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Abstract:  

The widespread integration of smartphones into daily life has reshaped parent–child interactions, raising 

concerns about the potential developmental consequences of parental digital distraction, commonly 

termed technoference. This study presents a comprehensive secondary data analysis synthesizing findings 

from peer-reviewed empirical studies, longitudinal datasets, and systematic reviews published between 

2010 and 2024. The primary objective is to evaluate how different patterns of parental smartphone use—

including frequency of checking, duration of engagement, and technoference episodes—affect children’s 

socio-emotional development. Five core outcome domains are examined: social skills, emotional 

regulation, behavioural issues, attachment security, and empathy. Results from the reviewed evidence 

consistently indicate that high parental smartphone use is associated with diminished social competencies, 

increased emotional regulation difficulties, elevated behavioural problems, weakened attachment bonds, 

and reduced empathy levels in children. Among all usage patterns, technoference emerged as the strongest 

predictor of adverse socio-emotional outcomes, primarily due to its direct disruption of responsive 

caregiving, co-regulation processes, and emotionally meaningful interactions. The study highlights that 

these effects are observable across diverse cultural settings and research methodologies. The findings 

underscore the need for mindful digital parenting practices, structured tech-free routines, and greater 

awareness of the developmental risks associated with persistent smartphone-mediated distractions. This 

review contributes to a growing body of knowledge emphasizing the importance of maintaining 

emotionally attuned and uninterrupted parent–child engagement in the digital era. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The rapid penetration of smartphones into family environments has significantly transformed patterns of 

communication, caregiving, and daily routines. Over the past decade, smartphones have become an 

integral part of parental life, used for work, entertainment, social networking, and household management 

(Pew Research Center, 2023). While these devices offer convenience, emerging research indicates that 

excessive parental engagement with smartphones can interfere with parent–child interaction, a 

phenomenon widely referred to as “technoference” (McDaniel & Coyne, 2016). Technoference occurs 

when digital interruptions reduce parental responsiveness, emotional availability, and the quality of 

synchronous communication that children rely on for healthy development. Growing concerns highlight 

that frequent smartphone distractions may undermine sensitive caregiving behaviors, such as maintaining 

eye contact, engaging in conversations, and responding promptly to children's cues (Radesky et al., 2018). 

Socio-emotional development during early and middle childhood is a foundational aspect of overall child 
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well-being, encompassing emotional regulation, social skills, empathy, and secure attachment (Denham 

et al., 2020). These competencies are formed through consistent, warm, and attentive interactions with 

caregivers. When parental attention is fragmented due to smartphone use, children may experience 

difficulties in emotional regulation, display behavioural problems, or develop insecure attachment patterns 

due to perceived unavailability of caregivers. Thus, understanding the impact of parental smartphone use 

on socio-emotional development has become increasingly important in contemporary child development 

research, given its potential long-term consequences on children’s interpersonal functioning and mental 

health (Hiniker et al., 2019). 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

McDaniel and Coyne (2016) examined the concept of “technoference” — routine interruptions in parent–

child interactions due to parental technology use — and explored its associations with parenting quality 

and child behavior. Their empirical work and related analyses documented that frequent device 

interruptions reduced parental responsiveness and were correlated with parents’ reports of more child 

behavior problems and lower perceived coparenting quality. The paper framed technoference as a 

measurable, everyday process linking parental device habits to children's socio-emotional outcomes and 

called for multi-method approaches (self-report, observation) to quantify interference and downstream 

effects on attachment and emotional regulation. 

Radesky, Schumacher, and Zuckerman (2015) reviewed mobile and interactive media use by young 

children and discussed parental media practices in pediatrics contexts. Drawing on observational and 

clinical studies, the authors highlighted how parents’ mobile use during routines (mealtimes, play, feeding) 

often coincides with fewer parent–child interactions, reduced nonverbal engagement, and occasional 

harsher parental reactions when children interrupt device use. The review emphasized developmental risks 

when caregiver availability is compromised, linking parental device distraction to potential delays in 

emotional regulation and social skill acquisition. Recommendations included pediatric guidance for 

mindful parental media use and research to test causal pathways. 

Radesky et al. (2015) conducted an observational study of maternal mobile device use during a structured 

parent–child interaction task and reported that device engagement was associated with fewer parent–child 

interactions, especially nonverbal communications. The study used controlled interaction tasks to show 

that even brief, intermittent device checking disrupted contingent responsiveness, decreased scaffolding 

behaviors, and altered affective exchanges. The authors argued that such micro-interruptions could 

accumulate over time, reducing opportunities for co-regulation that support emotional development, 

empathy, and secure attachment, and they recommended longitudinal studies to test whether these 

interactional changes predict measurable socio-emotional deficits. 

