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ABSTRACT: Objectives: With the widespread adoption of smartphones, parental phubbing behaviors have become
increasingly prevalent, potentially affecting preschool children’s development. Current research primarily focuses on
adolescent populations, while the mechanisms through which parental phubbing and authoritarian parenting style
influence preschool children’s behavioral problems within the Chinese cultural context remain to be explored. Our
investigation seeks to examine the factors contributing to behavioral difficulties among children of preschool age and
provide theoretical guidance for prevention. Methods: In our research, we utilized a convenience sampling approach
to collect data from parents whose children (n = 612) were between 3 and 7 years of age. The questionnaire distribution
was facilitated via the Wenjuanxing online survey platform. Research instruments included the Parental Phubbing
Scale, Parent-Child Relationship Scale, Authoritarian Parenting Style Scale, and Conners Child Behavior Rating Scale.
For analytical procedures, we employed SPSS 24.0 to generate descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. Chain
mediation effects were examined via Process macro, while significance assessment of the mediating effects relied on
the Bootstrap method for constructing 95% confidence intervals. Results: A statistically significant positive association
was observed between parental phubbing and behavioral problems exhibited by children (r = 0.251, p < 0.001). Parental
phubbing exhibited a significant direct effect on children’s behavioral problems (β = 0.088, p < 0.001). Analysis of
sequential mediation demonstrated that authoritarian parenting style together with parent-child conflict functioned
as significant intermediary variables in the relationship between parental phubbing and children’s problem behaviors
(β = 0.163, p < 0.001), with these indirect pathways constituting 64.94% of the total effect. Conclusion: Parental
phubbing significantly contributes to behavioral problems in preschool children. Parents should monitor their media
use, improve their parenting approach, and enhance parent-child relationships to reduce behavioral problems in
preschool children.
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1 Introduction
As society continues to develop, children’s healthy development has become a core issue in family

education and social concern [1]. The preschool years serve as a pivotal timeframe for children’s physiological
and psychological development, as well as behavioral foundation establishment, with significant implications
for their lifelong developmental outcomes [2]. Family, as children’s initial environment for growth, is closely
linked to their development. The Law of the People’s Republic of China on Family Education Promotion
enacted in 2022 emphasizes that parents need to provide reasonable guidance in moral cultivation and
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behavioral habits to promote the comprehensive healthy growth of minors [3]. Parents, regarded to be the
first teachers to children, have behaviors that are critical to the formation of the habits of children. With the
rapid advancement of information technology and the popularization of mobile smart devices, smartphones
have deeply integrated into people’s daily lives, including those of parents. As documented in the 55th
Statistical Report on Internet Development issued by the China Internet Network Information Center
(CNNIC), China’s internet user population surpassed 1.108 billion by December 2024, with the internet
penetration rate escalating to 78.6%. In this era of digital transformation, mobile devices have emerged
as essential instruments for social connectivity, occupational functions, and educational advancement [4].
While bringing convenience, this transformation has also given rise to the phenomenon of “phubbing,”
particularly parental phubbing, which has become a notable family education issue. Parental phubbing
is defined as the behavior of parents utilizing phones in front of their children without interacting with
them [4]. This behavior significantly increases the incidence of children’s problem behaviors, likely triggering
both internalization problems (such as anxiety and depression) as well as externalization problems (such as
aggressive behavior) [5]. Previous research has demonstrated that parental excessive reliance on electronic
devices exerts multidimensional adverse effects on children’s psychophysiological development. These
detrimental impacts are primarily manifested in three aspects: the suppression of children’s autonomous
development, increased vulnerability to depressive symptomatology, and the formation of technological
dependency patterns among offspring [6,7]. The escalating prevalence of phubbing behavior demonstrates
significant negative correlations with developmental outcomes in children [8,9]. Parental phubbing may
induce children to develop dependency patterns in mobile device use [10,11]. Research indicates that parents
of preschool-aged children exhibit higher frequencies of device-induced interference behavior patterns [12].
Hence, the mechanisms through which widespread electronic media usage influences the psychological
well-being of preschool-aged children have emerged as a focal point of academic discourse.

