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ABSTRACT 

Smartphone has made modern life quite easy and comfortable. But, apart from this, almost 

everyone is worried about how it has made us inactive, people are quite active in virtual 

world, but aren’t doing much in real life. As people are coming closer in virtual world 

through internet, their communication in real life is also weakening. This is a major concern 

for many psychologists in present date. Therefore, researcher was curious to find if spending 

more time on smartphones is related to any pathological behavior? The present study was 

conducted to identify relationship between hours spent on smartphone and pathological 

behaviors. 300 adolescents participated in this research through purposive sampling. A 

positive relationship was found between hrs. spent on smartphone and some pathological 

behaviors. Spending excessive time on smartphone could be a manifestation of one’s 

proneness to mental illnesses, thus, can be helpful to make plans for prevention of 

adolescents from future mental illnesses and deal with their life in a healthy way.  Also, the 

nature of smartphone usage brings certain changes in one’s life, which could be an obstacle 

from engaging into behaviors that are required for a good health, which, in turn, inclines a 

person towards particular pathological behaviors. 

Keywords: Hrs. spent on Smartphone, Problematic Smartphone Usage Pathological Behavior, 

Psychopathology, Mental Illness, Adolescents 

Almost everyone has a smartphone now a days. Smartphone addiction has become a 

common problem of today’s time and it hasn’t left untouched to any age group. Right from 

new born babies to old age people, it is commonly observed that everyone has access to 

smartphones, almost everyone’s life is directly or indirectly influenced by smartphones. 

According to a survey, by end of 2019, India will have 627 million users of internet, out of 

which, 97% will be smartphone users, while around 290 million users will be from rural India 

(Internet users in India to reach 627 million in 2019: Report, 2019). The number of 

smartphone users has proliferated immensely in past few years, the chief reason being 

cheaper prices of internet and smartphones. Along with this, the wide scope of applications 

available in smartphones, convenience, requirement to fulfil official and academic tasks, are 

also important factors. A few years ago, teenagers used to use smartphones to enhance their 
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social status for the sake of show off, but today, it is not so. Now a days, parents give 

smartphone to their teenagers for purposes beyond just entertainment, like safety, for 

academic purposes, for classroom communications regarding assignments and other 

activities, etc. (Lenhart, Ling, Campbell, & Purcell, 2010). 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

A lot of research is executed upon internet addiction and smartphone addiction in past two 

decades. Many researches have used the term Problematic Internet use (PIU) and Problematic 

Smartphone Use (PSU) in their researches to describe maladaptive ways of using internet and 

smartphone respectively (Elhai, Dvorak, Levine, & Hall, 2017; Kuss, Harkin, Kanjo, & 

Billieux, 2018; S.-Y. Lee et al., 2018; Panova & Carbonell, 2018; Tangmunkongvorakul et 

al., 2019; van Velthoven, Powell, & Powell, 2018). Many newspapers and researchers also 

mentioned a term called Nomophobia to explain fear of not being able to use mobile phone 

(Anshari et al., 2016; Bhattacharya, Bashar, Srivastava, & Singh, 2019; D’Agata, 2008; 

Jilisha, Venkatachalam, Menon, & Olickal, 2019; Khilnani, Thaddanee, & Khilnani, 2019; R 

& J, 2018), but such disorder is not officially discussed by either American Psychiatric 

Association or by World Health Organization. They have accepted gambling and gaming 

disorders as behavioral addictions and have stated need for further research(American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013; WHO, 2018). A decent amount of research has occurred to 

identify psychosocial dimensions of smartphone addiction and is still ongoing.  

 

In this digital world, people look at their phones, use it for some time within a few minutes of 

waking up, just a few minutes or lesser than a minute before sleeping, and also in between the 

time of waking and sleeping. They are using it almost every time. While doing various 

activities throughout the day. This increasing amount of time spent on smartphones has 

become a major concern for everyone. Most smartphone addicts use their smartphones even 

late nights, which makes them feel tired for the entire day. In one research, smartphone 

addiction was significantly correlated with depression and anxiety (Boumosleh & Jaalouk, 