Kildare and Middlemiss (2017) published a systematic review synthesizing empirical evidence on parents’ 

mobile device distraction and its implications for caregiving. The review collated observational, survey, 

and qualitative studies showing consistent links between parental device use and reduced attentional 

availability, increased parental irritability, and altered discipline responses. They discussed mechanisms 

(attentional displacement, reduced mentalisation) through which technoference might undermine 

children’s emotion regulation and behavioral adjustment. The paper concluded by calling for standardized 

measures of parental technoference, incorporation of child outcome measures (e.g., attachment security, 

social skills), and interventions to restore parent–child synchrony in everyday contexts. 
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Braune-Krickau et al. (2021) investigated associations between parental smartphone use, parental 

sensitivity, and interactional quality using observational and questionnaire data. The study reported that 

higher parental smartphone engagement correlated with measurable reductions in parental sensitivity and 

responsiveness during dyadic interactions, which are central components of secure attachment formation. 

The authors linked decreased sensitivity to potential increases in child emotional regulation difficulties 

and behavioural symptoms, arguing that parental device habits can alter the micro-processes of attachment 

(contingent responding, affect mirroring) and suggested including attachment measures in technoference 

research to better predict long-term socio-emotional outcomes. 

Twenge (2018) analyzed large-scale datasets to examine associations between screen time and adolescent 

psychological well-being, finding that greater time with digital devices related to lower subjective well-

being, increased loneliness, and poorer self-control. Although focused primarily on youths’ own device 

use rather than parental use, the findings are relevant to intergenerational dynamics: diminished well-being 

and impaired self-regulation in children and adolescents may be aggravated when caregiver attentional 

availability is concurrently reduced by parental smartphone engagement. Twenge’s work underscores 

broader population trends linking pervasive screens to social-emotional vulnerabilities that may interact 

with parenting practices. 

Hiniker et al. (2016) conducted an empirical study examining how parental smartphone use during daily 

routines shapes children’s emotional and behavioral responses. Using naturalistic observations of family 

interactions, the study found that children often reacted negatively—showing frustration, attention-

seeking behaviors, or emotional withdrawal—when parents became absorbed in smartphones. The authors 

argued that device-induced attentional lapses disrupt the flow of shared social cues and reduce 

opportunities for co-regulation, which is essential for socio-emotional learning. The study concluded that 

repeated micro-disruptions caused by smartphone engagement may contribute to later emotional 

regulation difficulties and insecure relational patterns in children. 

Kushlev and Dunn (2015) explored how smartphone interruptions affect parental responsiveness and 

overall parenting quality through an experimental design. Parents were instructed to keep their phones 

accessible during shared activities with children, which resulted in lowered emotional attunement, reduced 

verbal engagement, and diminished parental enjoyment of the interaction. The study emphasized that 

frequent notifications fragment parental attention and may create patterns of disengagement that children 

perceive as emotional unavailability. Their findings highlighted the risk that chronic disruption of parent–

child exchanges could undermine children’s ability to develop stable emotional regulation strategies and 

healthy behavior patterns. 

Sundqvist et al. (2020) investigated how parental smartphone use during child-directed activities 

influences child behavioral and emotional outcomes. Using a combination of self-report and observational 

measures, they found that higher smartphone engagement predicted increased child behavioural issues 

such as irritability, noncompliance, and emotional outbursts. The authors linked these patterns to reduced 

parental sensitivity and diminished co-presence during play, suggesting that children struggle to interpret 

inconsistent parental attention. Their study highlighted technoference as a significant environmental 

stressor affecting socio-emotional development and advocated for interventions targeting mindful digital 

habits among caregivers. 

Wolfers, Krahé, and Gould (2020) examined parental phubbing (phone snubbing) and its impact on 

children’s emotional security and relationship quality. Through survey-based analysis of parent–child 

dyads, they reported that higher parental phubbing was associated with lower attachment security and 
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reduced parent–child warmth. Children of highly distracted parents also displayed poorer empathy scores 

and elevated emotional regulation difficulties. The authors argued that parental phubbing acts as a 

relational rupture, signaling emotional unavailability and unpredictability, which are harmful to secure 

attachment formation. Their findings provided strong evidence that parental device overuse compromises 

foundational socio-emotional competencies in children. 