Parental phubbing, emerging as a novel stressor in the context of widespread smart device adoption,
manifests as a negative parenting behavior. It is characterized by excessive attention to smartphones or
other multimedia mobile devices during interactions with their children [13]. According to the displacement
hypothesis, when parents are absorbed in mobile devices, their attention resources are occupied by phones,
thus reducing interaction and care for their children. This imbalance in attention allocation may eventually
evolve into negative parenting styles, such as responding to children with indifference or punishment [14].
Research indicates that parental excessive mobile device use significantly impairs parent-child interaction
quality, manifesting primarily in delayed responsiveness to children’s social bids, diminished emotional
engagement during interactions, and an increased tendency toward harsh disciplinary approaches [15–17].
Prolonged parental immersion in digital devices may cultivate perceptions of emotional neglect and rejection
in offspring, potentially fostering the development of insecure attachment patterns. These maladaptive
attachment formations have been consistently linked to elevated rejection sensitivity in subsequent social
interactions [18]. According to Parental Acceptance-Rejection Theory [19], caregivers’ device-focused behav-
ior constitutes a form of rejection or neglect that may induce perceived exclusion in individuals. Research
findings indicate a substantial positive association between caregivers’ technology-induced inattention and
offspring’s rejection sensitivity [20]. According to previous research, there exists a significant perceptual
disparity between parents and children regarding negative parenting behaviors associated with device
use, with children reporting higher frequencies than parents acknowledge. This perceptual discrepancy
undermines the efficacy of parent-child interactions and subsequently leads to degradation in parent-child
relational cohesion [21]. Therefore, parental phubbing is additionally recognized as a detrimental element
that adversely affects child developmental outcomes, triggering a series of negative parenting behaviors.
Research by Wilcox and Varela shows that Asian parents, compared to Western parents, are more inclined to
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adopt authoritarian parenting styles [22,23]. Authoritarian parenting refers to controlling children’s behavior
to meet parental expectations and using strict methods to restrict children’s behavior. In Chinese families,
parents act with “children’s best interests” in mind, however, excessive protection and intervention may
significantly impact children’s self-awareness development. Additionally, prior studies have established a
notable positive correlation between parental phubbing and authoritarian approaches to child-rearing [24].
Authoritarian parenting may negatively affect preschool children’s executive functioning [25]. Empirical
evidence indicates that when children attempt to redirect parental attention from digital devices, researchers
have documented a shift toward more authoritarian parenting styles [26]. If preschool children live in such
an educational environment for extended periods, their physical and psychological development may be
negatively impacted, with effects gradually manifesting as they grow.

Moreover, parental phubbing is identified as a hazardous element that impairs the connection between
parents and their children [27]. Recurrent phubbing incidents may generate sensations of emotional neglect
in children during interactions with their parents, thereby weakening emotional connections between
parent and child. Since children often cannot clearly express their feelings verbally, they have a higher
tendency to manifest dissatisfaction through problematic behaviors [28]. Frequent parental phubbing
behavior significantly undermines the essential emotional interactions required for building secure parent-
child bonds [29]. Children often escalate into a series of problematic behaviors, such as screaming and
crying, in their attempts to gain parental attention [9]. Research indicates that maternal primary caregivers
frequently utilize electronic devices as a predominant strategy for managing parental time allocation and
alleviating psychological distress associated with childrearing duties [30]. Empirical research has revealed
that maternal behavioral patterns are internalized by preschool-aged children and manifested in their daily
social interactions. These children may acquire such interaction patterns, which subsequently contribute to
the development of insecure attachment patterns [8]. According to Attachment Theory, this digital device-
induced emotional detachment not only compromises the secure attachment foundation necessary for
children’s psychological development but also leads to increased parent-child conflict. Impaired parent-
child relationships serve as a significant risk factor fostering the development of problematic behaviors in
children [31]. Thus, the dynamics between parent and child emerge as a vital element potentially shaping
the developmental trajectory of children’s behavior. From a developmental and sociological perspective,
family functions as the primary socialization context where different dimensions of parenting shape parent-
child relationships. Specific parenting practices and dimensions (such as psychological control, behavioral
control, and monitoring) can be viewed as significant factors affecting parent-child relational quality across
diverse domains and contextual settings [32]. Parenting styles demonstrate significant correlations with
parent-child conflicts. Authoritarian parenting, characterized not only by a lack of emotional support for
children but also potentially detrimental to children’s psychological development, can lead to strained parent-
child relationships [33]. When confronted with parent-child conflicts, caregivers may experience negative
emotions, prompting them to seek psychological comfort in digital spaces. This coping mechanism can
subsequently lead to increased dependency on mobile devices [34]. In the context of preschool children, it has
been documented that increases in phubbing weaken the negative correlation between parents’ psychological
flexibility and parent-child conflict [35]. Parental phubbing is also a contributing factor to children’s increased
tendency towards digital game addiction, as well as a factor that reduces their social skills [36]. A recent
study conducted in the United Kingdom demonstrated that parental phubbing significantly influences
children’s withdrawal from social activities. Additionally, the research found that parent-child conflicts and
negative emotions serve as independent mediators in the relationship between parental behaviors and young
children’s social withdrawal tendencies [27]. However, how parental phubbing affects kids’ behavioral issues
in Asian culture, especially Chinese culture, is not fully understood. In this case, this research’s purpose is to
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deeply examine how parental phubbing affects kids’ behavioral issues, explore the mediating mechanisms of
authoritarian parenting style and parent-child conflict, provide a theoretical foundation for related research,
and propose suggestions for future development in this field. Given the fact that authoritarian parenting style
is more common in parents with Asian cultural backgrounds, our findings may offer effective strategies for
parents to minimize children’s risk of developing behavioral problems.

