
Migration Letters 

Volume: 21, No: S9 (2024), pp. 1569-1577 

ISSN: 1741-8984 (Print) ISSN: 1741-8992 (Online) 

www.migrationletters.com 

Role of Relationship Attachment in Smartphone Addiction 

and Marital Conflict among Couples 
 

Mehwish Munir1 , Shazia Habib2* , Saima Saeed3 , Minahil Athar4 , Mohsin Raza Shaokat5 

 

ABSTRACT 

The present study aimed to find out the role of relationship attachment in smartphone addiction 

and marital conflict among couples further focusing on gender differences. A cross-sectional 

research design was used in the current study. The data of married couples were selected from 
Faisalabad city. The sample of this study comprised of 65 married couples with age range of 

20- 40 years (M =28.25, SD = 1.5) using purposive sampling strategy. The minimum 

qualification of research participants was intermediate. The duration of their marriage ranged 

between three to seven years. Adult Attachment Styles Scale-Revised (AAS-18: Collins & Read, 
1996), Smartphone Addiction Scale-Short Version (SAS-SV-10: Kwon et al., 2013), Romantic 

Partner Conflict Scale (RPCS-39; Zacchilli et al., 2009) were used as study measures. The 

dependent attachment style was negatively correlated with smartphone addiction while 
smartphone addiction was found to be positively correlated with the domains of marital conflict 

(interactional reactivity and dominance). Furthermore, smartphone addiction was found to be 

a significant predictor of marital conflict. The results also revealed that husbands scored high 
on smartphone addiction as compared to wives. On the basis of the findings psychological 

interventions could be designed and implemented to manage marital conflicts in couples. To 

deal with the problem of smartphone addiction awareness workshops regarding the negative 

psychosocial impact of smartphone addiction on marital life specifically marital conflict can 
be arranged for the married couples.   
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Introduction  

Relationship Attachment is defined as a deep enduring bond and psychological connectedness 

between individuals (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1969). Attachment is not only a bond among 
human beings but it is an association just like a mother and a child. Through that attachment, 

individuals communicate with one another to develop a sense of self-concept (Collins & Read, 

1990). Fraley (2010) described attachment in terms of three different attachment styles (secure, 
anxious, and avoidant). According to Haung (2020), attachment styles are formed when people 

begin to make personal relations other than intimate relationships (parents, peers, fellows, etc).  
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Smartphone addiction is defined as the excessive use of smartphones when there is no 

need for communication (Chang-sup, 2012).  No doubt smartphone is the easiest way to 

communicate with others. People use a smartphone for many helpful purposes like health 

services, learning something new, for GPS and navigation services. However, growing 
demands for this device cause serious problems in human life.  Most researchers stated that 

excessive use of smartphones can have a serious impact on the personal, social, and 

psychological lives of individuals (Sarwar & Somroo, 2013).  
The term marital conflict is defined as any kind of dispute, clash, and confrontation 

between two opposite genders regardless of their love and respect (White & Klein, 2002). 

Conflict occurs when the expectations of one person can’t be fulfilled by another person 
(Rehman et al., 2011).  

Senchak and Leonard (1992) conducted longitudinal research on attachment styles and 

marital adjustment in newly married couples. The findings of their study concluded that both 

partners who possess a secure attachment style showed more marital adjustment as compared 
to those in which one of the partners possesses an insecure attachment style. Another research 

in which attachment was seen as a moderator between smartphone interference and relationship 

satisfaction in couples. Results indicated a significant negative link between smartphone 
interference and romantic relationship satisfaction. It was also found that higher levels of 

smartphone interference predict lower marital satisfaction in couples (Polezoes, 2017).  

Another study assessed the effects of smartphone addiction and marital adjustment 
among married individuals who worked in healthcare units. The findings showed an inverse 

correlation between smartphone dependency and marital adjustment in married individuals 

(Kumcagiz, et al., 2017).  

The misuse of the smartphone not only effects physical health but also has a great 

impact on the psychological health of individuals i.e., irritability, aggression, sense of 
loneliness, low mood, etc. The latest studies mainly focused on the problem of smartphone 

addiction among undergraduate students or university students (Tangmunkongvorakul et al., 

2019). While it is found that smartphone addiction has a different impact on married couples 
as it leads to relationship problems, marital dissatisfaction, and infidelity issues (Russell et al., 

2013; Reizer & Hetsroni, 2014). The previous literature based on Western and Indigenous 

research specifically focuses on undergraduate students and unmarried couples. Therefore, a 

gap in the literature exists on the role of relationship attachment in smartphone addiction and 

marital conflict among couples in Pakistan. 

Method 

 

Participants 

The present study consisted of 65 married couples (N=130) with an age range of 20- 40 years 

(M =28.25, SD = 1.5) selected through a purposive sampling strategy. The sample size was 

determined through the formula N > 50 + 8 (K) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). The reason for 

the selection of this specific age range was that the rate of smartphone usage in the twenties 
was found to be the highest and twice greater than any other working adult group (Seoul, 2014). 

