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Abstract: During the Covid-19 pandemic, various activities, including the learning process, have shifted to digital 

platforms. This is a serious concern because teenagers interact more easily with smartphones than pay attention 

to other people during social interactions, which is called "phubbing". The purpose of this study was to examine 

the role of cognitive empathy in phubbing among adolescents who use social media. By using the volunteer 

sampling (opt-in) panel technique, a total of 398 respondents (aged 16-21) were taken part in this study. 

Respondents filled out two instruments, namely the Phubbing Scale (10 items), the Basic Empathy Scale (9 items). 

There is an effect of cognitive empathy on phubbing in adolescent social media users, with a contribution value 

of 38%. The results showed there was a gender difference, with girls reporting higher levels of phubbing and 

cognitive empathy than boys. This study is the first to provide empirical evidence on the role of cognitive empathy 

for phubbing on social media among adolescents. This highlights the importance of efforts to indulge our culture 

as our national identity to stop phubbing becoming the new norm in society, including the younger generation. 

Keywords: Adolescent; Cognitive empathy; Phubbing; Social media 

 

 

Introduction 

 In today's digital era, interactions are no longer face-to-face. The existence of a 

smartphone replace direct interaction and allow people to interact by sending messages, video 

call, etc in a short time. Moreover, the pandemic Covid-19 which has been going on for more 

than a year cause people to do activities remotely from home, including the learning process 

that has been conducted online. As for the impact of this situation, people are increasingly 

attached to their device, including the smartphone to stay connected (Ratan et al., 2021). 

 In describing the interaction among people through their smartphones, there is a 

phenomenon that shows how people often ignore others with whom they are physically 

interacting. In 2012, the Macquarie Dictionary campaign invited several writers, 

lexicographers, and poets to create new words to describe an individual's excessive behaviour 

or action which is ignoring their social environment due to focusing on their phone only (Ugur 

& Koc, 2015). It is considered as an impolite behaviour, yet, the term ‘Phubbing’ appeared. 

 Phubbing stands for “phone snubbing”, can be described as an individual looking at 

his/her smartphone during a conversation with other individuals, dealing with the mobile 

phone and escaping from interpersonal communication (Karadaǧ et al., 2015). Since phubbing 

involves individuals with smartphones in their social environment, it is also considered as a 

disrespectful attitude towards the person or persons with whom one is in communication, 

disregarding them, and preferring virtual environments to real-life ones. This behaviour seems 

to have become normative in daily communication nowadays (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 

2018). 

 According to Karadaǧ et al., (2015), there are two factors of Phubbing, (i) 

communication disturbance which shows how often individuals disturb their face-to-face 
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communication by using their mobile phones, and (ii) phone obsession which reflects the need 

for their mobile phone in a social setting that does not involve face-to-face interaction. In social 

interaction, a person who starts phubbing his or her companion(s) can be called a “phubber”, 

while a person who is a recipient of phubbing behaviour can be defined as a 

“phubbed”(Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018). 

 Phubbing consists of multi-dimensional structure, i.e., (i) mobile phone addiction, (ii) 

internet addiction, (iii) social media addiction, and (iv) game addiction (Karadaǧ et al., 2015). 

In adolescence, most of their time online is spent on social media (Ahn & Jung, 2016; Barry 

et al., 2017; Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). Indonesia is on the 5th rank with the number of social 

media users increasing by 10 million between 2020 and 2021 (Kemp, 2021), where adolescents 

were found to be the highest of social media usage with a percentage of 91% (APJII, 2018). 

Thus, social media has a significant platform among the addiction objects of smartphones 

(Kwon et al., 2013). While adolescents show an effort to maintain their presence in social 

media to live their real lives, but at the same time, they are degrading their activities in real 

life. It illustrates the functioning of phubbing, were adolescents’ efforts to announce their 

presence in the real world through social media by their smartphones (Karadaǧ et al., 2015). 

Phubbing might be considered disrespectful behaviour towards others (Karadaǧ et al., 

2015). It may result in both direct and indirect negative impacts on relationship satisfaction 

(Roberts & David, 2016), including a problematic behaviour that could harm both phubbers 

and those being phubbed (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016). Compare to youth people, 

older adults appeared to be generally less lenient toward phubbing behaviour. It reveals the 

evidenced by 50% of younger adults believing it was acceptable to use a smartphone in a 

restaurant compared to only 26% of older adults who held the same view (Ranie & Zickuhr, 

2015). Older adult participants (the mean age was 71 years) found phubbing as disruptive to 

communication quality, offensive, breached social etiquette, and described fewer situations 

where phubbing was acceptable (Kadylak et al., 2018). Therefore, the factors that may lead to 

phubbing should be further examined.  