2017). Another research explains that smartphone addiction disturbs one’s sleep quality and 

contributes to increased anxiety and increases depression (Chen et al., 2017). Sleep quality is 

negatively hampered due to excess smartphone usage. According to Adams & Kisler, (2013), 

sleep quality is an important mediator between usage of technology and its relationship with 

depression and anxiety. They also observed that usage of mobile phone after the onset of 

sleep, deteriorated sleep quality and ultimately increased depression and anxiety among the 

research participants. Not only this, the scores of smartphone addiction scale were positively 

correlated with depression, anxiety, subjective sleep quality, sleep disturbance, daytime 

dysfunctions. Higher level of smartphone use and poor sleep quality predict depression  and 

anxiety (Demirci, Akgönül, & Akpinar, 2015). Among a group of students who were internet 

addicts, severity of symptoms of ADHD, and depression was more intense than those 

students who used internet only for their study purpose (Gundogar, Bakim, Ozer, & 

Karamustafalioglu, 2012). In an Italian study, researchers found that participants with internet 

addiction relevantly showed symptoms of ADHD, anxiety, and OCD (Bernardi & Pallanti, 

2009). 

 

Smartphones have increased the amount of time spent in sedentary activities and reduced 

physical activities to a large extent. Since being physically active is one of the important 

habits for one’s overall health, physical and mental, the reduced level of physical activity can 

be an important factor in psychopathologies among today’s society. In such a scenario, it 

becomes important to understand where does this smartphone addiction lead to people? 
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Therefore, this study is an attempt to identify the possible symptoms of pathological 

behaviors that are related with high smartphone usage.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

The present study was conducted to explore relationship between pathological behaviors and 

time spent on smartphone among adolescents. For this purpose, researcher collected data 

from a sample of 300 (15.87 yrs) adolescents by purposive sampling. The data included 150 

females (15.83 yrs) and 150 males (15.91 yrs). Using Reynold’s Adolescent Psychopathology 

Scale-SF, symptoms of pathological behaviors were identified. All participants were asked to 

mention number of hours they spend on smartphone on a personal information sheet. 

 

Reynold’s Adolescent Psychopathology Scale-SF is a multidimensional self-report tool that is 

used to screen psychological problems and behaviors that interfere with adolescents’ 

psychological adaption and is a brief measure of psychopathology.  It consists of 12 clinical 

scales, out of which, substance abuse, major depression, eating disorder, suicide, and 

generalized anxiety disorder were considered for present research. These scales are based 

upon DSM IV symptoms of APA. Though this scale is not used for diagnosis, it is widely 

used for initial screening and for research purposes. Internal consistency reliability of APS-

SF scale ranges from 0.80 to 0.91 and criterion related validity APS SF was compared with 

corresponding APS scales, for which, correlation coefficients ranged from 0.79 to 1.00 

 

The administration of test was preceded by rapport establishment, introductory briefing about 

research and getting informed consent from the participants. After that, all completed data 

sets were taken into consideration for the present research. The entire data was treated with 

Pearson Product Moment Correlation for statistical analysis.  

 

RESULTS 

As per the results discussed in table 1, hours spent on smartphone has significant positive 

correlations with substance abuse disorder r(298) = 0.22, p <0.01, Major depressive disorder 

r(298) = 0.37, p <0.01, Eating disorder r(298) = 0.36, p <0.01, & Generalized anxiety 

disorder r(298) = 0.38, p <0.01. 

 

Table 1. Means, SDs and correlations of Hrs. spent on smartphone and pathological 

behaviors 

Variable M (SD) 

Hrs 

Spent/per 

week 

Substance 

Abuse 

Disorder 

Major 

Depression 

Eating 

Disorder 
Suicide GAD 

Hrs Spent/per 

week 

22.78 

(0.94) 
1.00 

     

Substance 

Abuse 

Disorder 

0.64 

(0.10) 
0.22** 1.00 

    

Major 

Depression 

10.36 

(0.34) 
0.37** 0.22** 1.00 

   

Eating 

Disorder 

4.09 

(0.18) 
0.36** 0.11 0.46** 1.00 

  

Suicide 
2.73 

(0.18) 
0.14 0.10 0.72** 0.47** 1.00 

 

GAD 
9.27 

(0.24) 
0.38** 0.09 0.77** 0.41** 0.49** 1.00 

Note: *p <0.05; **p <0.01 
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DISCUSSION 

According to the results of present study, adolescents who spend more time on smartphone 

reported positive symptoms of substance abuse, major depressive disorder, eating disorder, 

suicidal tendency and generalized anxiety disorder.   