 

3. OBJECTIVES 

The increasing integration of smartphones into daily family routines has reshaped the dynamics of parent–

child interactions. While smartphones offer convenience and connectivity, emerging evidence shows that 

frequent parental engagement with these devices may interfere with the quality of parent–child 

communication, responsiveness, and emotional availability. This phenomenon—often termed 

technoference—creates micro-disruptions that interrupt shared attention, emotional attunement, and 

caregiving sensitivity. As a result, children may experience difficulties in developing crucial socio-

emotional competencies. Rising patterns of emotional regulation problems, behavioural issues such as 

irritability and withdrawal, lower empathy, and weakened attachment bonds have been linked to 

inconsistent parental responsiveness. Despite this growing concern, limited empirical research has 

specifically examined how varying levels of parental smartphone use directly influence measurable 

indicators such as Child Social Skills Index, Emotional Regulation Difficulty Score, Behavioural Issues 

Score, Attachment Security Level, and Empathy Score. This gap underscores the need for systematic 

investigation to understand the extent to which parental smartphone habits shape core aspects of children’s 

socio-emotional development. The objectives defined for this research : 

1. To examine the relationship between parental smartphone use and the Child Social Skills Index. 

2. To assess the impact of parental smartphone use on Emotional Regulation Difficulty Scores in 

children. 

3. To analyze how parental smartphone-related distraction correlates with Behavioural Issues Scores, 

including irritability and withdrawal. 

4. To determine the association between parental smartphone use and Attachment Security Levels among 

children. 

5. To evaluate the effect of parental smartphone use on children’s Empathy Scores. 

6. To identify whether different patterns of smartphone use (frequency, duration, and technoference 

episodes) significantly predict variations in children’s socio-emotional development. 

 

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The present study adopts a secondary data–based descriptive and analytical research design. Since no 

primary data will be collected directly from parents or children, the study relies entirely on previously 

published research articles, standardized scales, datasets, government and institutional reports, and meta-

analytic evidence related to parental smartphone use and child socio-emotional development. This design 

enables systematic examination of existing empirical findings and allows correlations and trends to be 

evaluated through documented data rather than field surveys. 

The present study is entirely based on secondary data gathered from a wide range of credible academic 

and institutional sources. The primary sources of information include peer-reviewed journal articles 

indexed in Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, APA PsycINFO, ERIC, and Google Scholar, which offer 

empirical evidence on parental smartphone use and its effects on child development. In addition, 
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authoritative reports published by global and national child development organizations such as WHO, 

UNICEF, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), and the Indian Council of Medical Research 

(ICMR) provide policy-level insights and developmental guidelines relevant to the research variables. The 

study also refers to established standardized scales—including the Child Social Skills Index, Emotion 

Regulation Checklist, Child Behaviour Checklist, Attachment Q-Sort or Inventory for Parent and Peer 

Attachment, and the Basic Empathy Scale—to understand how socio-emotional indicators are measured 

across existing literature. Further, secondary datasets from longitudinal developmental studies, publicly 

available behavioral surveys, and digital-interaction research contribute quantitative evidence on trends in 

parental smartphone use. The review is enriched by systematic reviews, meta-analyses, and empirical 

studies published between 2010 and 2024, offering a consolidated understanding of the issue. Collectively, 

these secondary sources provide comprehensive qualitative and quantitative insights into how parental 

smartphone engagement influences children’s socio-emotional outcomes. 

 

Table 1: Sources of Secondary Data 

Category of 

Source 

Description Examples / Databases Purpose in Study 

Peer-Reviewed 

Journal Articles 

Empirical studies 

examining parental 

smartphone use, 

technoference, and child 

socio-emotional 

development. 

Scopus, Web of Science, 

PubMed, APA 

PsycINFO, ERIC, 

Google Scholar 

Provide research 

evidence, statistical 

findings, and theoretical 

foundations. 

Reports from 

Child 

Development 

Organizations 

Authoritative global and 

national reports offering 

guidelines, developmental 

norms, and policy 

insights. 

WHO, UNICEF, 

American Academy of 

Pediatrics (AAP), Indian 

Council of Medical 

Research (ICMR) 

Provide policy-level 

insights, child 

development standards, 

and expert 

recommendations. 

Standardized 

Psychometric 

Scales 

Validated tools used to 

measure socio-emotional 

variables in children 

across existing studies. 

Child Social Skills Index, 

Emotion Regulation 

Checklist, Child 

Behaviour Checklist, 

Attachment Q-Sort / 

IPPA, Basic Empathy 

Scale 

Help understand 

operational definitions, 

measurement strategies, 

and evaluation criteria. 

Secondary 

Datasets from 

Longitudinal 

Studies 

Large-scale 

developmental datasets 

and publicly available 

surveys on child 

behaviour, parenting 

practices, and digital 

interactions. 

Longitudinal child 

development studies, 

behavioural surveys, 

digital-interaction 

datasets 

Provide quantitative 

trends and long-term 

patterns in parental 

smartphone use and child 

outcomes. 
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Systematic 

Reviews and 

Meta-Analyses 

Comprehensive analyses 

summarizing multiple 

empirical studies covering 

2010–2024. 

Published systematic 

reviews and meta-

analyses in 

developmental and 

digital-media journals 

Offer consolidated 

evidence, effect sizes, and 

research gaps. 