2 Subjects and Methods

2.1 Subjects
This research utilized a convenience sampling method, targeting parents of kids in the preschool period

(3–7 years old), with data collection conducted through the “Wenjuanxing” platform between June and
August 2023. Among the 612 valid questionnaires, participants were primarily from Guangdong, Hunan,
Shandong, and Beijing provinces/municipalities in China. The sample consisted of 417 participants from
urban areas, 140 from towns, and 55 from rural areas. Inclusion criteria for participants were: parents of kids
in the preschool period (3–7 years old) where “seven years old” refers to children who have passed the 6th
birthday but not yet the 7th birthday and do not pass the age requirement for entrance to elementary school.
Informed consent was required for participation, and all participants volunteered willingly. Exclusion criteria
included: pattern responses; contradictory information within responses; and extremely short response
times. This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Institute of Psychology, Chinese Academy of
Sciences, and adheres to ethical principles (Approval No. H23128), and informed consent was obtained from
all participants.

2.2 Methods
2.2.1 General Information Assessment Questionnaire

The questionnaire was self-developed after literature review [37], including sections for both children
and parents. The children’s section covered gender, age, only-child status, primary caregiver, and co-residence
with parents. The parents’ section included age, highest family education level, and family structure. The
highest family education level was calculated according to the methodology from International Standard
Classification of Education (ISCED) 2011 [38], categorized into: illiterate or minimal literacy, primary
school, junior high school, regular/vocational high school, secondary vocational/normal school, junior
college, bachelor’s degree, and graduate degree. Family structure was classified as: nuclear family (parents
living with children), skipped-generation family (grandparents living with children), extended family
(grandparents, parents, and children living together), single-parent family (widowed or divorced), and
remarried/restructured family.

2.2.2 Parental Phubbing Scale
This study used the Parental Phubbing Scale, which was developed by Roberts and revised by

Ding et al. [39], completed by preschool children’s parents. Previous studies have demonstrated that this
scale exhibits good reliability and validity among Chinese kids [40]. The scale contains 9 items rated on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = “completely disagree” to 5 = “completely agree”). Higher scores indicate more
frequent parental phubbing behavior. The Cronbach’s Alpha for this scale in the current study was 0.905.
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of the Parental Phubbing scale suggested that the model fit the data well:
Chi-square divided by degrees of freedom (χ2/df) = 3.993, goodness-of-fit index (GFI) = 0.963, comparative
fit index (CFI) = 0.976, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.965, root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = 0.07. See Table 1.
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Table 1: Cronbach’s alpha reliability test results for each scale and sub-dimensions

Variable Alpha Number of items
Parental phubbing 0.905 9

Parent-child conflict 0.801 22
Authoritarian parenting style 0.814 8

Conduct behavior 0.923 12
Learning problems 0.724 4

Psychosomatic disorders 0.886 5
Impulsivity-hyperactivity 0.803 4

Anxiety 0.778 4
Hyperactivity index 0.860 10
Behavior problems 0.974 48

2.2.3 Parent-Child Relationship Scale
In this research, we adopted the Parent-Child Relationship Scale that was specifically modified and

validated for application within the Chinese cultural context by Zhang et al. for Chinese context [41]. Earlier
research has confirmed that this scale exhibits good reliability and validity among Chinese kids [35]. The
scale includes two dimensions: intimacy (10 items) and conflict (12 items). The scale provides a total score
reflecting overall parent-child interaction quality. In this study, after reverse-scoring the intimacy dimension
and adding it to the conflict dimension score, a total parent-child relationship score was calculated. Higher
scores indicate poorer parent-child relationships and higher conflict levels. The Cronbach’s Alpha for this
scale was 0.801. See Table 1.

2.2.4 Conners Child Behavior Rating Scale
The study used the revised Child Behavior Rating Scale [42], comprising six dimensions: conduct

problems, learning problems, psychosomatic problems, impulsivity-hyperactivity problems, anxiety prob-
lems, and hyperactivity index. Items were scored on a 0–3 scale, with higher scores indicating more severe
behavioral problems. The scale’s Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.974. See Table 1.

2.2.5 Authoritarian Parenting Style Scale
Our research utilized the authoritarian parenting subscale from the Parenting Style Scale developed

by Yang et al. [43]. The authoritarian parenting subscale contains 8 questions rated on a 5-point Likert
scale, with higher scores indicating more pronounced authoritarian parenting. The Cronbach’s Alpha for the
authoritarian parenting subscale in this study was 0.814. See Table 1.

