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Abstract

The objective of this research is to investigate the relationship between phubbing levels and the empathy attitude of
college students. In our descriptive and correlational study, data were gathered from 528 college students studying
in the undergraduate program of a university in Eastern Tiirkiye. Personal information form, Phubbing Scale, and
Empathic Tendency Scale were employed as data collection forms. The research’s findings were examined using
the SPSS 22.00 package program, and all analyses were judged significant if the p-value is less than 0,05 (p<0.05).
The average total scores of the college students were found to be 42.77+19.09 on the Generic Scale of Phubbing
(GSP) and 62.52+7.56 on the Empathic Tendency Scale (ETS). We found a significant difference between the mean
phubbing and empathic tendency scores of college students and the number of book readings per week, the number
of friends, and the meeting with friends weekly. The conclusion was that there was a strong negative and significant
association between students’ total mean scores on the ETS and GSP scales (r=-0.581, p=0.00).
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Introduction

This is the age of communication, and
communication technologies are continuously
changing [1]. Cell phones are undoubtedly one
of the technologies that contribute greatly to
human welfare. This device has turned into a
sociocultural product that is widely used in
human life [2,3]. The cell phone was initially
marketed as a portable device that facilitated our
daily lives. But soon after, due to its unconscious
and excessive use, it irrevocably transformed the
communication way between people [4].

Cell phones are regarded as an obstacle to social
communication and interactions. Individuals use
their cell phones to mingle and interact, but they
also ignore individuals when they run into them
because they use their phones to communicate
with others. [4] This situation is called phubbing,
a hybrid word of the words phone and snubbing
(toignore, humiliate) [1,4]. Phubbing defines the
action of someone who looks at their cell phone
in social settings and directs his attention to
something else [1,3].

Empathy is a common psychological
phenomenon in communication between people.
Eisenberg and Strayer (1987) define empathy as
the capability of an individual to understand
others” emotional states and to express similar
emotional experiences and emotional reactions
to others. Empathy is an essential channel for
the enhancement of individuals’ health and
social adaptation and functions as the basis for
positive outcomes and moral development [5,6].
A high level of empathy enhances interpersonal
relationships and promotes pro-social behaviors
[7]. On the contrary, a low level of empathy
leads to the externalization of aggressive
behavior [5,8]. The research conducted by
Przybylski and Weinstein (2012) also found
a decrease in the empathy level perceived by
individuals in conversations where there is a
phone [9]. Shellenbarger (2013) indicated that
being engaged with a cell phone during a chat
decreases eye contact and decreases the feeling
of emotional connection [10]. Nakamura (2015),
however, reported that the sense of emotional
connection will be lost in a conversation where
the focus is on the smartphone [11].
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During an in-person conversation, the association
between thelistener and the speakeris established
and maintained with the help of non-verbal
behaviors such as active listening, empathy,
paying close attention, using body language
accurately and effectively, and maintaining eye
contact with the other individual. These non-
verbal gestures are not seen when people show
Phubbing behavior, which can cause distance
and neglect between people [8,12]. This study
aims to ascertain the effect of the phubbing level
of college students on their empathy levels. We
believe, based on the literature review, that there
is an association between phubbing behavior
and empathic attitudes. We propose the below
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Phubbing level is negatively
related to empathic tendency behavior.
Hypothesis 2: Phubbing level is positively
related to empathic tendency behavior.

Material and Methods
Purpose of the Study

This research used a descriptive and correlational
design to investigate college students” phubbing
behaviors and the impact of phubbing behaviors
on their empathy attitudes. When the literature
was scanned, no study was found examining the
relationship between phubbing and empathic
attitudes of university students. Therefore, it is
thought that the results obtained from the sample
determined for the study and the scales used will
contribute to the literature. This descriptive and
correlational research was carried out in line
with the STROBE checklist.