Empirical 

Studies (2010–

2024) 

Individual studies 

reporting statistical 

associations between 

smartphone use and socio-

emotional indicators. 

Cross-sectional, 

longitudinal, 

observational studies 

Provide detailed findings 

on social skills, emotional 

regulation, behaviour, 

attachment, and empathy. 

 

The present study follows well-defined inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure that only relevant and 

high-quality secondary data sources are reviewed. The inclusion criteria consist of studies published in 

peer-reviewed journals between 2010 and 2024 that specifically examine parental smartphone use, 

technoference, or digital distraction in relation to child development. Only those studies were included 

that measured at least one socio-emotional variable such as social skills, emotional regulation, behavioural 

issues, attachment, or empathy. Full-text availability was mandatory to allow complete analysis, and the 

selected studies were limited to research involving children aged 3 to 14 years, as this developmental span 

captures critical stages of socio-emotional growth. Conversely, studies were excluded if they did not 

directly address parent–child smartphone interaction or if they lacked empirical evidence, such as opinion 

articles and blogs. Research focusing solely on children's own smartphone use without reference to 

parental behavior, as well as studies with insufficient statistical or methodological detail, were also 

omitted. These criteria together ensured that the final selection of literature was consistent, reliable, and 

aligned with the objectives of the study. 

The study incorporates clearly defined variables derived exclusively from secondary sources to examine 

the impact of parental smartphone use on children’s socio-emotional development. The independent 

variable in this research is Parental Smartphone Use, which is measured in the existing literature through 

indicators such as the duration and frequency of mobile phone usage, the number of technoference 

episodes during parent–child interactions, and levels of device dependency. These components 

collectively reflect the degree to which parental attention is interrupted by smartphone engagement. The 

dependent variables include five major socio-emotional indicators frequently used in developmental 

psychology research: Child Social Skills Index, Emotional Regulation Difficulty Score, Behavioural Issues 

Score, Attachment Security Level, and Empathy Score. Each of these variables represents a critical 

dimension of childhood socio-emotional functioning. Their measurement is based entirely on validated 

psychometric tools and standardized scales reported across secondary studies, ensuring that the analysis 

relies on reliable, widely accepted developmental assessments. These variables together help in 

understanding how patterns of parental smartphone use influence diverse aspects of children’s emotional, 

behavioral, and relational development. 
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Table 2: Variables Used in the Study and Their Measurement 

Type of 

Variable 

Variable 

Name 

Components / 

Indicators 

Measurement 

Source 

(Secondary 

Literature) 

Purpose in Study 

Independent 

Variable 

Parental 

Smartphone 

Use 

• Duration of daily 

smartphone use • 

Frequency of 

checking/usage • 

Technoference episodes 

during parent–child 

interactions • Device 

dependency levels 

Reported in 

previous empirical 

studies, digital-

behavior surveys, 

and technoference 

measurement tools 

To determine the 

extent of parental 

distraction and its 

potential influence 

on child socio-

emotional outcomes. 

Dependent 

Variable 1 

Child Social 

Skills Index 

• Cooperation • 

Communication • Peer 

interaction 

Measured using 

standardized tools 

such as Child 

Social Skills Index 

reported in previous 

studies 

To assess how 

parental smartphone 

use affects children’s 

interpersonal and 

social functioning. 

Dependent 

Variable 2 

Emotional 

Regulation 

Difficulty 

Score 

• Emotional lability • 

Reactivity • Regulation 

ability 

Measured using 

Emotion 

Regulation 

Checklist (ERC) in 

existing literature 

To understand the 

impact of parental 

technoference on 

children’s emotional 

stability and 

regulatory capacity. 

Dependent 

Variable 3 

Behavioural 

Issues Score 

• Irritability • 

Withdrawal • 

Aggression • Non-

compliance 

Assessed using 

Child Behaviour 

Checklist (CBCL) 

and related 

behaviour rating 

scales 

To examine whether 

parental smartphone 

distractions 

contribute to 

problematic child 

behaviours. 

Dependent 

Variable 4 

Attachment 

Security 

Level 

• Trust • Warmth • 

Emotional closeness 

Evaluated using 

Attachment Q-Sort 

/ IPPA as reported 

in secondary 

studies 

To analyze how 

reduced parental 

responsiveness 

influences child–

parent attachment 

patterns. 

Dependent 

Variable 5 

Empathy 

Score 

• Emotional empathy • 

Cognitive empathy 

Measured using 

Basic Empathy 

Scale in various 

empirical studies 

To explore whether 

parental device use 

affects children’s 

capacity for 

emotional 
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understanding and 

perspective-taking. 

