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Abstract

Article’s aim is to create a parallel between the functionality and the dysfunctionality in the use of the smartphone to prevent
abuse of the device. The increase in the frequency of use of the smartphone appears as a physiological reaction to technological
progress but at the same time it seems to appear as a “paradox effect”. On one hand, the presence of the smartphone improved
human communication in distance and speed. It helped personal and relational growth. On other hand, it has made all personal
data public, traceable at any time and in context, increasing the fragility of the human being. It becomes an effective stimulus
to modify the relationships and biological balance of the human organism, but the abuse of the smartphone today leads to talk
about addiction. It is important get to the bottom of to emerging data in the literature to prevent it.
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Introduction areas of the daily life: study, interpersonal relationships,
personal culture and so on.
The smartphone, born as an evolution of the portable

phone, gained considerable importance in the lives of many The risks associated with the diffusion of smartphones
people and their activities, but with a negative impact on do not depend on the device itself, but on how and how much
freedom of choice, motivation and commitment in many both young people and adults depend on it [1-6].
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Figure 1: The graph shows the Italians average time using the media (We Are Social, 2020).
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The latest data from the surveys conducted by We Are
Social (2020) in collaboration with Hootsuite, a social media
management platform that collects data about the use of
social channels, mobile devices and everything related to
the digital world both globally and in individual markets,
show that on average each user spends about 6 hours a day
online (almost twice w the time spent in front of the TV).
Smartphone users go online more than 80 times a day, which
means they use their device approximately every 12 minutes
(Figure 1).

Although it is mainly widespread among the youngest,
it is also widely used by adults and the elderly [6-8]. The
smartphone is something “They could not live without”
(Smith, 2015). The average frequency with which A person
controls its device about 34 times a day, on average, for no
specific reason, simply out of habit [9].

In Australia, children spend over five hours a day on
their device with the consequent accumulation of emotional
stress, relationship issues and improper use of the language
in their text messages [10].

In the rest of the world, it is used from six to nine hours
a day [11-13]: this is because the smartphone is considered
an important extension of himself [14], whereby many young
people today find it difficult to imagine their own life without
its presence. The easy access almost everyone has to social
media has made this problem even more serious, because it
reduces awareness of the amount of time spent surfing the
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Internet or chatting, with serious repercussions in many
areas, from the level of academic performance to social
interaction [15]. For example, an interview [16] made to 100
Swedish students on the use of Facebook showed that 85%
use the platform at least once a day and spend an average of
75 minutes on Facebook, considered essential to maintaining
social relationships. It is not only the amount of time spent
online that needs to be considered, but also how this is spent.
For example, in the United States from an interview with a
sample of 1,605 subjects between the ages of 18 and 54, it
was found that mainly people log in to Facebook before going
to the bathroom, immediately in the morning as soon as you
are awake and in the middle of the night [17]. The desire of
users to always be present on social networks is greater than
the need to sleep [18]. A study conducted by Junco [19] on
a group of 1,839 university students showed that 92% of
use Facebook for about 102 minutes a day and login to the
social network at least six times, while 60% admit that they
are addicted to their devices. Studies conducted by David and
colleagues [20] show that 81% of users keep their devices
nearby for the whole day and control them, on average, 110
times a day.

The mode and frequency of use of the smartphone differ
according to gender [21-25]. Women use their devices more
than men [21,22,26-30] because they are more interested in
following what happens on Facebook, Instagram, and other
social platforms, and in sending messages or e-mails (Figure
2).
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Figure 2: The graph shows the average minutes spent using the smartphone, based on gender differences [13].
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Menuseitasan entertainmenttool [13,31]or information
[32], while women as a device for improving or starting new
relationships [33-35].

The use of the smartphone, according to Mick and
Fournier (1998), is a good example of a “paradox of
technology”. Compared to the undoubted advantages that it
has brought to the management of many activities, we can
list as many negative aspects that are being highlighted in
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key areas of education, culture, and sociality.

Functionality of use of the Smartphone
Coordinate Communication

The device is so versatile that it be used for many
functions: from a practical point of view, it is optimal in
emergencies, for the organization of transport and in the
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location of public and private places [36,37]. In the field of
public health, it has improved the quality of professional
communication in the health sector [38-40] and allowed to
better monitor the infrastructures [41,42]. Finally, it served
to increase the socialization of adults and children with
disabilities [43] or autistic [44]. The presence and widespread
use of the smartphone has undoubtedly revolutionized the
relationships between groups of peers, colleagues and family
members [45]. Having the device always with you allowed
parents to monitor the movements of their children and to
be always in contact with them [46,47], guiding them even
remotely in the choices or supporting them in carrying
out specific activities. In companies, it has increased the
commercial development and it speeded up communication
between managers and employees or between managers
and suppliers [48].