2.3 Statistical Analysis
The quantitative analysis was conducted through SPSS 24.0 software package, which was employed

for data entry, preliminary screening procedures, organizational structuring, and comprehensive statistical
computations. The analytical approach encompassed both descriptive statistical methods and examina-
tions of correlational relationships between variables. When investigating variations between demographic
cohorts, we employed independent-sample t-tests to evaluate potential differences between two groups
(such as child gender, only-child status) in the four main variables, while for comparisons involving three
or more categorical groupings, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) techniques were implemented to
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detect significant variations (such as highest family education level, family structure). The bootstrap method
was utilized to further test the mediating effects. Bootstrap is a non-parametric resampling technique
that enables hypothesis testing and effect estimation without assuming any distribution or sampling of
variables. If the 95% confidence interval (CI) of the indirect effect does not encompass 0, then the mediating
effect is considered significant. Additionally, we utilized Harman’s one-way ANOVA to assess common
method biases.

3 Results

3.1 Common Method Bias
By conducting a non-rotated principal component factor analysis on all questionnaire items and

utilizing Harman’s one-way ANOVA to assess common method biases, the analysis uncovered 13 factors
with eigenvalues exceeding 1. Notably, the first factor contributed 31.29% of the total variance, falling below
the critical threshold of 40%. This suggests that common method bias is not a significant concern in this
survey [44].

3.2 Demographic Characteristics
All surveys within this investigation were submitted without personal identification. Upon completion

of data collection, we obtained 751 questionnaires. After implementing exclusion criteria to eliminate non-
compliant responses, 612 questionnaires were retained for subsequent analysis, corresponding to an effective
response rate of 81.49%. Inclusion criteria for participants were: parents of kids in the preschool period (3–7
years old) where “seven years old” refers to children who have passed the 6th birthday but not yet the 7th
birthday and do not pass the age requirement for entrance to elementary school. All participants volunteered
willingly. Exclusion criteria included: pattern responses; contradictory information within responses; and
extremely short response times. Prior to data collection, written informed consent was obtained from all
individuals participating in this investigation. See Table 2 for details.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of participants’ demographic information. The total number of samples is 612

Variable Number (Percentage)
Child’s gender

Male 264 (43.1%)
Female 348 (56.9%)

Only child
Yes 328 (53.6%)
No 284 (46.4%)

Primary caregiver
Father 65 (10.6%)
Mother 117 (19.1%)
Both parents 408 (66.7%)
Grandparents 18 (2.9%)
Others 4 (0.7%)

Living with parents
Yes 454 (74.2%)
No 158 (25.8%)

(Continued)
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Table 2 (continued)

Variable Number (Percentage)
Relationship with child

Father-child 258 (42.2%)
Mother-child 338 (55.2%)
Grandparent-child 7 (1.1%)
Others 9 (1.5%)

Parents’ highest education
Illiterate or semi-literate 1 (0.2%)
Primary school 10 (1.6%)
Junior high school 43 (7.0%)
Junior high school 83 (13.6%)
Technical/Vocational/Normal

school
36 (5.9%)

Junior college 149 (24.3%)
Bachelor’s degree 230 (37.6%)
Graduate degree 60 (9.8%)

Family structure
Nuclear family 441 (72.1%)
Skipped-generation family 29 (4.7%)
Extended family 128 (20.9%)
Single-parent family 9 (1.5%)
Remarried family 5 (0.8%)

3.3 Demographic Difference Analysis
Group differences in the four principal variables were investigated utilizing independent-sample

t-tests and one-way ANOVA, evaluating demographic factors such as child gender, only-child status, highest
educational attainment within families, and household composition. Results revealed that regarding child
gender, no significant differences were detected in parental phubbing behavior, authoritarian parenting style,
parent-child conflict, or preschool children’s problem behavior. Regarding only-child status, there was a
significant difference in parent-child conflict (t = −2.258, p < 0.05), with non-only child families showing
higher parent-child conflict scores than only-child families, while no significant differences were found in
parental phubbing behavior, authoritarian parenting style, and preschool children’s problem behavior. In
terms of the highest family education level, significant differences were found in authoritarian parenting style
(F (6, 605) = 3.601, p < 0.05), parent-child conflict (F (6, 605) = 8.761, p < 0.05), and preschool children’s
problem behavior (F (6, 605) = 2.638, p < 0.05), while no significant difference was found in parental
phubbing behavior. Regarding family structure, significant differences were found in all variables: parental
phubbing behavior (F (4, 607) = 3.859, p < 0.05), authoritarian parenting style (F (4, 607) = 2.546, p < 0.05),
parent-child conflict (F (4, 607) = 3.550, p < 0.05), and preschool children’s problem behavior (F (4, 607) =
4.218, p < 0.05). The results were shown in Table 3.
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Table 3: Analysis of differences in variables across demographic variables

Demographic variables N Parental
phubbing

(Mean ± SD)