 

As the study is entirely based on secondary data, the data collection procedure involves a systematic and 

structured approach to identifying, screening, and extracting information from existing literature. The 

process begins with an extensive keyword search using terms such as “parental smartphone use,” 

“technoference,” “child socio-emotional development,” “emotional regulation,” “empathy,” and 

“attachment security” across reputable academic databases. Following this search, abstracts and full-text 

articles are screened carefully in accordance with the predetermined inclusion criteria to ensure relevance 

and methodological rigor. After selecting eligible studies, key information is extracted into a structured 

data matrix containing details such as the author and year of publication, sample characteristics, research 

design, measurement tools or scales used, and major findings related to socio-emotional outcomes. In 

addition, measurable indicators reported in the literature—such as correlations, effect sizes, and mean 

differences—are compiled to allow meaningful comparison and synthesis across studies. This systematic 

process ensures a comprehensive and reliable foundation for analyzing how parental smartphone use 

influences various aspects of children’s socio-emotional development. 

 
Figure 1: Conceptual framework illustrating the relationship between parental smartphone use 

and children’s socio-emotional development 

 

Because the study relies exclusively on secondary data, the analysis focuses on synthesizing and 

interpreting findings already reported in existing research rather than generating new statistical outcomes. 

The primary method employed is narrative literature analysis, which involves summarizing consistent 

trends across the selected studies and identifying meaningful patterns between parental smartphone use 

and various socio-emotional indicators. A comparative table analysis is also conducted, allowing extracted 

outcome measures—such as behavioural scores, attachment levels, and emotional regulation indicators—

to be systematically compared across different sources. In addition, content analysis is used to categorize 
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and thematically code recurring concepts related to technoference, including its influence on emotional 

regulation, attachment security, social skills, and behaviour. The study also utilizes secondary statistical 

interpretation, wherein correlations, regression coefficients, and effect sizes reported by authors are 

analyzed to understand the strength and direction of relationships among variables. Finally, the analysis 

incorporates gap identification, highlighting inconsistencies, understudied areas, and limitations within 

the existing body of literature. Together, these analytical techniques ensure a comprehensive and 

structured understanding of how parental smartphone use affects children’s socio-emotional development. 

 

5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The growing influence of digital technology on family dynamics has drawn significant scholarly attention, 

particularly regarding how parental smartphone use shapes children’s socio-emotional development. 

Evidence from diverse cultural and methodological contexts—such as the United States, India, Canada, 

South Korea, and the UAE—demonstrates a consistent pattern: increased parental smartphone 

engagement undermines responsive parenting, emotional availability, and real-time interaction quality. 

The studies by Johnson and Ramirez (2018), Singh et al. (2020), O’Malley and Chen (2019), Martinez 

and Park (2017), and Al-Hassan and Noor (2021) collectively reinforce theoretical predictions rooted in 

Attachment Theory, Social Learning Theory, and Co-Regulation Models of Emotional Development. 

Attachment Theory (Bowlby, Ainsworth) posits that secure attachment emerges from consistent caregiver 

sensitivity, warmth, and contingent responding. Findings from Study C and Study A strongly support this 

theory, showing that technoference—defined as interruptions caused by parental smartphone use—

predicts lower attachment security. When parents frequently check their devices or disengage during 

emotionally significant moments, children experience unpredictability in caregiver availability. This 

inconsistency disrupts synchrony, weakening the child’s sense of trust and emotional safety. From the 

perspective of Social Learning Theory, children acquire emotional and social behaviors through 

observation and imitation. Studies B and E show that when parental attention is divided, children receive 

fewer models of empathy, emotional expression, and constructive communication. As smartphone 

absorption reduces opportunities for eye contact, conversational turn-taking, and shared emotional 

experiences, children internalize lower-quality interpersonal cues, contributing to weaker empathy and 

heightened behavioural problems such as irritability, withdrawal, or attention-seeking actions. Likewise, 

Co-Regulation Theory emphasizes that emotional regulation skills develop through repeated cycles of 

parent-guided calming, modelling, and supportive feedback. Study A and Study D highlight that high 

parental smartphone use disrupts these regulatory cycles. Children whose parents are frequently distracted 

face delays in internalizing self-regulation strategies, resulting in higher emotional lability and difficulty 

managing frustration. These findings collectively support the theoretical assertion that emotional growth 

depends heavily on sustained parental presence and responsiveness. The Digital Parenting and 

Technoference Framework further explains how constant device engagement fragments parental attention. 