 

Previous research has proven that internet addicts were also using other substances among the 

population of 14 to 18 years (Fisoun, Floros, Siomos, Geroukalis, & Navridis, 2012).  

Another research on internet addiction observed that symptoms of internet addiction is 

similar to addiction of sedative substances. According to Reed et al., (2017), high 

problematic internet users are significantly higher on scores of depression, trait anxiety, state 

anxiety, and negative mood than low internet users. Among this group of high problematic 

internet users, an exposure to a session of internet usage increased their negative mood, and 

state anxiety. They also showed symptoms similar to those of withdrawal symptoms of 

sedative substances upon cessation of internet. In another research, students who were 

internet addicts already preceded some or the other form of addiction (Y. S. Lee, Han, Kim, 

& Renshaw, 2013).  This is possibly because teens with addictive behaviors not only are at 

risk of substance abuse, but also at risk of any form of addiction, including internet and 

smartphone addiction and other behavioral addictions. Such children probably have a high 

tendency of being addicted. Therefore, it can be said that excessive time spent on 

smartphones is one of the indicator of a person’s tendency towards addiction.  

 

A lot of Chinese research says that smartphone addiction leads to various behavioral 

problems. According to B. Chen et al., (2017), smartphone addiction comes with various 

behavioral problems like depression, anxiety and sleep disturbances. Smartphone addiction 

disturbs one’s sleep quality and contributes to increased anxiety and increases depression. 

Many researchers say that excessive smartphone usage leads to poor sleep quality, which in 

turn leads to negative mood and thus, gives birth to various other pathological behaviors. One 

more research found that high smartphone users are more prone to anxiety, depression and 

dysfunctional daytime as compared to non-users and low users of smartphone. The scores of 

smartphone addiction scale were positively correlated with depression, anxiety, subjective 

sleep quality, sleep disturbance, daytime dysfunctions. Higher level of smartphone use and 

poor sleep quality predict depression  and anxiety (Demirci et al., 2015). Not only this, high 

cell phone users tend to do little physical activity and become couch potatoes ( (Barkley, 

Lepp, & Salehi-Esfahani, 2016). Due to reduced physical activity, the problems of depression 

and anxious behaviors persists longer and become more severe. A person suffering from such 

negative emotions and having little activity, is quite likely to go through some issues related 

to eating. This explains why in present study, the scores of eating disorder scale are higher 

among adolescents spending more time on smartphone. A research conducted in southeast 

university, China (Tao, 2013) also says that internet addicts scored quite high on scales of 

eating disorders as compared to control groups and also reported more binge eating, and 

weight concerns than their friends from control group. This research analyzed that eating 

disorders that come along with internet addiction are mostly mediated by depression. 

Depression is mostly responsible for maladaptive eating behaviors. Initially, negative 

emotions show up into internet addiction, which reduces one’s physical activity, which in 

turn, results into increased weight, and ultimately, results into more negative emotions and 

more binge-surfing and binge- eating.  

 

The positive relationship between hours spent on smartphones and pathological behaviors 

helps us to understand the possible reasons to why mental illness is increasing in today’s 
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world. Spending excessive time on digital devices like smartphones makes one’s life so 

comfortable that one doesn’t need to interact with anyone for fulfilling their needs. 

Everything is done online, which makes a person underactive in real life. Such an underactive 

lifestyle hampers one’s physical, psychological and social world, and thus, in turn, resulting 

into pathological behaviors.  

 

This link between pathological behaviors and hrs. spent on smartphone also suggests that 

excessive smartphone usage shall be seen as an indicative of a potential maladaptive 

behaviors an individual might be possibly going through in present, which, in future could get 

manifested into a mental illness.   

 

The present study has only focused upon time spent on smartphone and its relationship with 

pathological behaviors. But, considering the different pathological behaviors that are related 

to time spent on smartphone, it becomes important to understand why people with different 

pathological behaviors spend more time on smartphone. Like, which particular applications 

they use more? What is the pattern of pathological behaviors shown by users of different 

smartphone applications? Such kind of research can give a deeper understanding of 

manifestations of a particular illness into a particular smartphone usage pattern. Such studies 

can be helpful to understand possible mental illnesses an adolescent can undergo in future 

from her/his smartphone usage pattern, and can thus, help in prevention of such illnesses by 

making required interventions, by providing training of required skills to these adolescents 

and thus, prevent possible mental illnesses among people.  
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