Authoritarian
parenting style
(Mean ± SD)

Parent-child
conflict

(Mean ± SD)

Children’s
problem
behavior

(Mean ± SD)
Child gender

Male 264 3.190 ± 1.025 2.557 ± 0.749 2.482 ± 0.487 0.785 ± 0.585
Female 348 3.350 ± 1.005 2.523 ± 0.739 2.470 ± 0.498 0.769 ± 0.568

t-value −1.935 0.560 0.303 0.338
p-value 0.053 0.576 0.762 0.736

Only child
Yes 328 3.293 ± 1.017 2.495 ± 0.764 2.433 ± 0.508 0.774 ± 0.592
No 284 3.268 ± 1.016 2.588 ± 0.716 2.523 ± 0.472 0.778 ± 0.556

t-value 0.309 −1.552 −2.258 −0.072
p-value 0.758 0.121 0.024* 0.943

Highest family education
Primary school 11 3.313 ± 0.575 2.659 ± 0.954 2.855 ± 0.389 1.017 ± 0.680
Junior high 43 3.690 ± 1.035 2.916 ± 0.636 2.669 ± 0.430 0.955 ± 0.650
Regular/Vocational high school 83 3.244 ± 1.016 2.505 ± 0.696 2.641 ± 0.443 0.769 ± 0.594
Technical/Vocational/Normal school 36 3.389 ± 0.909 2.573 ± 0.776 2.599 ± 0.400 0.875 ± 0.539
Junior college 149 3.303 ± 1.062 2.606 ± 0.758 2.519 ± 0.470 0.848 ± 0.581
Bachelor’s degree 230 3.217 ± 1.020 2.492 ± 0.743 2.372 ± 0.500 0.698 ± 0.555
Graduate degree 60 3.161 ± 0.953 2.279 ± 0.681 2.248 ± 0.521 0.676 ± 0.502

F-value 1.560 3.601 8.761 2.638
p-value 0.156 0.002** <0.001*** 0.016*

Family structure
Nuclear family 441 3.364 ± 1.033 2.536 ± 0.764 2.487 ± 0.493 0.798 ± 0.585
Skipped-generation family 29 3.414 ± 1.026 2.897 ± 0.602 2.723 ± 0.371 1.073 ± 0.667
Extended family 128 2.977 ± 0.869 2.469 ± 0.675 2.377 ± 0.490 0.632 ± 0.482
Single-parent family 9 3.124 ± 1.063 2.708 ± 0.707 2.374 ± 0.649 0.792 ± 0.613
Remarried family 5 3.311 ± 1.656 2.100 ± 0.807 2.691 ± 0.395 0.746 ± 0.484

F-value 3.859 2.546 3.550 4.218
p-value 0.004** 0.039* 0.007** 0.002**

Note: N, number; SD, standard deviation; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

3.4 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis
The findings from descriptive statistics and correlation analysis demonstrate significant positive asso-

ciations among all variable pairs: parental phubbing behavior, authoritarian parenting style, parent-child
conflict, and children’s problem behavior. Table 4 displays the means, standard deviations, and correlation
coefficients among these four investigated variables. Parental phubbing behavior exhibited a significant
positive association with authoritarian parenting style (r = 0.366, p < 0.01), parent-child conflict (r = 0.380,
p < 0.01), and preschool children’s problem behavior (r = 0.443, p < 0.01). Authoritarian parenting style
showed significant positive correlations with parent-child conflict (r = 0.406, p < 0.01) and preschool
children’s problem behavior (r = 0.606, p < 0.01). Parent-child conflict demonstrated a significant positive
relationship with preschool children’s problem behavior (r = 0.594, p < 0.01). These significant correlations
among all four variables suggest that further analysis is warranted. See Table 4 for details.
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Table 4: Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis of variables. The total number of samples is 612

Mean ± SD 1 2 3 4
Parental phubbing 3.281 ± 1.016 1

Authoritarian parenting style 2.538 ± 0.743 0.366** 1
Parent-child conflict 2.475 ± 0.493 0.380** 0.406** 1

Preschool children’s problem behavior 0.776 ± 0.575 0.443** 0.606** 0.594** 1

Note: **p < 0.01.

3.5 Testing the Mediating Effects of Authoritarian Parenting Style and Parent-Child Conflict between
Parental Phubbing and Preschool Children’s Problem Behavior
Findings from regression analyses reveal that parental phubbing exerts a significant positive direct effect

on preschool children’s problem behavior (β = 0.086, p < 0.001), indicating that higher levels of parental
phubbing are associated with more behavioral problems in preschool children. Parental phubbing positively
influences both authoritarian parenting style (β = 0.272, p < 0.001) and parent-child conflict (β = 0.128, p <
0.001), suggesting that the higher level of parental phubbing behaviors, the more likely parents are to adopt
authoritarian parenting practices and experience more conflicts with their children. Authoritarian parenting
style significantly affects parent-child conflict (β = 0.203, p < 0.001), demonstrating that more authoritarian
parenting is linked to increased parent-child conflicts. Both authoritarian parenting style (β = 0.307, p <
0.001) and parent-child conflict (β = 0.436, p < 0.001) significantly influence preschool children’s problem
behavior, with parent-child conflict showing a stronger predictive effect on children’s behavioral problems.
See Table 5.