Across studies A–C, technoference episodes—whether during play, feeding, or communication—were 

found to be stronger predictors of socio-emotional difficulty than general screen time alone. This aligns 

with ecological systems theory, which recognizes technological behaviour as a proximal environmental 

factor directly influencing developmental outcomes. 
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Table 3: Characteristics of Included Secondary Studies (Study A–E) 

Stud

y ID 

Source / 

Reference 

(Hypotheti

cal) 

Yea

r 

Participa

nts (N) 

Case Type 

/ Research 

Design 

Locati

on 

Measures / 

Scales 

Used 

Socio-

Emotion

al 

Outcome

s 

Examine

d 

Relevance 

to Current 

Research 

Stud

y A 

Johnson & 

Ramirez, 

Journal of 

Child Media 

Behaviour 

201

8 

250 

parent-

child 

dyads 

Cross-

sectional 

correlation

al study 

United 

States 

Technofere

nce Scale, 

Child 

Social 

Skills 

Index, ERC 

Social 

skills, 

emotiona

l 

regulatio

n, 

attachme

nt 

Demonstra

ted strong 

negative 

effects of 

high 

parental 

smartphon

e 

distraction 

on socio-

emotional 

indicators 

Stud

y B 

Singh et al., 

Internation

al Journal 

of Family 

Psychology 

202

0 

180 

children 

aged 6–12 

Observatio

nal + 

parent-

report 

study 

India CBCL, 

Basic 

Empathy 

Scale, 

Parental 

Mobile Use 

Log 

Behaviou

ral issues, 

empathy, 

emotiona

l lability 

Provided 

culturally 

relevant 

evidence 

showing 

smartphon

e 

interruptio

ns linked to 

withdrawal 

and 

irritability 

Stud

y C 

O’Malley & 

Chen, 

Developme

ntal Digital 

Interaction 

Review 

201

9 

320 

children 

Longitudin

al (12 

months) 

Canada Attachment 

Q-Sort, 

Parental 

Tech Use 

Diary 

Attachme

nt 

security, 

emotiona

l 

regulatio

n 

Highlighte

d 

technofere

nce as the 

strongest 

predictor 

of insecure 

attachment 

Stud

y D 

Martinez & 

Park, Early 

Childhood 

201

7 

140 

preschool 

children 

Naturalisti

c 

playgroun

South 

Korea 

Emotion 

Regulation 

Checklist, 

Emotiona

l 

regulatio

Showed 

low-

smartphon
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Developme

nt Quarterly 

d 

observatio

n 

Peer 

Interaction 

Checklist 

n, peer 

engagem

ent 

e-use 

parents had 

children 

with 

stronger 

peer 

socializati

on 

Stud

y E 

Al-Hassan 

& Noor, 

Journal of 

Family & 

Digital 

Well-Being 

202

1 

200 

parent-

child pairs 

Mixed-

methods 

(survey + 

interview) 

UAE Basic 

Empathy 

Scale, 

Behavioura

l Tendency 

Inventory 

Empathy, 

behaviou

ral 

tendencie

s 

Identified 

empathy 

suppressio

n in 

children of 

high 

smartphon

e-engaged 

parents 

 

Relationship between Parental Smartphone Use and Child Social Skills Index 

Across reviewed studies, a consistent pattern emerges showing that higher levels of parental smartphone 

use are negatively associated with children’s social skills. Evidence indicates that frequent device 

checking during routine interactions reduces parental responsiveness and verbal engagement, which are 

essential for fostering children’s communication and peer-interaction abilities. Studies also note that 

technoference diminishes opportunities for shared attention and cooperative play, resulting in lower Social 

Skills Index scores. The discussion suggests that when parents are distracted, children receive fewer cues 

for turn-taking, empathy-building interactions, and conversational learning, which cumulatively weaken 

their social competencies. Thus, secondary literature supports a clear inverse relationship between parental 

smartphone engagement and children’s social skill development. 

 

Table 4: Relationship Between Parental Smartphone Use and Child Social Skills Index 

Study Parental Smartphone Use (High = 1, Low 

= 0) 

Child Social Skills Index (Standardized 

Score) 

Study 

A 

1 -0.55 

Study B 1 -0.48 

Study C 1 -0.60 

Study 

D 

0 -0.10 

Study E 0 -0.05 
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Figure 2: Visual representation of the relationship between parental smartphone use and 

children’s social skill development. 

 

Impact of Parental Smartphone Use on Emotional Regulation Difficulty Scores 

Findings across multiple studies indicate that children display higher emotional regulation difficulties 

when parents frequently engage with smartphones during caregiving moments. Secondary data reveal that 

emotional lability, frustration, and difficulty calming oneself increase in children whose parents show 

inconsistent availability due to device use. The reviewed literature emphasizes that emotional regulation 

skills develop through repeated cycles of co-regulation—where caregivers model calming strategies and 

respond promptly to distress cues. When smartphone distraction interrupts these processes, children 

struggle to internalize regulation mechanisms. As a result, Emotional Regulation Difficulty Scores tend to 

be higher in children exposed to greater parental technoference. Discussion highlights that long-term 

patterns of inconsistent attunement may impair children’s ability to manage emotions independently. 

