents often engage in phubbing
behavior during family time, it could decrease the quality of parent–child interactions, which is likely to induce negative
emotions in the child, accompanied by hyperactivity, resistance, and other emotional and behavioral problems (Kildare
& Middlemiss, 2017). Therefore, parent–child conflict, as a functional component of parent–child attachment (Caffery
& Erdman, 2000), may be affected by parental phubbing behavior on the one hand and the developmental outcome of
children’s emotional behavior on the other.

However, studies have paid little attention to the relationship between parental phubbing and emotional and behavioral
problems in 3–6-year-old children, particularly regarding the mediating role of parent–child conflict in this process,
although researchers have recently begun to address this issue. For example, Zu et al. (2022) examined the impact of
parental phubbing on problem behaviors in young children, focusing on the role of the parent–child relationship. X. Liu
et al. (2024) reported finding a correlation between parental phubbing and increased electronic media use among their
children, with parent–child conflict serving as a partial mediator, and children’s emotional regulation acting as a
moderating factor. Nevertheless, in the existing literature there is still a lack of comprehensive understanding of how
these mechanisms specifically affect 3–6-year-old children. Therefore, we aimed to provide a deeper explanation of
this association by further exploring the mechanism by which parental phubbing behavior influences the emotional and
behavioral problems of young children through parent–child conflict.

Method

Participants

The participants in this study were 1,042 children aged 3–5 years, who were attending four kindergartens in Xiamen and
Quanzhou Cities, Fujian Province, China. Either the father or the mother of each child was invited to complete the
study survey.

Procedure

This study was ethically reviewed and approved by the Research Promotion Department of Chengyi College, Jimei
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the random sampling method. After obtaining permission to distribute the survey, the research team provided uniform
training to the teachers at the kindergartens, who collected the completed survey forms. The research team explained
the purpose of the study to the parents and instructed them on how to fill in the survey. The first page of the survey
explained in detail the purpose of the study, and there was an informed consent form to be signed. The survey forms
were collected and reviewed by the research team, who strictly excluded any surveys in which responses did not meet
the requirements (e.g., missing or patterned responses). Two members of the research team entered the data to ensure
accuracy.

Measures

Parental Phubbing Behavior
We used the Partner Phubbing Scale (Roberts & David, 2016), revised into Chinese by Ding et al. (2020), to assess
parents’ phubbing behavior when interacting with their children. The scale consists of nine items rated on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 = to 5 = . Higher ratings indicate more serious phubbing
behavior in parents. The wording was adjusted since parents were the respondents in this study; for example, “When I
chat with my parents, their eyes look at their cell phone” was changed to “When I chat with my child, my eyes are on
my cell phone.” Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .84.

Emotional and Behavioral Problems
We used the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, developed by Goodman et al. (2010) to assess emotional and
behavioral problems. The questionnaire consists of 25 items divided across five dimensions: emotional problems (e.g.,
“Many fears, easily scared”), conduct problems (e.g., “Often loses temper”), hyperactivity problems (e.g., “Restless,
overactive, cannot stay still for long”), peer relationship problems (“Rather solitary, prefers to play alone”), and
prosocial behavior (e.g., “Considerate of other people’s feelings”). Items are scored on a 3-point Likert scale, where 0 =

, 1 = , and 2 = Five items across various dimensions are reverse scored. Higher total
scores indicate more serious emotional and behavioral problems. According to the suggestion made by Du et al. (2008),
a total difficulty score of ≥ 17 is classified as indicating emotional and behavioral abnormality. Cronbach’s alpha in this
study was .71.

Parent–Child Conflict
We used the Parent–Child Relationship Scale, which was developed by Pianta (1992) and revised into Chinese by X.
Zhang et al. (2008), to investigate parent–child relationships. The scale consists of 26 items divided across three
dimensions: parent–child intimacy (e.g., “I share an affectionate, warm relationship with my child”), parent–child
conflict (e.g., “My child and I always seem to be struggling with each other”), and parent–child dependence (e.g., “My
child is overly dependent on me”). Respondents rate the items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 =

to 5 = . A higher score indicates that the parent–child relationship is characterized by
that dimension. We used only the items in the parent–child conflict dimension to measure parent–child conflict in the
family. Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .90.

Data Analysis

Statistical analysis of the data was performed using SPSS 21.0 software. Descriptive statistics were calculated and
chi-square tests were utilized for single-factor analyses. We performed a Pearson product-moment correlation
analysis to explore the relationships between the variables, and conducted a mediation analysis using Model 4 of the
PROCESS macro developed by Hayes (2022). The bootstrapping method was employed with 1,000 resamples
to estimate parameters and 95% confidence intervals (CIs; Preacher & Hayes, 2004). A parameter was considered
significant if the CI did not include zero (MacKinnon et al., 2000).
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Common Method Bias Test

Harman’s single-factor test was used to test the factor analysis results for rotation of parental phubbing, children’s
emotional and behavioral problems, and parent–child conflict in an exploratory factor analysis (Zhou & Long, 2004).
The results revealed nine factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, and the variance explained by the first common factor
was 21.91%, which is lower than the critical value of 40%. This suggests that there was no severe common method bias
in the dataset of this study.