It Stimulates Learning

Furthermore, it has improved the coordination of
educational activities and the exchange of information
between educational sectors such as school and family. The
presence on the online chat makes the members of different
groups collaborating and facilitates the exchange of notes or
the support between colleagues in the achievement of their
tasks, even if they are many kilometers away, and it also
favours academic success [49-52]. Besides, it allows you to
participate remotely in training courses, as teachers or users
[53], and to be constantly updated on training offers [54].

It Promotes Socialization and Personal Growth

The different prices on the market allow anyone to own
a smartphone and to be able to use it at any time and place
to expand their social relationships and maintain or improve
contacts with friends and family [55-61], thus promoting a
deeper bond between family members [62] and reducing the
feeling of loneliness [63].

By young people, it is now considered a fundamental
tool for their social achievement [64-66]. Contacting and
confronting others promotes a sense of autonomy, personal
identity, and self-esteem [67-73]. Those who suffer from low
self-esteem are more likely to use their device to feel in touch
with the members of their social group, probably because
through social media, they do not expose themselves directly
and can create more relationships and increase their sense
of security [74]. You can engage socially either formally, for
example by joining an association or club, or informally,
as happens in a group of friends [5-78], either way, it is
an important thing for young people because the sense of
belonging to a community is a growth factor and affects their
social well-being, self-efficacy, and socialization [79,80]. In
this sense, the use of social media offers more opportunities
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to participate in different social activities, provides
functionality and communication spaces in which you come
in contact with many people, from various backgrounds,
with an expansion of knowledge and ways of thinking, and
enrichment concerning one’s small world [81,82].

People are more likely to create relationships by making
more calls, but those who are shyer prefer sending messages
[83], however both ways are related to the need to create and
keep relationships alive. A research conducted by Mc Coy
[84], on a sample of 777 students, has tried to understand
what are the stimuli to use the smartphone in the school
context for non-academic purposes: it has emerged that the
majority use it to fight boredom and to be in contact with the
surrounding world at any moment.

The functional elements treated so far have, however,
over time become a double-edged sword: just think of how
parents in monitoring the movements of their children
indirectly end up exercising a form of control. The mode and
the high frequency of the use of the device have changed
habits, values, family relationships and social interactions
in individual people and the whole community [85,86]. All
this has paradoxically diminished direct contact with family
and friends and has led human beings to experience feelings
of loneliness and depression [87] or isolation. People feel
compelled to be always available and to communicate their
status, wherever they are Bachen, et al. and Choliz [88,89].

Dysfunctionality of Use of the Smartphone
It is Traceable Everywhere

Being always connected and easily reachable without
paying attention to the time or context has contributed
to making everything urgent, at all times and in all places,
and this entails excessive social pressure to which we
must respond with commitment and responsiveness
without limits. The availability of SMS, e-mails, or voice
messages through smartphones implicitly requires quick
and immediate reading and response. Unlike computers
that are turned off at some point, smartphones are brought
everywhere, as they're “mobile”, including places generally
considered “private” such as the bedroom [90], or during
breaks and convivial moments such as dinner, lunch or an
aperitif. They are the first thing we look at in the morning
when we wake up, and the last thing before bed [91].

Everything is Public

The use of social networks, such as Facebook, pushes to
establish many more online relationships and to make public
their image and personal life [92], with the consequence
of feeding and spreading a certain tendency to narcissism
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[93-95]. The photos shared on social networks immortalize
moments of pure fun but at the same time intimate moments
that with a click are available for the entire community on
the net. Oral or written conversations, whether trivial or
important, have also become much more public, completely
shifting the boundaries of intimacy from previous decades.
The response and support that is immediately obtained
through electronic communication act as reinforcements
that increase the frequency with which people tend to write
something or share news online [96-99].