 In a social setting, people would rather communicate via text instead of talking 

face-to-face by looking at his/her phone instead of paying attention to others (Ugur & Koc, 

2015). Therefore, it has been argued that lack of empathy is an antecedent of addictive 

behaviour to smartphone use (Misra et al., 2016; Melchers et al., 2015; Lachmann et al., 2018). 

Konrath et al., (2011) emphasizes that the declines in empathy could be related to people 

spending time online and engaging in superficial interactions with others, further, Small and 

Vorgan (2008) revealed that being online reduces an individual’s capacity for empathy. By 

contrast, the research results of (Carrier et al., 2015),indicated spending time online does not 

reduce individual empathy in the real world since people may get social support through a 

social media environment which produces the same strong sense of social support that empathy 

does in the real world.  

 Empathy is defined as the individual's ability to understand the condition and feel the 

emotional state of others (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). This definition was brought from 

Cohen and Strayer (1996) who explained empathy as an affective trait and a cognitive ability 

as well. Based on the definition, empathy consists of two dimensions, affective empathy as the 

ability to feel the emotional status of others and cognitive empathy as the ability to understand 
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the perspective/point of view of others. Theoretically, empathy is known to appear in stage 

four (empathy for another life condition) in early childhood up to elementary school. In 

contrast to affective empathy that appears very early in life, cognitive empathy follows a 

slower development (Decety & Meyer, 2008), in the adolescence phase. The existence of 

empathy allows individuals to understand what others want, predict behaviour and experience 

the emotions that are triggered by others’ emotions (Baron-cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). It 

was found that affective empathy is initiated through direct, face-to-face contact (Preston & 

Waal, 2002), cognitive empathy can occur through media such as books, stories, even through 

social media platforms. 

 Since social media has become a continuous, integral part of the individual, it appears 

that nowadays individuals perceive phubbing as something usual with the social norms, 

particularly those who are closest to them such as friends, partners, and family compared to 

strangers (Al-Saggaf & Macculloch, 2019). Moreover, people would rather communicate via 

text instead of talking face-to-face by looking at his/her phone instead of paying attention 

towards others in a social setting (Ugur & Koc, 2015). Individuals feel comfortable and do not 

worry whether their behaviour will be judged negatively (Bulantika & Sari, 2019). Yet, people 

tend to adopt such norms quickly since they assume others will think and do the same the way 

they do (Thahir et al., 2021). Therefore, individuals with high cognitive empathy are better 

able to understand, read, and imagine people's points of view, perspectives, or emotions 

(cognitive empathy), thus, it will be likely more related to ignoring people who talk to them, 

which refers to phubbing behaviour. 

 Although several previous studies have investigated empathy and phubbing, however, 

there have been no studies attempting to ascertain the role of each empathy dimension in 

phubbing behaviour. It is considered important since prior studies found different effects and 

consequences based on each empathy dimension towards behaviour. Thus, this research 

particularly assesses to what extent the cognitive dimension of empathy will affect adolescents 

to phub through social media. It takes into account that cognitive empathy may appear without 

face-to-face interaction, in other words, online communication is a suitable platform for 

individuals to experience phubbing. Therefore, this study aims to determine empirically the 

effect of cognitive empathy on phubbing in adolescent social media users.

 

Methods 

This study used a quantitative approach based on a cross-sectional design. This design 

was considered suitable since the aim of this study was to determine the prevalence of a 

phenomenon, problem, attitude or problem situation by taking part of the population. 

Population and sample of 398 social media users, such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, 

TikTok, Whatsapp, and Line, aged between 16-21 years were involved in this study. The 

number of participants was calculated by using the GPower 3.1 statistical test that has an effect 

size of 0.3 on the choice of the normal correlation model.  The data collection technique used 

in this study is distributed through online questionnaires that can be completed by participants 

using the internet. The online questionnaire will be distributed through social media, making it 

easier for participants to access and fill out the questionnaire. After participants have completed 

the questionnaire, then participants are asked to press the submit button on the available page, 

yet the responses given can be recorded (Shaughnessy, Zechmeister & Zechmeister, 2012). The 

Phubbing Scale (TPS) (Karadaǧ et al., 2015) comprises 10 items on a 4-point Likert scale from 
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never to always, with two factors (five items for each factor): communication disturbances 