Detection of Emotional and Behavioral Problems

There were 70 (6.7%) children with emotional and behavioral problems. Univariate analysis revealed that the rate was
significantly higher among boys than among girls, and that it varied significantly according to the income level of the
family. Specifically, the rate was highest for children in families with an income of less than RMB 70,000 (USD 9,660)
and lowest for those in families with an income higher than RMB 200,000 (USD 27,610). All differences were
statistically significant ( < .05). See Table 1 for details.

Table 1. Demographic Information and Detection of Emotional and Behavioral Problems

.  = 1,042. RMB 70,000 = USD 9,660; RMB 200,000 = USD 27,610.

Correlation Analysis

Table 2 shows there were significant positive correlations between parental phubbing, parent–child conflict, and child
emotional and behavioral problems. Parental phubbing was positively correlated with child emotional and behavioral
problems and with parent–child conflict. Parent–child conflict was positively associated with children’s emotional and
behavioral problems. Gender was negatively correlated with emotional and behavioral problems, with boys tending to
exhibit higher levels of emotional and behavioral problems compared to girls. The number of children in the family was
negatively correlated with both parental phubbing and emotional and behavioral problems, with the results suggesting
that families with more children tended to experience lower levels of parental phubbing and their children exhibited
fewer emotional and behavioral problems. Family income was negatively correlated with both parent–child conflict and
child emotional and behavioral problems, with the results indicating that higher family income was associated with less
conflict and fewer of these problems. We then examined gender, number of children in the family, and family income
as control variables.
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Coefficient Matrix for Each Variable

. Gender was coded as 1 = boy, 2 = girl. Age was coded as 1 = 5–under 6 years, 2 = 4–under 5 years, 3 = 3–under 4
years. Family income levels were coded as 1 = RMB < 70,000; 2 = RMB 80,000–129,999; 3 = RMB 130,000–169,999; 4
= RMB 170,000–199,999; 5 = RMB ≥ 200,000; therefore, on average, the family income of the participants fell within
the range of RMB 130,000–199,999.
*  < .05. **  < .01.

Mediating Effect Analysis

We used PROCESS Model 4 to examine the mediating effect of parent–child conflict in the relationship between
parental phubbing and children’s emotional and behavioral problems, controlling for gender, number of children in the
family, and family income. The analysis showed that parental phubbing significantly predicted emotional and behavioral
problems in children. When parent–child conflict was added as a mediating variable, the direct predictive effect of
parental phubbing on emotional and behavioral problems in children remained significant. Parental phubbing was a
significant predictor of parent–child conflict, and parent–child conflict was a significant predictor of children’s
emotional and behavioral problems. Thus, parental phubbing was a significant positive predictor of parent–child
conflict, and parent–child conflict was a significant positive predictor of emotional and behavioral problems among
children (see Table 3).

Table 3. Mediating Effect of Parent–Child Conflict in the Relationship Between Parental Phubbing
and Children’s Emotional and Behavioral Problems

. CI = confidence interval;  = lower limit;  = upper limit.

The results of the bootstrapping test showed that parent–child conflict mediated the association between parental
phubbing and emotional and behavioral problems in children (see Table 4). The 95% CI of the mediating role excluded
zero, indicating that parent–child conflict partially mediated the relationship between parental phubbing and children’s
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Table 4. Total, Direct, and Mediating Effects of Parent–Child Conflict in the Association Between
Parental Phubbing and Children’s Emotional and Behavioral Problems

. CI = confidence interval;  = lower limit;  = upper limit.

Discussion

We found that parental phubbing was a risk factor for emotional and behavioral problems in children. When a parent is
preoccupied with the use of a smart device and neglects or fails to respond in a timely manner to their children’s need
for attention, this may convey to the children that the device is more important to the parent than they are, which may,
to a certain extent, reduce children’s feelings of warmth toward their parent (X. Yang et al., 2023). For example, in a
press release AVG®Technologies (2015) reported that over half of children expressed dissatisfaction with their parents’
frequent use of a smart device, and 32% felt unimportant when their parents were distracted by their phone. According
to the theory of informal social control (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), the family is an important social control factor
explaining children’s problematic behaviors. Parents regulate their children’s behavior through monitoring, such as
paying attention, offering guidance, and disciplining behavior related to activities in which the children are involved,
and effective parental monitoring reduces the occurrence of problematic behaviors in children and adolescents (Mason
& Windle, 2002). In contrast, if parents continue to engage in phubbing, neglecting to supervise and guide their
children, this increases the risk of the children displaying problematic behaviors. For example, He et al. (2022) found
that the parents’ use of work-based communication tools was positively associated with preschool children’s problem
behaviors.