Emotions and Meanings get Confused

In the research conducted by Lundquist, Lefebvre, and
Garramone [100], one of the major problems reported by
the participants concerns the inability to correctly interpret
emotions during the reception of SMS, e-mail and posts on
social networks. Since these messages deliver only content,
but not the emotional tones transmitted by the vocal
messages, one is not always sure of what the messages
intended to communicate. “I think smartphones can hinder
direct communication, negatively affect grammar skills and
reduce the time spent face to face with others,” said one
interviewee. Using technology to express ideas or moods can
be the origin of misunderstandings, often linked to the fact
that the recipients cannot listen to the other person’s tone of
voice and thus understand if the message is ironic or serious.
This leads to unpleasant or conflicting situations and, why
not, also unnecessary stress.

Creates Human Frailty

Nowadays the number of friends on Facebook is
considered particularly significant in the person’s life;
consequently, the actual network of relationships in real life
is implicitly put into the background. This adds up to another
element of ontological fragility, the lack of “redundancy”:
using almost exclusively the digital medium effectively
deprives the individual of the opportunity to experience
the various facets of reality in its concreteness, to deal with
sudden and external stresses, which is necessary for the
personal growth and improvement in terms of adaptation
and flexibility. Interacting with the social dimension
mainly through the technological medium can not only
make the individual extremely fragile but can even become
indispensable for those people who are not ready to face a
sudden event, a black swan [101], which can unexpectedly
cause skip their safety net.

People immerse themselves in virtual communication to
avoid negative feelings and moods, loneliness, anxiety and
boredom [102,103] or to escape uninteresting conversations
[104], but, on the other side, online contact has led many
to greater isolation in real life and too weak relationships
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[105]. This way of carrying on relationships and reacting to
stimuli from the environment leads to a decreased ability
to understand and perceive the other, thus missing the real
interaction that involves all the senses, pillars of empathy.

From Support to Substitute for Choices

The choice to always be online has given digital natives
the feeling of being more capable of exercising power over
things and events. To give some examples, if you lose your
smartphone, thanks to the GPS signal you can locate it, or
in a place where there are few means of transportation an
internet connection allows you to locate the closest car of
the car-sharing service. By staying connected, you can get
directions, make appointments, check your finances, book
trips, shop, shop for food, and so on. In reality, despite the
apparent feeling of control, these behaviours are leading
in a direction contrary to the principles of personal safety
[106] and this is not surprising: technology and data confirm
us who we are and guide us on the most familiar routes,
anchoring us in our comfort zone, rather than pushing us,
when we have to make a choice, to discover the pros and cons
independently. Thus digital devices, ways of accessing the
reality of the network, instead of being only media become
substitutes for our choices.

There is Anxiety about Control

Control anxiety is a potential risk factor, which can
generate behavioural disturbances, and arises when a
compulsive behaviour such as that which makes the device
use and controls the apps is implemented to avoid negative
experiences. Some apps created for communication (e.g.
WhatsApp, which allows you to control the access of each
user) contribute to perverse relationships and facilitate
the tendency to hyper-control: “What is he doing? Who are
you chatting with, if you’re not writing to me? Why is she
still awake? Why don’t you write to me? “The technological
medium favours control strategies, which represent an
opportunity in the very short term (for example, I always
know what my partner is doing, where my friends are, etc.),
but they are instead a serious problem in the medium-long
term. The impossibility of not constantly monitoring the
activities of others can make people feel lost, disoriented,
unstable, overwhelmed, and consequently, they act in an
uncontrolled and dangerous way for others). This excess of
control that arises to avoid negative internal experiences is
called “experiential avoidance” and translates into all those
strategies that are put in place to remove emotions and
feelings that are difficult to deal with from oneself while
preventing the pursuit of others more significant and vital
objectives.

In recent researches on thought and language, such
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as ACT - Acceptance and Commitment Therapy [107]and
Relational Frame Theory [108], it is highlighted that control
strategy that should serve to eliminate personal discomforts,
in some cases have a central role in exacerbating the
physiological suffering associated with the human condition.
Psychopathology would arise, therefore, when the most
significant long-term goals, for example, the links with
people or the affirmation of important values, are replaced
by short-term goals, such as feeling good, looking good and
to preserve, in the immediate future, one’s conceptualized
self. Guided by these short-term purposes, ephemeral by
their nature, the behavioural patterns shrink and distance
the individual from real values.

Could the High use of the Smartphone be an
Addiction?