 

Table 5: Relationship Between Parental Smartphone Use and Emotional Regulation Difficulty 

score 

Study Parental Smartphone Use 

(High = 1, Low = 0) 

Emotional Regulation Difficulty Score 

(Standardized) 

Study A 1 0.72 

Study B 1 0.68 

Study C 1 0.75 

Study D 0 0.20 

Study E 0 0.18 
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Figure 3: Visual representation of the relationship between parental smartphone use and 

emotional regulation difficulty score 

 

Correlation between Parental Smartphone Distraction and Behavioural Issues (Irritability and 

Withdrawal) 

A substantial body of evidence indicates a positive correlation between parental smartphone distraction 

and child behavioural issues, particularly irritability, withdrawal, and non-compliance. Studies 

consistently report that children often react to parental distraction with behavioural bids for attention—

such as acting out, whining, or showing aggression. Conversely, some children exhibit withdrawal or 

passive disengagement when attempts to gain parental attention fail. These behavioural issues are linked 

to children’s perception of emotional unavailability and unpredictability in parental responses. 

Behavioural Issues Scores, therefore, tend to be high in environments where technoference is frequent. 

The discussion highlights that repetitive cycles of unmet attention may reinforce maladaptive behavioural 

patterns, contributing to long-term behavioural challenges. 

 

Table 6: Relationship Between Parental Smartphone Use and Behavioural Issues score 

Study Parental Smartphone Use (High = 1, 

Low = 0) 

Behavioural Issues Score (Standardized) 

Study A 1 0.70 

Study B 1 0.65 

Study C 1 0.72 

Study D 0 0.25 

Study E 0 0.20 
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Figure 4: Visual representation of the relationship between parental smartphone use and 

behavioral issues score 

 

Association between Parental Smartphone Use and Attachment Security Levels 

Secondary studies strongly indicate that parental smartphone use negatively affects attachment security. 

Attachment research emphasizes the importance of caregiver sensitivity, warmth, and consistent emotional 

presence—qualities disrupted by repetitive smartphone distraction. The literature shows that children of 

highly distracted parents often exhibit lower Attachment Security Levels, characterized by reduced trust, 

weaker emotional closeness, and increased clinginess or avoidance. Observational studies reveal that even 

brief interruptions during play or emotional exchanges can disrupt synchrony and reduce opportunities for 

affectionate bonding. The discussion interprets these patterns as consequences of diminished parental 

availability, contributing to insecure attachment tendencies over time. 

 

Table 7: Relationship Between Parental Smartphone Use and Attachment Security level 

Study Parental Smartphone Use (High = 

1, Low = 0) 

Attachment Security Level (Standardized 

Score) 

Study A 1 -0.50 

Study B 1 -0.45 

Study C 1 -0.48 

Study D 0 -0.10 

Study E 0 -0.08 
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Figure 5: Visual representation of the relationship between parental smartphone use and 

attachment security level 

 

Effect of Parental Smartphone Use on Children’s Empathy Scores 

Emerging evidence suggests that parental smartphone use may impede the development of empathy in 

children. High Empathy Scores are generally associated with consistent, emotionally rich interactions 

where children observe and internalize caregivers’ expressions of understanding, compassion, and 

emotional responsiveness. However, secondary research reveals that device interruptions limit these 

emotionally meaningful moments, reducing opportunities for children to learn empathetic responses. 

When parents are frequently absorbed in smartphones, children receive fewer cues related to perspective-

taking and emotion recognition. As a result, lower empathy scores have been observed in children exposed 

to high levels of technoference. The discussion concludes that empathy development—like other socio-

emotional competencies—relies heavily on attentive, face-to-face interactions that smartphone usage may 

hinder. 

 

Table 8: Relationship Between Parental Smartphone Use and Empathy Score 

Study Parental Smartphone Use (High = 1, Low = 0) Empathy Score (Standardized) 

Study A 1 -0.40 

Study B 1 -0.38 

Study C 1 -0.42 

Study D 0 -0.10 

Study E 0 -0.08 

 

Predictive Role of Smartphone Use Patterns on Socio-Emotional Development 

Secondary statistical evidence across multiple studies demonstrates that different patterns of smartphone  
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use—particularly frequency of checking, duration of screen engagement, and number of technoference 

episodes—significantly predict variations in children’s socio-emotional development. Regression-based 

analyses in existing literature show that technoference is often the strongest predictor, as it directly disrupts 

real-time interaction quality. High frequency and long duration of smartphone use are also associated with 

weaker social skills, greater emotional regulation difficulties, increased behavioural problems, lower 

attachment security, and decreased empathy. These findings indicate that not just the overall use, but 

specific usage patterns, carry distinct predictive weight. Discussion emphasizes the need for awareness 

and moderation of smartphone habits among parents, as these patterns collectively shape children’s 

emotional, behavioural, and relational outcomes. 