The duration of marriage was 3 to 7 years as after this duration other factors might influence 

their marital life (Proulx et al., 2007).  
 

Measurement Tools 

The demographic information sheet comprised data on different socio-demographic variables. 
Adult Attachment Styles Revised Scale (AAS-R-18; Collins & Read, 1996) consisted of 18 

items, rated on a 5-point Likert type scale was used to measure the attachment styles. It has 3  
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sub-scales namely close, depend, and anxious. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the sub-scales 
is .82 for close, .80 for a dependent, and .83 for the anxious style of attachment (Collins & 

Read, 1996). A short version of the Smartphone Addiction Scale (SAS- S-10; Kwon et al., 

2013) was used to measure the levels of smartphone addiction. This scale has 10 items rated 

on 6 6-point Likert-type scale “1= strongly disagree to 6= strongly agree”. The alpha coefficient 
for the original version was .91. The Romantic Partner Conflict Scale (RPCS; Zacchilli et al., 

2009) was used to measure marital conflict in couples. It has 6 sub-scales (compromise, 

avoidant, interactional reactivity, separation, dominance, and submissive). Test-retest  

reliabilities for the sub-scales are strong, and alpha reliabilities have ranged from .82 to .96 

(Zacchilli et al., 2009).   

Procedure 

Initially, for conducting this research approval was taken from the Department of Applied 

Psychology (Government College University Faisalabad, Pakistan) and further from Advanced 

Studies and Institutional Ethical Review Board. The research aim was clearly described to the 
research participants and consent was taken from them to participate in the study willingly. The 

demographic sheet with other study measures was filled out by research participants. All the 

ethical considerations were kept in view while conducting the research such as informed 
consent, confidentiality, debriefing, and the right to withdraw from the research at any stage.  

 

Results 

The data of the present research was analyzed by using Statistical Packages for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) version 22.0. The data was screened out by looking for any errors, missing values, and 

outliers. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spearman bivariate correlation revealed that only avoidant attachment style negatively 

correlated with smartphone addiction with a small effect size. Furthermore, secure attachment 

style negatively and anxious attachment style positively correlated with interactional reactivity 

with medium effect size. Interactional reactivity is one of the parameters of marital conflict. 

Smartphone addiction positively correlated with two components of marital conflict i.e. 

 

Table 1: Spearman Bivariate Correlation Between Study Variables N = 130 

No. Variables M  SD α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1.  Secure Attachment  17.5 4.68 .60 1          

2.  Dependent Attachment 17.0 4.35 .50 .15 1         

3.  Anxious Attachment  18.7 4.17 .62 -.32* .10 1        

4.  Smartphone Addiction  36.6 10.99 .91 -.02 -.20* .15 1       

5. Compromise 35.4 11.21 .92 .19 .04 -.12 .03 1      

6. Avoidant 7.93 2.62 .81 .006 -.10 .04 .03 .57** 1     

7. IR 12.68 5.12 .74 -.30** -.13 .41** .29** -.18* .08 1    

8. Separation  10.92 4.05 .75 .15 .10 .05 .17 .53** .36** .12 1   

9. Dominance  12.42 5.43 .84 .01 -.10 .11 .19* .08 .02 .36** .14 1  

10. Submissive  10.53 3.90 .72 .10 .12 .17 .16 .32** .13 .17 .44** .26** 1 

Note.  p* < .05, p*<.01, IR= Interactional Reactivity 
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interactional reactivity and dominance with medium to small effect size, revealing that the 

partners who engage most of the time on their smartphones, become more reactive and 

dominant in their relationship with the spouse.   

After analyzing the situation in the correlation matrix, only interactional reactivity i.e. a 
component of marital conflict was taken as an outcome variable in multiple regression analysis 

with the stepwise method. The results revealed that anxious attachment style negatively 

predicted interactional reactivity accounting for 16% variance in the model. After adding 
smartphone addiction in model 2, the total variance was improved to 21% for the model adding 

5% in model 1.  In model 3, the predictor variable secure attachment style positively predicted 

interactional reactivity accounting for an additional 2% of the variance in the model. The total 

variance explained by these three predictors reached up to 23% as a whole.  

This finding means that relationship anxiety and smartphone addiction positively 
predict marital conflict through interactional reactivity while the feelings of closeness, comfort, 

and intimacy negatively predict irritable debates and verbal abuse (i.e. interactional reactivity) 

between the partners.  