Target Population and Sampling for the Study

The target population of the study consisted of
students studying in the undergraduate program
of a university in Eastern Tiirkiye. Also, the
sample of the research comprised 528 students
determined by power analysis with a confidence
interval of 0.95, a bias level of 0.05, an effect size
of 0.3, and a population-representative power of
0.95. Only those students who conformed to the
criteria of inclusion, were willing to enroll in the
study, and gave a written consent form (N=424)
were enrolled in the research. The response rate
of the study was 80%.
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The inclusion requirements for the study were (1)
students attending an undergraduate program,
(2) having a smartphone, (3) volunteering to
enroll in the study, and submitting a consent
form. Not freely accepting to participate in the
study and not having a smartphone were the
two requirements for exclusion.

Data were gathered from the students using
the online data collection technique via the
link https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAI
pQLSen051jz8IbrAEvRBFp6n4j3£j1f6koGIC-
7qC1k4Tgo00ILQ/viewform?usp=sf_link

Data Collection Methods

The data of the research were gathered with the
help of personal information form, phubbing
scale, and empathic tendency scale.

Personal Information Form

It was developed to collect identifying
information about the students who were
willing to participate in this study. It includes
information such as age, gender, which
department they are studying in, the number of
friends, and the number of books they read.

Phubbing Scale

The scale developed by Chotpitayasunondh and
Douglas (2018) assesses the negative impacts
of phone use on social relationships among
college students [12]. The Turkish reliability
and validity of the scale were carried out by
Ergiin et al. (2020) [13]. The phubbing scale is
composed of four subscales and 15 items. The
sub-dimensions of the scale are; nomophobia as
the first sub-dimension, interpersonal conflict as
the second sub-dimension, self-isolation as the
third sub-dimension, and problem acceptance as
the fourth sub-dimension. The scale is a seven-
point Likert-type scale. Cronbach’s alpha value
of the scale was determined as 0.95. In this study,
the total Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the scale
was calculated as 0.912.

Empathic Tendency Scale

It is a measurement tool developed by Ustiin
Dokmen (1988) that takes into account the
personality characteristics of people with
empathic sensitivity [14]. The scale has 20 items
and a 5-point Likert type. There are negative

items (8 items) on the scale. The Cronbach
alpha value of the Empathic Tendency Scale was
determined as 0.82. In this study, the scale’s total
Cronbach alpha coefficient was obtained as 0.86.

Data Analysis

SPSS v22.0 package software was employed for
statistical analyses. Following the descriptive
statistical methods (percentage, number,
standard deviation, mean), the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test was used to analyze if the data
were distributed normally. For the comparison
of two normally distributed groups, Student’s
t-test was used, and ANOVA was employed
for comparisons of three or more groups with
normal distribution. Regression and correlation
analyses were utilized to analyze the relational

data [15].
Ethics Committee Approval

Firat University Non-Interventional Research
Ethics Committee granted clearance for the
study’s execution (2021/12-36). The articles in
the Declaration of Helsinki were taken into
consideration at all stages of the study.

Results

The descriptive characteristics of the volunteers
enrolled in the study are displayed in Table 1.
The average age of the students was 21.68+1.87,
71.2% were male, 38.9% were in the second
grade, 50.9% read a book once a week, 57.8% had
5-14 friends and 63.2% met with their friends 1-3
days a week.

According to Table 1, the mean phubbing score
of college students who did not read books
(62.98+17.76) was significantly higher than the
mean phubbing scores of college students who
read onebook per week (34.92+5.25)and those who
read more than one book per week (21.21+2.61).
As the number of books read per week increased,
a statistically significant difference was detected
in the mean phubbing scores of college students.
The Post Hoc (LSD) test performed to detect the
difference between the student groups showed
that the mean phubbing score of the college
students who did not read books was higher
than the mean phubbing score of the college
students who read more than one book per
week, which was a significant difference (Table
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1). The mean empathic tendency score of college
students who do not read books (58.41+8.36) is
lower than the mean empathic tendency scores
of college students who read one book per week
(63.86x5.52) and college students who read more
than one book per week (67.81+6.52). There
is a significant difference between the mean
empathic tendency scores of college students
according to the number of book readings per
week. Post Hoc (LSD) test performed to detect
the difference among the groups showed that the
average empathic tendency score of the college
students who did not read books was lower
than the average empathic tendency score of the
college students who read more than one book
per week and that this difference was statistically
significant (Table 1).