Table 5: Results of chain mediation analysis

Variables DV: authoritarian
parenting

DV: parent-child
conflict

DV: children’s
problem behavior

β SE p β SE p β SE p
Child gender −0.078 0.057 0.168 −0.033 0.036 0.362 −0.014 0.033 0.660

Child age 0.016 0.027 0.556 0.033 0.017 0.050 −0.011 0.016 0.484
Family structure 0.017 0.031 0.576 −0.007 0.019 0.729 −0.022 0.017 0.200

Parental phubbing 0.272 0.028 <0.001 0.128 0.019 <0.001 0.086 0.018 <0.001
Authoritarian parenting 0.203 0.025 <0.001 0.307 0.024 <0.001

Parent-child conflict 0.436 0.037 <0.001
R2 0.138 0.233 0.533
F 24.237*** 36.785*** 114.996***

Note: DV, dependent variables; SE, standard error; ***p < 0.001.

3.6 Mediating Effects of Authoritarian Parenting Style and Parent-Child Conflict between Parental
Phubbing and Preschool Children’s Problem Behavior
To examine the mediational pathway linking parental phubbing with preschool children’s problem

behavior, we employed Model 6 within the Process macro to construct a sequential mediation analysis. This
analytical framework positioned parental phubbing as the predictor variable, preschool children’s problem
behavior as the outcome variable, and established authoritarian parenting style and parent-child conflict as
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successive mediating variables in the causal chain. The path coefficients were shown in Fig. 1. The overall
regression model was significant, R2

= 0.531, F = 229.515, p < 0.001. Using Bootstrap sampling method to
further test the mediating effects, the results showed that the indirect effect of the path through authoritarian
parenting style as mediator was 0.082, with 95% CI [0.059, 0.109], not containing 0, indicating significant
indirect effect; the indirect effect of the path through parent-child conflict as mediator was 0.057, with
95% CI [0.040, 0.075], not containing 0, indicating significant indirect effect; the indirect effect of the path
through both authoritarian parenting style and parent-child conflict as mediators was 0.024, with 95% CI
[0.016, 0.033], not containing 0, indicating significant indirect effect. These results suggest that authoritarian
parenting style and parent-child conflict both independently and sequentially mediate the relationship
between parental phubbing and preschool children’s problem behavior. See Table 6.

Figure 1: Chain mediation model of authoritarian parenting style and parent-child conflict. ***p < 0.001

Table 6: Bootstrap mediation analysis of authoritarian parenting style and parent-child conflict. The total number of
samples is 612

Mediating effects Effect
value

SE 95% CI Relative
effect

Lower Upper
Total effect of parental phubbing on

children’s problem behavior
0.251 0.021 0.210 0.291 /

Direct effect of parental phubbing on
children’s problem behavior

0.088 0.018 0.053 0.122 35.06%

Indirect effect of parental phubbing on
children’s problem behavior

0.163 0.017 0.130 0.197 64.94%

Indirect effect of parental phubbing on
children’s problem behavior

0.082 0.013 0.059 0.109 32.67%

Indirect effect of parental phubbing on
children’s problem behavior

0.057 0.009 0.040 0.075 22.71%

Indirect effect of parental phubbing on
children’s problem behavior

0.024 0.004 0.016 0.033 9.56%

Note: SE, standard error.
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4 Discussion

4.1 Relationship between Parental Phubbing and Preschool Children’s Problem Behavior
This study revealed that parental phubbing significantly predicts problem behaviors in preschool

children, which is consistent with Zu et al.’s findings [12]. Parental phubbing has many negative impacts—
besides affecting family atmosphere and marital relationships, it also negatively impacts children’s mental
health. Research shows that during co-parenting, fathers’ phubbing significantly reduces coordination and
synchronicity in family interactions, sending a signal that phones are more important than family interaction!
This also leads to mothers’ lower co-parenting efficacy, resulting in more phone-related conflicts [45].
Parents bear major responsibilities in maintaining family livelihood and need to take on roles beyond
parenting, such as career and social roles. Concerned about missing important work messages, parents
still need to pay attention to their phones after work, which further aggravates the imbalance between
work, career, and family [46]. This shows that with the advent of the multimedia era, traditional family
interaction patterns have been gradually replaced by electronic devices. The phenomenon of parental
“phubbing” has emerged as an increasingly prevalent conduct within family settings, with its effects on
children’s behavioral development deserving significant attention. A higher extent of phubbing often leads
to overlooking important information expressed by children and demands that they rephrase or respond to
situations, leading to children gradually losing their willingness to express themselves and preferring to play
alone. In addition, the increased frequency of parental phubbing is associated with intensified feelings of
neglect, abandonment, and isolation in children, which may contribute to the development of internalizing
behavioral problems [12]. Another possible reason is that children may have poor emotional regulation
abilities. When confronted with their parents’ phubbing behavior, they might exhibit their dissatisfactory
feelings through problematic behaviors, in order to draw the attention of their parents.

