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Abstract. University students dedicate over five hours daily to online activities, 

yet they allocate minimal time to interact with their parents. The lack of parent-

child interaction is likely to diminish the emotional bond that exists between 

them. As a result, children may view their parents as less supportive, which leads 

to an increase in conflicts within their relationships. Thus, this study aims to 

explore how smartphones impact university student family communication. In 

total, 456 self-administered questionnaires were successfully distributed to 

students at UUM and UNIMAP. This study adopted Stratified Random 

Sampling, and three instruments were modified and adapted to represent the 

relevant variables. The analysis incorporated were Descriptive, Linear 

Regression, and Multiple Regression analyses. The result suggests that both 

smartphone usage and smartphone addiction have a direct effect on family 

communication. Additionally, the data also reveals that smartphone usage serves 

as the most significant predictor of family communication. The insights derived 

from this research can be utilized by universities in partnership with 

policymakers and media professionals to create programs that empower students 

to lead healthier lives and cultivate strong relationships with their families. This 

initiative is complementary to the Malaysian Family Declaration, introduced by 

former Prime Minister Ismail Sabri Yaakob, which seeks to improve the overall 

quality of life and familial connection. 
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1 Introduction 

Family technoference has been a popular subject among academicians in recent years. 

This interest is largely attributed to the growing body of evidence highlighting the det-

rimental impacts of smartphones on modern familial relationships. For instance, [3] 

found that 84% of children admitted that they stay in silence for long period of time at 

the dinner table even when all family members were present. Meanwhile, 87% of these 

children confessed to speaking rudely to their parents while using smartphones, a be-

havior they linked to their tendency to become easily annoyed. Families that exhibit a 

hostile environment or dysfunctional relationships are likely to contribute to the risks  

 of psychological problems, health problem and potential social disconnectedness [4].  
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2 Problem Statement 

The emergence of smartphones has made it easier for individuals to connect with one 

another through a few simple applications [10]. Nevertheless, many parents still strug-

gle to communicate effectively with their children. This challenge is primarily at-

tributed to students' inclination to use smartphones and social media as their preferred 

channels for emotional expression and friendship cultivation, rather than focusing on 

familial ties [2]. So far, research on family communication has predominantly em-

ployed a quantitative approach. However, tools like the Family Communication Scale 

(FCS) created by [14] and the Process and Social Usage (PSU) Scale from [6] are rarely 

applied in studies concerning family communication [4]. Consequently, this research 

adopted these tools to assess the relevant variables.  

Moreover, Social Displacement Theory (SDT) is commonly used to foresee the re-

lationship between smartphones and family communication. Yet, it remains under ex-

plored from the standpoint of university students [1],[4]. Thus, this theory can be lev-

eraged to formulate a fresh theoretical framework that underscores the association be-

tween smartphones and family communication as experienced by university students. 

Finally, there exists a scarcity of studies in Malaysia that have examined the role of 

family communication in relation to technoference [5]. The insights gained from this 

research are believed to provide new perspectives and possible interventions for the 

family-related challenges that university students face such as technoference, addiction, 

anxiety and social isolation [4].  

 

3 Literature Review 

According to [15] state that family communication is the act of sharing of information, 

ideas, thoughts, and emotions between family members. People who are closely con-

nected to their parents use smartphones less because the bond helps them reduce lone-

liness [1]. In contrast, during times when their relationship with their parents was poor, 

they use smartphones to share negative thoughts about their parents on social platforms 

[4]. Peer feedback encourages them to engage more with smartphones as they want to 

avoid conflicts with their family [2]. This behavior eventually leads to an increase in 

their smartphone addiction, which negatively impacts their mental health by making 

them feel stressed and  anxious [17]. 

 

H1: Smartphone usage affects family communication among university students 

H2: Smartphone addiction affects family communication among university students 

H3: Smartphone usage and smartphone addiction are the predictors of family  

communication among university students 
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4 Methods 

In this study, self-administered surveys were administered to 456 university students in 

UUM and UNIMAP. Stratified Random Sampling was employed, and a name list was 

attained from both universities. These lists are the sampling frames for this study that 

includes name, semester, and contact number. First, using the sampling frame re-

searcher identify participants that met the criteria of this study: a university student who 

own a smartphone, and a communication student. Next, participants were given unique 

numbers and divided according to their semesters (e.g: Group1_Semester1_01). Then, 

10 individuals were picked randomly from each group and were given 24 hours to com-

plete the online survey.   

This study used 5-point Likert scale surveys ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree). Three instruments were adapted and modified to fit the study context. 

The first instrument, the FCS scale developed by [14] has 10 items and has a validity 

score of 0.91. Second, [6] PSU Scale consists of 12 components and has shown a reli-

able Cronbach Alpha coefficient of 0.89. Lastly, the Smartphone Addiction Scale-short 

scale, designed by [19], comprises 10 items and has a validity rating of 0.94. The layout 

of the questionnaire consists of 4 sections. Section 1 asked about family communica-

tion, including how they interact and make decisions as a family. Section 2 asked about 

smartphone usage, including the purpose of using smartphone and how they use 

smartphone in their free time. Section 3 asked about smartphone addiction, including 

how they feel when they are unable to play smartphone and how smartphones affect 

their daily life. Finally, section 4 asked about demographic information, including their 

age, gender, and their family income.  