  

Table 2: Stepwise Method in Multiple Regression Analysis to Predict Interactional 

Reactivity (N = 130) 

Predictors Unstandardized 

coefficient 

Standardized 

coefficient 

ΔR
2
 F 

 B SE β   

Step I    .16 25.35 

Anxious attachment  .50 .09 .41**   

Step II    .21 8.96 

Anxious attachment  .45 .09 .37**   
Smartphone 

addiction 

.11 .04 .24*   

Step III    .23 5.01 

Anxious attachment  .38 .10 .31**   

Smartphone 

addiction 

.11 .03 .24*   

Secure attachment  -.20 .10 -.18*   

Note. p*<.01, p**<.00 

Table 3: independent sample t-test for group differences on attachment 

styles, smartphone addiction and marital conflict among married couples (N 

= 130) 

 Group 
 

 95% CI  

DVs Husband Wife t df LL UL Cohen’s 

d 

Anxious 

Attachment 

17.97(4.62) 19.62(3.55

) 

-

2.27
* 

128 -.21 -3.07 0.40 

Smartphone 

Addiction  

38.63( 

10.69) 

34.72 

(11.02) 

2.05
* 

128 .13 7.67 0.36 

Note. p*<.05, Only significant findings reported. 
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There is a significant difference between husband and wife on anxious attachment style with a 
higher mean score of wives reflecting their apprehensions in attachment with their partner. 

Moreover, smartphone addiction scores were significantly higher in husbands as compared to 

wives indicating a higher tendency to use smartphones in men. The effect size for both the 

differences remained medium. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Graph Showing Frequently Used Social Media Apps and Daily Spent Hours Across 

Gender 

 

The above graph shows that husbands’ more frequently used app is Facebook which is used for 

more than seven hours as compared to wives who use this app for less than three hours. 
Husbands also use TikTok for three to seven hours as compared to their wives who don’t use 

this app 

Discussion 

This research aims to explore the role of attachment styles in smartphone addiction and marital 

conflict in couples. In the present study, it was assumed that attachment styles and smartphone 

addiction are the predictors of marital conflict. Moreover, the group effect (being husband 
/wife) was also tested for the study variables. The result (see Table 1) of the inter-correlations 

showed that secure attachment style is negative and anxious attachment style is positively 
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correlated with interactional reactivity. Results found a significant negative correlation 
between dependent attachment style and marital conflict in couples. While smartphone 

addiction showed a positive correlation with interactional reactivity and dominance (types of 

marital conflict). The current study results are in line with previous studies which found 

negative (Mohammadi et al., 2014) while at another place, a non-significant correlation was 
reported between relationship attachment styles, and marital conflict (Vithanage, 2014). That 

indicates partners who possess a secure attachment style become less reactive and understand 

things in a better way as compared to the partners having other types of relationship attachment 
styles. The results of the multiple linear regression analysis (see Table 2) explained that 

smartphone addiction is a significant positive predictor of marital conflict among couples. The 

study results also displayed significant gender differences in the scores of anxious attachment 
styles and smartphone addiction (see Table 3). It was found that wives exhibit higher scores on 

anxious attachment styles as compared to their husbands. These findings are in line with the 

previous literature which concluded that women significantly score higher on anxious/ 

ambivalent attachment style while men scored higher on avoidant attachment style (Gugova & 
Heretik, 2011; Arpaci et al., 2017) and a meta-analysis about attachment style depicted gender 

differences in the same direction as found in the present study (Del Giudice, 2011). These 

reported gender-based differences in terms of attachment styles can be discussed in terms of 
gender schema theory (Bem, 1983) which states that individuals usually develop their cognitive 

schemas throughout the childhood period and then become able to display various gender-

appropriate activities. These schemas ultimately predispose men and women to develop and 
preserve their emotional bonds in different ways.  Furthermore, in the present study, it was 

found that men (husbands) are more vulnerable to becoming addicted to their smartphones as 

compared to women (wives). We can find research both in favor and contrary to these findings 

related to gender differences in smartphone addiction. Various research in the past has revealed 
that men use technology more as compared to women, and they spend more time on devices 

like computers, laptops, and smartphones (Chen et al., 2017; Lee & Kim, 2018). While 

researches from other cultures have also revealed a contrary finding that women use 
communication, and smartphone apps, and score higher on problematic smartphone usage as 

compared to men (Taywade & Khubalkar, 2019; Andone et al., 2016). The men in our society 

have stronger and broader social networks as compared to the women. Moreover, women are 

more engaged in the household even if they are professionals. This gender role difference 

makes men more prone to being addicted to smartphones, not women.   

Another interesting finding of the study reveals the nature of smartphone apps used by 

couples. It shows that husbands engage more with entertainment and connectivity apps (i.e. 

Facebook, TikTok, and Instagram) based apps while wives only engage with connectivity-
based apps (i.e. Facebook). Facebook is the platform where they can connect with official and 

unofficial groups and individuals to improve their social networking.  

The study provides a baseline by revealing the significant role of smartphone addiction 

and attachment styles in the development of marital conflict in young couples. However, these 

findings are limited to the sample size because an appropriate comparable group of husbands 
and wives couldn’t be made for further analyses.  For future directions, qualitative inquiry can 

be a good choice to further explore other related aspects of marital conflict among couples.  
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