4.2 Chain Mediating Effects of Authoritarian Parenting Style and Parent-Child Conflict
This study further demonstrated the chain mediating effects of authoritarian parenting style and parent-

child conflict between parental phubbing and preschool kids’ problematic behaviors. This finding not only
aligns with previous research results [15,47] but also provides more comprehensive theoretical support
through the integration of the context-process-outcome model. As a risk factor in the family environment,
parental phubbing not only negatively impacts marital relationship satisfaction but also exacerbates relation-
ship conflicts and fosters the formation of poor family parenting styles [48]. Parental phubbing positively
correlates with negative parenting styles [49]. This study further substantiates that parental phubbing impacts
preschool children’s problematic behaviors both directly and indirectly, with the chain mediation pathway
through authoritarian parenting style and parent-child conflict constituting the primary mechanism of
influence. Specifically, phubbing reflects parents’ distraction of attention and emotional neglect towards
children, creating an unfavorable family environment for child development. This environment not only
leads parents to adopt more controlling and punitive authoritarian parenting styles but also deteriorates
parent-child relationship quality, ultimately resulting in children’s problem behavior. Additionally, the
context-process-outcome model supports the chain mediating effects of authoritarian parenting style and
parent-child conflict. It has been reported that authoritative parenting methods encourage the formation
of positive and close relationships between parents and kids. The establishment of these close parent-
child bonds enables young children in their preschool years to develop perceptions of parental acceptance
and affection, thereby enhancing their security feeling in terms of emotion, leading to less problematic
behavior in preschool kids [50]. Authoritative parenting style typically means the willingness to listen to
their kids’ feelings and demands, while offering a safe environment for them to explore their emotional
world, which aids preschool children in developing a status of emotional security, which, in turn, fosters
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their willingness of positive engagement in society [51]. Authoritarian parenting, characterized by enforcing
rigid regulations upon children, restricting their ability to voice personal viewpoints, demonstrating high
levels of demandingness paired with minimal responsiveness [52]. In this study, parental phubbing, as a distal
context, not only represents a neglectful family environment but also negatively affects children’s behavioral
development through its impact on family interaction patterns (authoritarian parenting and parent-child
conflict). This chain clearly reveals the potential mechanism of the family environment’s influence on
preschool children’s problem behavior.

Parents serve as essential influencers during the preschool stage. The preschool developmental period
constitutes a pivotal stage for children’s cognitive advancement, and their understanding of the world
mainly relies on observing and imitating parents’ behavior. However, as smartphones gradually replace tra-
ditional parent-child interaction methods, parents’ experiences in child-rearing show increasingly negative
trends [53]. When parents spend time with their children while being overly engaged with their phones, it
appears to be companionship but is actually “ineffective accompaniment” [54]. Research shows that when
children try to shift their parents’ attention from smart devices, they often fail and may face harsher responses
from parents [26]. Moreover, in the case that parents feel stressed from phone use, they exhibit an increased
propensity to implement adverse disciplinary approaches, including punitive measures and attributions of
fault, while using less patient guidance and positive interaction [55]. Therefore, phubbing parents tend to
present more negative parenting behaviors and fewer positive ones.

In summary, our findings demonstrate that elevated frequencies of parental phubbing correlate with
increased adoption of authoritarian child-rearing approaches, which in turn aggravates parent-child conflict,
creates tense parent-child relationships, and ultimately induces preschool children’s problem behavior. The
present investigation not only reveals the intrinsic relationship between parental phubbing and preschool
kids’ behavior but also provides a theoretical basis and practical direction for interventions. Meanwhile, fam-
ily education workers should guide parents to increase awareness of “phubbing” behavior, alert parents, and
inspire “phubbing” parents to reasonably regulate smartphone use and optimize family education methods,
thereby reducing preschool children’s behavioral problems and promoting children’s psychological health.