College students with fewer than 5 friends have
the highest mean phubbing score of 85.00 + 4.25,
as shown in Table 1. As the number of friends
increased, a significant difference emerged
between the mean phubbing scores of college
students. Post Hoc (LSD) test conducted to find
out the difference between the groups revealed
that the mean phubbing score of the college
students with the least number of friends was
higher than the mean phubbing score of the
college students with the highest number of
friends and that this difference was statistically
significant (Table 1). College students with less
than 5 friends had the lowest mean empathic
tendency score of 45.80+5.80. There is a difference
that is statistically significant between the mean
empathic tendency score of college students as
the number of friends increases. The Post Hoc
(LSD) test conducted to analyze the difference
between the groups showed that the mean
empathic tendency score of the college students
with the least number of friends was lower than
the mean empathic tendency score of the college
students with the highest number of friends, and
the difference was significant (Table 1).

Table 1 shows that the mean phubbing score of
college students who do not meet with friends
is the highest (78.87+14.68). A statistically
significant difference was also detected between
the mean phubbing scores of college students
as the frequency of meeting with friends rose.
After the Post Hoc (LSD) test conducted for the
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intergroup difference analysis; it was seen that
the mean phubbing score of the college students
who did not meet with their friends was bigger
than the mean score of the college students who
met with their friends every day and created
a significant difference (Table 1). The mean
empathic tendency score of the college students
who did not meet with their friends was
52.44+7.89 and had the lowest mean empathic
tendency score. A significant difference emerged
between the mean empathic tendency scores of
college students as the frequency of meeting with
friends increased. Post Hoc (LSD) test conducted
to ascertain the difference between the groups
revealed that the average empathic tendency
score of the college students who did not meet
with their friends was lower compared to the
mean score of the college students who met with
their friends every day, which was a significant
difference (Table 1).

When looking at the overall mean scores of the
college students, the average total score of the
General Phubbing Scale was 42.77+19.09 and the
average total score of the Empathic Tendency
Scale was 62.52+7.56 (Table 2).

When the correlation between the average total
scores of the empathic tendency scale and the
General Phubbing Scale of the students was
assessed (Table 3); it was detected that there
was a strong negative significant relationship
between the average total scores of the ETS and
GSP of the students (r=-0.581, p=0.00).

Information about the model created by
considering the relationship between general
phubbing and the empathic tendency is given
below. It was found that the regression model
that was obtained to understand the relationship
between students’ general phubbing and
empathic tendency was significant (F=215.285,
p=0.00). In the model, it was ascertained that
the general phubbing scale explained 33.7%
(R2=0.337) of the empathic tendency. According
to the model, it was detected that the general
phubbing scale increased the empathic tendency
(Beta=-0.581) negatively by 0.581 times (Table 4).
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Table 1. Empathic tendency scale (ETS) and phubbing score averages according to the descriptive characteristics

of the participants.
Phubbing ETS
Ort£Ss Ort+SS
n %

Gender
Woman 302 71.2 43.65+19.11 62.97+7.82
Male 122 28.8 40.59+18.97 61.41+6.79
Statistics
t 1.496 1.066
P 0.135 0.05
Education status
1st Class 45 10.6 39.68+13.56 61.77£6.54
2nd grade 165 38.9 43.93+18.39 61.95+7.52
3rd grade 54 12.7 43.22+18.07 62.11+7.07
4th grade 160 37.7 42.30+21.38 63.45+7.99
Statistics
F 0.634 1.320
P 0.59 0.26
Number of Reading Books per
Week 148 349 62.98+17.76 58.41+8.36
Doesn't read books 216 50.9 34.92+5.25 63.86+5.52
Reading One Book a Week 60 14.2 21.21+2.61 67.81+6.52
Reading More than One Book a
Week
Statistics
F 406.509 48.873
P 0.00 0.00
Number of Friends
Less than 5 Friends 5 1.2 85.00+4.25 45.80+5.80
5-14 Friends 244 57.5 52.68+16.20 60.71£7.09
15-50 Friends 153 36.1 28.50+4.10 65.47+6.55
50+ Friends 22 52 18.09+1.79 65.81+8.53
Statistics
F 185.138 25.794
P 0.00 0.00
Frequency of Meeting with a
Friend per Week
Not meeting 63 14.9 78.87+14.68 52.44+7.89
1-3 Days 268 63.2 41.10+8.87 63.29+5.02
4-6 Days 60 14.2 25.33+£2.31 67.16£7.27
Every day 33 7.8 19.21+2.19 67.06+7.82
Statistics
F 479.126 76.145
P 0.00 0.00
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Discussion

