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BRIEF SUMMARY: Adolescents and children (hereafter referred to as youth) are increasingly using

smartphones, sometimes to the point where it becomes problematic (i.e., excessive smartphone use
that impairs functioning), which is linked to poor outcomes (e.g., depression, obsessive behaviors). The
current study narratively reviewed recent literature (2008–2019) on predictors of problematic smartphone
use in international samples of youth. This review analyzed findings from 38 peer-reviewed studies and
summarized several variables that were linked to problematic smartphone use, including demographic,
family (e.g., parental education, parental smartphone control and enforcement, parent-child attachment,
parenting style), and personality (e.g., neuroticism, self-esteem) factors. The findings from this review
highlighted several family factors associated with more problematic smartphone use, including domestic
violence in the home, parental addictive behavior, and firmer parental restrictions on smartphone use.

KEY FINDINGS

– Several demographic factors (i.e., age, gender, and school involvement) had mixed evidence regarding
their association with youth’s problematic smartphone use. It is unclear whether these factors should be
considered as risk or protective factors for problematic smartphone use.
– Youth’s use of phones for social networking, entertainment (e.g., watching videos, gaming), and relieving
stress were associated with problematic smartphone usage.
– Family factors connected with problematic smartphone use for youth included parental punishment
and stricter restrictions, violence/abuse/neglect in the home, and parental addiction. In contrast, better
parental relationships (e.g., using warmth, attachment, rational discussions) with youth appeared to
reduce the likelihood of youth’s problematic smartphone usage.
– Stronger social networks (e.g., healthy friendships) for youth appeared to protect against their
problematic smartphone usage.
– Youth with poor mental health and low self-esteem were at greater risk for problematic smartphone use.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Discuss smartphone use (e.g., Family Media Plan) with youth and emphasize warmth in parental
relationships when setting boundaries with their smartphone use.
– Monitor for depression and low self-esteem in youth, as problematic phone use may be a coping
mechanism to deal with these challenges.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Educate parents on the dangers of technology while teaching effective monitoring and authoritative
parenting skills (i.e., balancing high warmth and discipline) to help reduce youth’s risk of problematic
phone usage.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Because family wellness enhances mission readiness, continue to educate military families on healthy
parenting skills, including how to communicate with their children about healthy habits related to
smartphone usage.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

38 peer-reviewed research articles written in English focusing on predictors of problematic or addictive
smartphone usage in children (1–10 years old) and adolescents (11–21 years old) from 2008–2019.
Studies utilized samples from South Korea (42.1%), China (5.3%), Germany (2.6%), India (2.6%), Italy
(5.3%), Poland (2.6%), Romania (2.6%), Spain (5.3%), Switzerland (5.3%), Taiwan (5.3%), Turkey (13.2%), and
the United Kingdom (2.6%). Note: Two additional studies were conducted with samples from both the
United Kingdom and Spain (5.3%).
The majority of the samples (92.1%) included approximately half boys and half girls.

METHODOLOGY

– Google Scholar and PubMed were used to find studies that fit the eligibility criteria (i.e., published in
2008 or later, on the topic of problematic smartphone usage by children and/or adolescents).
– Searches were conducted for articles utilizing keywords such as “smartphone,” “addiction,” and
problematic” along with various synonyms for these terms.
– Studies were excluded if they were published before 2008, were concerned with positive effects of
smartphone use, were not peer reviewed, were not written in English, did not have a sample of only
adolescents and/or children, or were focused on broader addictive behaviors (e.g., Internet or mediabased addiction).
– After the studies were selected for review based on the exclusion criteria, they were examined for
variables that were positively related to problematic smartphone use. Limited detail was provided
regarding the analytical strategy behind these article examinations.
– Most studies used either the Smartphone Addiction Scale (26.3%) or the Smartphone Addiction
Proneness Scale (21.1%).

STRENGTHS

– This is a clearly written, helpful overview of the literature on problematic or addictive smartphone usage
and summarizes potential implications for families.

LIMITATIONS

– There was no clear analytical plan or theoretical foundation for the review offered beyond the exclusion
criteria. As a result, the level of methodological rigor in the review is unclear.
– All of the studies utilized international samples. It is unclear if the same findings would emerge in
samples comprised of youth in the United States.
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DIMENSIONS OF ASSESSMENT

A D E Q UAT E

— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
— CONTRIBUTORY: Research that is original, applicable, and has
the potential to enhance the well-being of military families. This
dimension examines the impact of the study.
— COMMUNICATIVE: Research that is coherent, understandable,
and readable. This dimension assesses how effectively the
authors convey the content of the study.
* These dimensions are adapted from the work of Mårtensson
et al. (2016). For more information on the REACH evaluation
framework and rubric visit: MilitaryREACH.org
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Underlined terms in red font are linked to the definition in the
Military REACH Dictionary. To explore more terms visit: https://
militaryreach.auburn.edu//DictionaryResult. Terms in blue font
are linked to additional resources.
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