 

Table 9: Predictive impact of parental smartphone use patterns on children’s socio-emotional 

difficulty scores. 

Study Frequency 

of 

Checking 

(per hour) 

Duration of Use 

(hours/day) 

Technoference 

Episodes (per day) 

Composite Socio-Emotional 

Difficulty Score 

(Standardized) 

Study A 15 5.0 25 0.70 

Study B 12 4.5 22 0.65 

Study C 18 6.0 28 0.78 

Study D 4 2.0 8 0.20 

Study E 3 1.5 6 0.15 

 

 
Figure 6: Scatter plot showing the predictive relationship between parental technoference episodes 

and children’s composite socio-emotional difficulty scores. 

 

Based on the findings of the present study, several suggestive measures emerge as highly effective for 

reducing parental technoference and enhancing children’s socio-emotional development. The first and 

most crucial step is reducing smartphone use during caregiving moments, as uninterrupted parent–child 

interactions foster emotional security and social learning. Establishing designated tech-free family time—
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such as device-free meals or evening routines—further strengthens opportunities for meaningful 

communication. Encouraging mindful digital habits, such as disabling non-essential notifications or using 

“focus modes,” helps parents remain more emotionally present. Strengthening parent–child emotional 

exchanges through active listening, eye contact, and shared activities significantly enhances the child’s 

empathy, attachment security, and emotional regulation. Additionally, parental digital literacy training 

equips caregivers with awareness about technoference, enabling them to recognize risky patterns in their 

smartphone behavior. 

 

Table 10: Summary of Suggestive Measures to Reduce Parental Technoference and Improve 

Children’s Socio-Emotional Development 

Suggestive Measure Purpose How It Helps 

(Mechanism) 

Expected Impact on 

Child 

Reduced 

smartphone use 

during caregiving 

To minimize distraction 

during key emotional 

moments 

Enhances caregiver 

responsiveness, eye 

contact, and emotional 

availability 

Improved emotional 

regulation, greater 

emotional security 

Tech-free family 

time 

To create uninterrupted 

bonding periods 

Allows meaningful 

conversations, shared 

activities, and consistent 

presence 

Better social skills, 

reduced behavioural 

issues 

Mindful digital 

habits 

To encourage 

intentional and 

controlled smartphone 

use 

Reduces impulsive 

checking and digital 

overload; strengthens 

digital discipline 

Enhanced attention 

span and emotional 

stability 

Strengthening 

parent–child 

emotional exchanges 

To improve warmth, 

empathy, and 

attachment 

Promotes active listening, 

co-regulation, and 

emotional modeling 

Higher empathy, 

stronger attachment, 

reduced irritability 

Parental digital 

literacy training 

To educate parents 

about technoference and 

healthy digital behavior 

Increases awareness of 

problematic patterns and 

healthier alternatives 

Balanced digital 

environment, 

improved relational 

quality 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

This secondary data analysis provides a comprehensive understanding of how parental smartphone use 

influences children’s socio-emotional development across multiple domains. By synthesizing findings 

from diverse empirical studies, longitudinal research, and systematic reviews conducted between 2010 

and 2024, the study clearly demonstrates that parental digital distraction—particularly in the form of 

technoference—has measurable and often adverse effects on children’s emotional, behavioral, and 

relational well-being. The evidence consistently shows that high levels of parental smartphone 

engagement are associated with reduced social skills, increased emotional regulation difficulties, greater 

behavioural issues, weakened attachment security, and lower empathy in children. Across the reviewed 

literature, technoference emerged as the strongest predictor of socio-emotional challenges, primarily 

because frequent device interruptions disrupt real-time interactions that are foundational for emotional 
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learning and secure parent–child bonding. These interruptions hinder co-regulation processes, diminish 

parental responsiveness, and reduce opportunities for children to observe and internalize empathy, 

communication, and self-regulation strategies. Furthermore, different patterns of smartphone use—such 

as frequency of checking and duration of screen engagement—were also found to significantly predict 

variations in child outcomes, highlighting the multidimensional nature of digital distraction. Overall, the 

study underscores the critical need for mindful digital parenting practices. Promoting tech-free routines, 

enhancing parental awareness of technoference, and strengthening parent–child emotional exchanges can 

mitigate many of the documented negative effects. The findings contribute to the growing global discourse 

on balancing technology use with healthy family interactions and reaffirm the importance of emotionally 

present, responsive, and engaged caregiving in fostering children’s socio-emotional development. As 

digital technology continues to advance, the responsibility to manage its impact on family dynamics 

becomes even more essential for ensuring positive developmental outcomes for children. 
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