(e.g., My eyes start wandering on my phone when I’m together with others) and phone 

obsession (e.g., When I wake up in the morning, I first check the messages on my phone). The 

item reliability was found .98. Basic Empathy Scale (BES) was used to measure empathy levels 

(Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). This self-report scale, designed for adolescents, is consisted of 9 

items that measure cognitive empathy. The cognitive aspect of empathy relates to a person’s 

ability to recognize and comprehend the emotions of another person. An example item from 

the cognitive aspect of empathy is ‘‘I find it hard to know when my friends are frightened’’ 

(reverse coded). Items on the scale were rated on a 4-point, Likert-type rating scale, with 1 

being ‘‘Strongly Disagree,’’ 4 being ‘‘Strongly Agree.’’ The item reliability was found .97. 

The instrument validity was carried out using Rasch Model Winstep software. The simple 

regression was used to determine the effect of cognitive empathy on phubbing in late 

adolescents who are actively using social media. The analysis was carried out using IBM SPSS 

Statistics 22 software. 

 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

 There are 398 respondents involved in this study. The majority of respondents are 21 

years old. Domicile Bogor dominates, with 3-4 social media being the most used and most 

frequently used. The maximum duration of social media usage is more than 8 hours. 

 

Tabel 1. 

Respondents description 

 Frequency (%) 

Age   

  16 year old 9  2,3 

  17 year old 37 9,3 

  18 year old 61 15,3 

  19 year old 54 14,6 

  20 year old 69 17,3 

  21 year old 168 42,2 

Area   

  Jakarta 108 27,1 

  Bogor 121 30,4 

  Depok 70 17,6 

  Tangerang 45 11,3 

  Bekasi 54 13,6 

A number of social media   

  1-2  102 25,6 

  3-4  234 58,8 

  5-6  62 15,6 

Duration of social media usage   

  <1 hours 14 3,5 

  >1-2 hours 44 11,1 

  >2-3 hours 47 11,8 

  >3-4 hours 57 14,3 

  >4-5 jam 47 11,8 

  >5-6 hours 46 11,6 
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  >6-7 hours 37 9,3 

  >8 hours 106 26,6 

 

  

Table 2. 

Pearson correlation test 

Model R R Square Sig. 

Cognitive empathy 0,195 0,38 0,000 

 

 Table 2 shows cognitive empathy significantly predicted phubbing 38% (R Square = 

0.38x100%, the value of sig. 0.000 <0.05. The table reveals cognitive empathy and phubbing 

were positively related (R = 0.195). It shows the higher the cognitive empathy, the higher the 

phubbing in adolescents who use social media.  

 

 Table 3. 

Simple regression between cognitive empathy and phubbing 

Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 
Sig. Tolerance VIF 

 B Std. Error Beta    

Cognitive 

Empathy  
0,470 0,119 0,195 0,000 1,000 1,000 

 

 In table 3, the value of sig. cognitive empathy variable = 0.000 <0.05, means cognitive 

empathy has a positive and significant effect on phubbing. It shows the higher the cognitive 

empathy, the higher the phubbing in adolescents who use social media. 

  

 

Table 4. 

T-test for phubbing by gender 

Gender Mean t Sig. 

Male 0,1965 -2,527 0,012 

Female 0,5555 -2,669 0,008 

 

Based on Table 4, it shows that the calculation results of the Independent Sample T-test 

show the value of Sig. < 0.05. It means there is a significant difference in phubbing adolescent 

social media users by gender. The result depicts female tends to do phubbing (M = 0.5555) 

compared to the male (M = 0.1965). 

Table 5. 

T-test for cognitive empathy by gender 

Gender Mean t Sig. 

Male 0,0632 -6,342 0,000 

Female 0,4225 -6,474 0,000 

 

 Based on Table 5, the results of the Independent Sample T-test show the value of Sig. 

<0.05, which means that there is a significant difference in the cognitive empathy among 
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adolescent social media users based on gender. It shows female tends to be higher (M = 0.4225) 

compared to the male (M = 0.0632) in cognitive empathy, 

 

 

The results of this study show that cognitive empathy and phubbing were positively 

correlated (R=0.195). It shows the better adolescents comprehension, understanding, and 

prediction of others’ mental states, the more they are ignoring people during a face-to-face 

conversation due to social media engagement. The value of the contribution of cognitive 

empathy to phubbing is 38%. Indeed, this result cannot be separated from the current state of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. During the Covid-19 pandemic, social media remained critical to 

information access and social interaction. The more critical aspect, however, is understanding 

its application in online learning to meet students' learning needs during school closures due to 

the Covid-19 pandemic (Jogezai et al., 2021).  