The immense use of the smartphone has been defined
as “one of the greatest addictions on non-substances of the
twenty-second century”, induced both by the low cost of
the device and by the many features it has, with important
repercussions on the main existential areas, such as
personal, relational, scholastic, domestic, emotional, and
with the resulting modification of mood up to escape from
reality. The addiction develops gradually, with a functional
and facilitating use of numerous daily activities, such as
shopping or searching online, finding an address, sending
an urgent message, and so on; subsequently, its use can
become excessive and turns into an addiction [109], when
for example it replaces social contacts with Facebook visits,
which are increasingly frequent and distracting.

The addiction process refers to the distinction between
predilection and will. In other words, the smartphone user
switches from liking their device to wanting it. This transition
from pleasure to will is referred to as the “inflection-decline
point”. This turning point indicates a shift from the normal
daily behaviour to addictive behaviour in which will has
replaced pleasure as a motivating factor of behaviour.
The authors argue that this behavioural form of addiction
activates the same neural circuitry as substance addiction.
Lundquist, Lefebvre, and Garramone based on the six
criteria set by Brown [110,111] conducted an investigation
aimed at assessing how much getting a “like” on Facebook,
or be added as a friend, or receiving a message, promoted
a positive sense of well-being in the subject or generated
relationship difficulties in personal, social and working life.
The interviewees defined themselves as addicted to their
smartphone as if the tool was glued to their hands; they also
recognized as automatic behaviours like uploading images
or sharing information with other people on the activities
carried out throughout the day. One participant stated that
it was unthinkable to follow a 50-minute lesson without
texting or checking Facebook and that, when he was unable
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to control the smartphone, an anxiety sensation would
come as if he had lost something. Others reported a sense of
panic while not having it with them constantly and that they
constantly checked it for the pleasure of seeing if there were
new messages, even if they didn’'t receive any notification,
and that, even though they were fully aware that Facebook
news hadn’t been updated in the past 5 minutes, however,
they felt compelled to check anyway.

According to Wajcman & Rose, smartphone addiction is
because:

It is always active.

It is more available than the landline phone.

Allows easy contact even with strangers.

To understand which activities carried out with the
smartphone are most likely to lead to addiction, it is useful to
refer to the learning process. When a behaviour is followed
by “reinforcement”, the behaviour is more likely to be
reproduced. It is the “law of effect”. Based on the principles of
operating conditioning, when a user experiences feelings of
satisfaction and/or enjoyment following a particular activity
(for example watching a funny video, sent by a friend), he is
more likely to undertake that particular activity again, which
takes on the value of positive reinforcement [112]. The use of
a particular smartphone function can also operate according
to the principle of negative reinforcement (reduction or
removal of an aversive stimulus). Pretending to answer a
call, sending a message or controlling your device to avoid an
embarrassing social situation, for example, are behaviours
associated with negative reinforcement. Positive or negative
refers only to the action of adding or removing something,
but in both cases, it leads to an increase in the frequency
and intensity of behaviour. Any activity that is reinforced,
therefore, can be addictive [113-115].

Concerning the principles of learning, it is important
to also consider the antecedents to explain what stimulates
the frequency of use of smartphones. The instrument’s
features include personalized ringtones, incoming messages,
and calls, compelling graphics or some tactile features
(e.g. buttons, wheels, etc.); well, these features act both as
antecedents and as reinforcements for the use of the device.

The 2015 report on mobile apps in the United States
found that consumers spend up to 77% of the total time
they spend on their mobile devices on applications on their
smartphones [116]. Loose attachment to the smartphone is
gradually leading to social withdrawal, the lack of tolerance,
the difficulty in maintaining an adequate level of attention
in carrying out the various daily activities and the disorder
in the control of impulses [117]. Physically, those who
compulsively use the Internet show different patterns of
activity in regions of the brain that are involved in emotional
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and rewarding processes. They demonstrate a decrease in
the volume of grey matter in many regions [118] and lower
functional connectivity of the brain has been highlighted
through magnetic resonance imaging. Anatomically, a study
found reductions in the thickness of the cortex in the frontal
orbit region among boys who are addicted to the Internet
compared to boys who use it less [119].

Based on the above considerations, it would, therefore,
be useful to sensitize the population to education in the use
of the device, helping them to be more aware of the time
they devote to smartphone-mediated activities and to push
them to discriminate the real urgency of the information that
comes from them, the functionality and its dysfunctionality.
The literature [120-122] shows the effectiveness of
psychoeducational interventions in addictions to non-
substances.
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