We found that parental phubbing was positively associated with parent–child conflict, which is consistent with the
findings of X. Liu et al. (2024). Blackman (2015, cited in Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017) defined parental screen
distraction as parents or caregivers being unable to perform behaviors associated with the parental role because they are
using a screen device. According to multitasking theory (Meyer & Kieras, 1997), individual attention is limited. The
attention that parents should be paying to their children is diverted when the parent is using a smartphone, causing the
parent to respond slowly or ignore their children’s needs, interfering in everyday parent–child interactions (X. Yang et
al., 2023). It has been suggested that when parents are preoccupied with their smart devices and neglect to pay attention
to their children, the children may display problematic attention-seeking behaviors (Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017). In
turn, this may induce irritated, aggressive, or harsh reactions from the parent, leading to parent–child conflict.

In addition, we found that parent–child conflict was significantly and positively correlated with children’s emotional and
behavioral problems. This finding is consistent with that of a previous study (J. Gao et al., 2021). Children in families
where there is frequent parent–child conflict show more psychological problems than do children in families where
conflict happens less frequently. It is important to note that tension and conflict with parents makes children prone to
emotional and behavioral problems, showing frustration and developing anxiety, as well as displaying reduced
willingness to communicate with their parents and a greater tendency to develop withdrawal behaviors when faced with
a new environment (Liang et al., 2022). The adverse effects of such a continuing cycle should be taken seriously.

Our results indicate that parent–child conflict mediated the relationship between parental phubbing and emotional and
behavioral problems in children. As described earlier, when parents look down at their smartphone screen, they convey
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the negative emotion of indifference to their child, and the child simultaneously feels the negative emotion of loss. Both
parent and child transmit these negative emotions to the other person, reducing trust and relationship satisfaction and
inducing parent–child conflict. In turn, conflict with significant others may increase perceived interpersonal stress,
which puts individuals at higher risk for internalizing problems, such as anxiety and depression, and externalizing
behavioral problems.

Our study has important theoretical implications. First, the data and findings we have reported provide new empirical
evidence for theories linking parental phubbing with parent–child conflict and emotional and behavioral problems in
children. Second, by revealing the mediating role of parent–child conflict in the link between parental phubbing and
emotional and behavioral problems of children, this study contributes to a better understanding of the potential
mechanisms by which parental behaviors and the home environment influence children’s mental health. The findings
may also inform prevention and intervention programs for children’s emotional and behavioral problems. First, because
parental phubbing is a risk factor for emotional and behavioral issues in children, parents should be active in attending
to and responding to their children and should avoid focusing too much attention on smart devices such as cell phones.
Second, we found that parent–child conflict positively predicted children’s emotional and behavioral problems; thus
parents should pay attention to learning about emotional expression, stress relief, and parent–child communication.
When conflict occurs, parents need to maintain a rational attitude, establish a good parent–child relationship, encourage
effective parent–child interaction and communication, and provide their child with ample trust and warmth. Parents
should encourage their children to express their thoughts and feelings, engaging in interactions through physical
affection and positive verbal support. Finally, we found that parent–child conflict played a mediating role between
parental phubbing and children’s emotional and behavioral problems. Parents should pay attention to the potential
impact of their behavior on their relationship with their children and on children’s development, reducing their
phubbing behavior and alleviating parent–child conflict. They should also be proactive in establishing an intimate
parent–child relationship, to promote their children’s healthy psychosocial development.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Despite the new empirical evidence we have provided to support theories linking parental phubbing with parent–child
conflict and emotional and behavioral problems in children, there is still room for improvement. First, the survey in this
study relied on subjective reports from parents, which could be influenced by recall bias and social desirability bias.
Additionally, research based on parental reports may overlook the true feelings of children, particularly those who
experience phubbing. Future studies could use multisubject reports, observational methods, or experimental methods of
measurement. Second, this study had a cross-sectional design, which prevented us from examining causal relationships
between variables. In future research, longitudinal data could be collected and cross-lagged analyses used to explore
further the causal relationship of parental phubbing with parent–child conflict and children’s emotional and behavioral
problems. 

Conclusion

We explored the relationships among parental phubbing, parent–child conflict, and children’s emotional and behavioral
problems, and revealed the inner mechanism of parent–child conflict in the effect of parental phubbing on children’s
emotional and behavioral problems. Our results showed that children’s emotional and behavioral problems were
significantly and positively correlated with parental phubbing and parent–child conflict, and that parent–child conflict
partially mediated the relationship between parental phubbing and emotional and behavioral problems among children.
Therefore, to reduce the emotional and behavioral problems of young children, it is necessary to create a good family
environment, and parents should put down their cell phones and pay positive attention to and respond to their children,
and establish a good parent–child relationship.
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