Inthisresearch, the association between phubbing
and empathic tendency skills of college students,
whether phubbing predicts empathic skills, and
whether or not there are differences between
groups according to gender, the number of book
readings per week, the number of friends, and
the frequency of meeting with friends per week
were investigated.

The difference between the college students’
mean phubbing and empathic tendency scores
and the number of books read per week, the
frequency of weekly meetings with friends, and
the number of friends was statistically significant.
As the number of book readings per week, the
frequency of meeting with friends, and the
number of friends decreased, the mean phubbing
score of the students increased and the mean
empathic tendency score decreased. According to
the findings of this research, people who develop
regular book reading habits, read more than one
book a week, have friends and meet with them
more frequently show less behavior of being
interested in the phone and ignoring the social
environment due to the phone and have better
empathy skills. Phubbing is a distraction and
undermines the benefits of social interactions

[12,16]. By reducing the sense of togetherness, it
can impair communication quality, relationship
satisfaction, and empathy skills [12,16]. Being
phubbed is perceived as more irritant than being
ignored by reading a magazine, as shown by
Mantere et al. (2021), and this is typically due
to people’s perception that smartphones are a
worse reason to ignore others than reading a
magazine [17]. In a dissertation study conducted
by Ball1 (2020) on college students, it was stated
that college students with high phubbing levels
read less than one book a week due to engaging
with the phone [8]. When the findings obtained
from the number of book readings per week,
having friends, and the frequency of meeting
with friends are taken together in our research,
we can presume that the level of phubbing is
high.

In our study, students” phubbing negatively
predicts their tendency to be empathetic, which
supports our hypothesis. People with high
phubbing levels have low empathic tendencies
(Table 4). Empathy is defined as understanding
and recognizing other people’s emotions. Jones
and Paulhus (2011) discovered that low levels
of empathy would discourage college students
from considering that other people might have

Table 2. Examination of the total mean scores of the participants.

Scale and Sub-Factors Min-Max Avg. Ss
General Phubbing 15-105 42.77 19.09
Empathic Tendency Scale 40-84 62.52 7.56

Table 3. The relationship between participants” Empathic Tendency Scale and Phubbing Scale Total Scores.

2

1. Empathic Tendency Scale

1.0

2. General Phubbing

0.00 1.0

Table 4. The prediction of the Empathic Tendency of the Participants” Phubbing Situations.

Standard
Variable B T D
Error B
Fixed 72,374 , 735 98,459 ,000
Model  General Phubbing -0,230 ,016 -,581 -14,673 ,000

R =0,581 R?=0,337
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desires and wishes [18]. In addition, individuals
with low empathy tend to be dependent on
social media and the internet because they are
less social [19,20]. Social media and internet
addictions lead to increased frequency of
smartphone use [21,22]. Accordingly, it can be
asserted that these individuals may also have
high phubbing behaviors.

Conclusion

It was concludable that a strong negative
relationship exists between the level of phubbing
and the empathic tendencies of college students.
Particularly, it is apparent that college students
with high phubbing levels have low empathy
skills. It is critical to assess the empathy skills of
college students before they start their careers.
Providing empathy skills to young people
during their college education is very important
to reduce phubbing attitudes. In the age of
technology, it should be deemed necessary to
direct young people to various social, cultural
and sports-related activities in order to reduce
the time they spend on social media platforms.
It is important to plan guiding training to ensure
conscious and beneficial use of social media
platforms. We advise future researchers to carry
out interventional studies to improve their
communication skills and to utilize technology
wisely.
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