4.3 Limitations
This non-longitudinal analysis examining the linkages between parental phubbing and preschool kids’

problematic behaviors cannot find causal relationships between variables, resulting in certain limitations in
conclusions. Owing to the constraints of our cross-sectional methodology, our observations were limited
to associative patterns at a singular temporal juncture, thus impeding definitive conclusions regarding
the causal directionality between parental phubbing and children’s problem behaviors. Therefore, future
longitudinal studies are particularly crucial to establish temporal precedence and better understand the
causal mechanisms underlying these relationships, including tracking children’s interpersonal relationships,
academic performance, and other developmental outcomes to understand dynamic trends; Secondly, it
merits emphasis that the current research endeavor was carried out within the Chinese sociocultural
contex, which has its unique cultural and social context. While our findings provide valuable insights into
the relationship between parental phubbing and children’s problem behaviors in the Chinese context, the
generalizability of these results to other cultural or socio-economic settings may be limited. It remains
essential to conduct subsequent investigations that span diverse cultural environments to validate whether
these empirical outcomes persist beyond Chinese boundaries and to elucidate potential culturally-specific
moderating factors that may shape these associative patterns; Thirdly, another limitation of this study lies in
its reliance on self-reported data, which may be subject to recall bias and social desirability bias, particularly
when parents report their own phubbing behaviors. Future studies would benefit from incorporating
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multiple methods of data collection, such as direct behavioral observations, multi-informant reports (e.g.,
from teachers or other caregivers), and possibly technological measures of phone usage, to provide more
objective and comprehensive assessments of parental phubbing and children’s behaviors. Concurrently,
parent-child conflict and authoritarian parenting practices serve as sequential mediating elements within the
theoretical framework, establishing a chain-mediation mechanism that illuminates the pathways between
the focal constructs under investigation. However, there are a few other factors related to the influence of
parenting style such as socioeconomic status, mental status and etc., in preschool children, and currently,
only limited exploration can be conducted. In the future, more factors will be incorporated to clarify
the relevant influencing mechanisms. In addition, this study combined fathers’ and mothers’ phubbing
behaviors; Subsequent empirical work needs to establish distinctions between paternal and maternal digital
distraction patterns to more precisely delineate their differential influences on developmental trajectories in
offspring. It has been reported that digital interference behaviors exhibited by mothers correlates with with
higher levels of problematic multimedia use in preschool children [56]. However, examining the different
impacts of paternal vs. maternal digital interference needs to be combined with a role analysis of the major
caretaker for the kid. For instance, in a family where the mother is the major caretaker for the kid or a family
where the father is the major caretaker for the kid, the impact of mother phubbing or father phubbing will
be definitely different. Therefore, more analysis is needed to be conducted to fully understand the influence
of phubbing on the behavioral issues of preschool kids.

4.4 Theoretical Implications and Practical Implications
This investigation addresses a significant research gap in domestic and international literature by

examining the interplay between parental smartphone addiction, authoritative child-rearing practices,
parent-child tensions, and behavioral concerns among preschoolers. Previous studies have predominantly
explored phone-related behaviors in romantic partnerships, professional settings, and educational contexts—
specifically focusing on teenagers and college populations—while largely overlooking families with preschool
children. Our findings enhance understanding of these emerging psychological constructs and broaden
perspectives concerning the nexus of caregiver digital engagement and preschool children’s development,
offering valuable insights for promoting children’s mental well-being through a family-oriented framework.

Our research indicates that parents are often unaware of their excessive mobile phone use and
its consequences. Our findings provide empirical evidence for reducing parental phone use and its
deleterious consequences for developmental trajectories during early childhood. This not only helps mitigate
adverse consequences for developmental progression on preschool children’s development but also offers
empirical support for preventing and improving behavioral problems in preschool children. We propose
several feasible strategies for parents and practitioners: establishing phone-free times (such as parent-
child playtime and mealtimes) and zones (such as study desks and bedrooms); practicing mindful phone
usage, such as turning off non-essential notifications during family time and keeping phones out of sight
during parent-child activities; and having family educators help parents develop various offline engagement
activities like shared reading and outdoor activities. These interventions aim to improve parent-child
interactions and promote healthier kids’ development through reduced parental phone use.

5 Conclusions
This study discovered the sequential mediating role of authoritarian parenting style and parent-

child conflict between parental phubbing and preschool children’s problem behavior. This chain mediation
effect illuminates an important phenomenon: as digital technology plays an increasingly crucial role in
everyday life, how families adapt to this change becomes a common challenge. Parental phubbing, as a
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new family behavior in the digital era, profoundly impacts preschool children’s development by affecting
family interaction patterns and parent-child relationships. Therefore, society should strengthen support and
guidance for parent education, help parents establish correct parenting concepts, improve their parenting
skills, let children feel parental love and support, and avoid problem behaviors arising from lack of parental
attention, thereby promoting healthy family relationships and children’s comprehensive development. This
study enriches existing research to some extent, exploring the association between parental phubbing and
preschool kids’ behavioral issues. Preschool age is an important stage for personality and habit formation,
and parents’ every word and action significantly impact preschool children. Parents need to pay attention to
and reflect on their own phubbing behavior and exercise appropriate control.
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