According to the simulation theory, individuals use cognitive ability to simulate actions 

(Adams, 2001), where it provides us with experiential access to other minds, to mirror, mimic, 

and simulate the actions and emotional states of other (Zahavi, 2008).  Adolescents with high 

cognitive empathy show their imaginative apprehension of another’s a mental state. As said 

previously, cognitive empathy can occur through media such as books, stories, and also social 

media platforms. When adolescents are preoccupied with their smartphones, they drown in 

stories that serve detailed moment-by-moment of various events through social media. 

Therefore, cognitive empathy is highly related to phubbing behaviour. 

Adolescents with high cognitive empathy are better able to understand the point of 

view, read other people's perspectives, and identify the emotions of others (Caravita et al., 

2009) which is related to phubbing. Phubbing behaviour is also known to differ from one group 

to another. This condition is closely related to prior research which suggests that the impact of 

phubbing varies depending on the relationship closeness between dyads. It appears that 

phubbing impacts those with whom the phubber has a closer relationship than those with whom 

the phubber has a distant relationship (Al-Saggaf & Macculloch, 2019; Misra et al., 2016). 

Based on those previous results, adolescents who do phubbing are likely good at predicting 

how someone will feel and act since they know that people will not easily judge what they are 

doing since phubbing is considered a common thing nowadays.  

Both phubbing and cognitive empathy among social media users based on gender found 

females tended to be higher compared to males. While prior studies have not been widely 

researched phubbing across sex groups (T’ng et al., 2018), nonetheless, research about Social 

Network Site users shows that girls are more interested in the relational aspects of media due 

to it is more central to girls' social lives, such as maintaining friendships (Espinoza & Juvonen, 

2011). Meanwhile, the results of cognitive empathy are in line with most previous research 

which empathy in females (both affective and cognitive) is higher than empathy in male 

(Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). Gender differences in empathy can be explained by the different 

social roles that men and women are assigned in society. Females are traditionally expected to 

be highly emotional and caring, whereas males are frequently depicted as being less emotional 

and stronger in times of weakness (Eisenberg, et al., 1992; Spinrad et al., 1999). As a result, 

girls have a broader range of emotions than boys. Yet, the dynamics of the highs and lows of 

empathy have varied when associated with other variables, for example when the research was 

conducted on the role of bullying (perpetrators, victims, passive observers, etc.). Therefore, 

research on gender differences in empathy is still being carried out until now. 
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However, the role of cognitive empathy for phubbing needs to be considered because 

the ability to understand other people's points of view can have a negative impact, one of them 

is called Phubbing. The existence of the ability to imagine what other people think or this 

cognitive empathy can be used as a tool in attacking/intimidating others. As previously 

explained, in contrast to affective empathy which is known to motivate prosocial behaviour 

and reduce aggressive behaviour, this cognitive empathy can be exploited by bullies (Jolliffe 

& Farrington, 2006). For example in the case of bullying, individuals with high cognitive 

empathy can use their ability to intimidate and invite others to engage in the act. Therefore, it 

is very important for adolescents who, according to Piaget's theory of cognitive development 

(Sari et al., 2020), enter the formal operational phase, this cognitive empathy will also develop 

perfectly at that stage. Thus, it is very important for parents, schools, and the surrounding 

environment to show concern for youth activities in cyberspace so as not to fall into phubbing 

by developing both affective and cognitive empathy of their adolescents. 

 

Conclusions and Suggestions 

 This study shows the ability to understand other people's points of view or cognitive 

empathy plays a role in the phubbing behaviour among adolescents who use social media in 

this COVID-19 pandemic situation. This finding illustrates that the state of the COVID-19 

pandemic has an impact on how cognitive empathy contributes to phubbing behaviour. This 

result highlights the importance of the attempt to indulge our culture as our national identity to 

stop phubbing being a new norm in society, including adolescents. Therefore, research about 

empathy and phubbing still need to be investigated due to inconsistent findings. Further 

researchers may include mediator variables such as the conflict between adolescents and 

parents, parenting or attachment patterns, and group pressure on adolescents. Since the number 

of female respondents is much larger than that of male respondents, the next researcher can pay 

more attention to more effective ways to attract male respondents so that the number is 

proportional. 
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