5 Findings 

Participants aged between 18 and 25 years old. 303 (66.4%) from UUM and 153 

(33.6%) from UNIMAP, showing a ratio of approximately 5:2. In terms of smartphone 

usage, most respondents spent 6-10 hours on their devices, 357 (78.3%), followed by 

63 (13.8%) who spent 2-5 hours, 34 (7.5%) who spent more than 10 hours, and the 

least, 2 (0.4%), who spent 0-1 hour. Majority of respondents agreed that the main pur-

pose of using smartphones is for entertainment, 224 (49.1%), followed by academic 

purposes, 216 (47.4%), socializing, 14 (3.1%), and reading news, 2 (0.4%). Before pro-

ceeding to correlation and regression analyses, the data has run through a data screening 

process such as missing data analysis, outliers’ detection, normality, homoscedasticity, 

and multicollinearity before it can be deemed to be accurate and unbiased. The number 

of respondents decreased to 411 afterwards.  

The data presented in Table 1 indicate that both smartphone usage (β = .102, p<.001) 

and smartphone addiction (β = -.276, p<.001) significantly influence family communi-

cation. Specifically, smartphone usage is positively correlated with family communi-

cation, suggesting that as smartphone usage rises, family communication also im-

proves. Conversely, smartphone addiction exhibits a negative correlation, implying that 
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an increase in smartphone addiction leads to a decline in family communication. Hence, 

H1 and H2 were accepted. 

 
Table 1. Regression Coefficient analysis of family communication, smartphone usage, and 

smartphone addiction 

Model Unstandadized 

Coefficients 

 Standardize 

Coefficients 

  

 B Std.error Beta t Sig. 

Smartphone 

Usage 

.159 .083 .102 1.914 <.001 

Smartphone 

Addiction 

-.322 .069 -.276 -1.731 <.001 

Meanwhile, Table 2 indicates that the independent variables accounted for 1.2% of 

the variability in family communication (R2 = .012, F-change = 2.432, p < 0.01). The 

findings indicate that family communication was significantly impacted by smartphone 

addiction (β = .107, p < 0.01) and smartphone usage (β = .159, p < 0.01). Consequently, 

both hypotheses H1 and H2 were validated. Moreover, the study found that smartphone 

use has a greater effect on family communication (β = .159, p < 0.01) compared to 

smartphone addiction (β = .107, p < 0.01). The hypothesis can be determined as valid. 

H3 is further validated. 

Table 2. Regression analysis of family communication, smartphone usage, and smartphone ad-

diction 

Predictors Family Communication (Std. β) 

Smartphone Usage .159 

Smartphone Addiction .107 

R .109 

R2 .012 

Adjusted R2 .007 

F-change 2.432 

 

6 Discussions 

The results indicated that there was association between family communication, 

smartphone usage (β = .102, p<.001) and smartphone addiction (β = -.276, p<.001) as 

their p-values less than 0.05. This discovery is consistent with [22] study, which high-

lighted on average, students spent more than two hours on their smartphones to avoid 

being left out. Their behavior was driven by the fear of missing out and lacks self-

control. They wanted to be updated on what their friends were doing. When they spent 

more than five hours on smartphones, it induces addiction and exposes them to anxiety 

and depression.  
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However, the study discovered that family communication is greatly impacted by the 

smartphones use (β = .159, p < 0.01) as well as smartphone addiction (β = .107, p < 

0.01). [4] explained that when a person has a poor parent-child relationship, they tend 

to divert their attention to smartphones. When the time that they spend on online activ-

ities outweighs the time they spend with family, they will gradually perceive their par-

ent as less supportive and decrease the degree of affection and familial interaction [1].  

Moreover, the finding prevailed that the most influential factor affecting family com-

munication was smartphone usage (β = .159, p < 0.01). University students reportedly 

spend 5 to 7 hours daily in virtual environments, participating in activities such as play-

ing games, browsing social media, and watching movies with friends [16]. In align, it 

is revealed that millennial and Gen Z were more addicted to smartphones as they were 

more familiar with new technology and they have a certain knowledge and skills in 

operating digital devices [16]. Thus, it is proven that smartphone usage has a more 

significant impact on family communication. 

 

7 Discussions 

The results of this research are critically important to society and provide valuable in-

sights for parents, government and media professionals as family technoference is a 

novel concept [15]. In the area of literature, the current study contributes fresh perspec-

tives to the community by exploring communication dynamics within the context of 

technology in Malaysia [24]). Theoretically, this research enriches existing frameworks 

by applying SDT originally formulated by [20] in a western context [9]. Given the cul-

tural distinctions between Malaysia and Western nations, this study is vital for identi-

fying gaps that arise when assumptions are drawn from a Malaysian cultural perspec-

tive. Practically, the outcomes of this research could aid universities in collaboration 

with government and media professionals to design and implement initiatives aimed at 

enhancing community welfare. Such programs have the potential to improve the quality 

of life for university students and strengthen family relationships, aligning with the 

Deklarasi Keluarga Malaysia. Nevertheless, the survey was conducted exclusively with 

first- and second-year students, which may not accurately represent the entire university 

population. Second, the research was confined to public universities in Kedah, limiting 

its generalizability to all university students across the nation. Future researchers are 

encouraged to replicate this model with a broader demographic to enhance data accu-

racy and yield diverse findings. In conclusion, as parents express growing concerns 

regarding family technoference due to smartphone usage impacting their relationships 

with children, the insights from this study may offer practical solutions to address this 

pressing issue, ultimately contributing positively to the nation's development and well-

being. 
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