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A Commentary on

Editorial: Significant influencing factors and e�ective interventions of

mobile phone addiction

by Liu, Q., Zhou, Z., and Eichenberg, C. (2022). Front. Psychol. 13:909444.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.909444

In their editorial introducing the research topic Significant Influencing Factors and

Effective Interventions of Mobile Phone Addiction, Liu et al. (2022) declare that no

intervention research has been published on the research topic about smartphone

addiction, but they suggest that intervention on smartphone addiction is still a key

research focus. In fact, since smartphones have changed the communication and

information landscape, social and scientific concern about smartphone addiction has

been ongoing (Bianchi and Phillips, 2005; Chóliz, 2010) and hundreds of papers have

been published about smartphone addiction (Carbonell et al., 2009, 2016; Olson et al.,

2022). However, there is also significant criticism about the nature of this concept. Many

of the studies about “smartphone addiction” use correlational methodology with several

limitations such as: (a) a lack of longitudinal studies; (b) screening instruments that

are not valid for diagnosis; (c) a large probability of false positives; (d) exploratory

studies relying on self-report data; (e) the use of convenience samples of university

and secondary students; (f) a lack of clinical samples; and (f) a lack of consistency in

methodology, definitions, measurement, and diagnostic criteria across studies [see the

critical reviews of (Pedrero et al., 2012; Billieux et al., 2015a,b; Panova and Carbonell,

2018)]. In short, the principal limitation is that these studies confuse addiction-like

symptoms with a real disorder. By doing so, we risk over-pathologizing daily life (Billieux

et al., 2015b) and undermining the seriousness of psychiatric disorders (Petry and

O’Brien, 2013).

With the smartphone, via the Internet, it is possible to access a variety of apps

and websites such as social media, pornography, video games and gambling, some

of which contribute to increased feelings of dependence, suggesting that rather than
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being addictive per se, smartphones are the medium that enable

engagement with potentially addictive activities (Kuss et al.,

2018; Lowe-Calverley and Pontes, 2020) and are associated

with poor health outcomes (Chen et al., 2020). Problematic

smartphone use can be viewed as generalized (see Brand

et al., 2014) or predominantly specific. From this specific

position, Lopez-Fernandez et al. (2017) points out that the term

“mobile phone dependence” could be an inadequate construct

because people are not dependent on the mobile phone but

on the activities that can be performed with it. Moretta et al.

(2022) arrives at a similar conclusion when she argues that an

appropriate approach would involve focusing on the behavior

and not on the device (smartphone). One way to overcome this

taxonomical controversy is to split the internet use disorder

into predominantly mobile and predominantly non mobile

(Montag et al., 2021). If we compare this to the well-known

field of substance addiction, it would be analogous to confusing

addiction to the bottle with addiction to the alcohol (Kuss and

Griffiths, 2017), or a fixation on the needle (Miller, 2005) rather

than the drug itself (Panova and Carbonell, 2018), or with the

obsolete terminology of “computer addiction” (Shotton, 1989).

In the words of Lowe-Calverley and Pontes (2020) “smartphone

users are likely to become addicted to the functionalities they

access on their smartphones (content) and not the smartphones

themselves (medium)”. Furthermore, there is a strong overlap

between self-perceived smartphone addiction and Internet and

social media use (Carbonell et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2020). A

recent narrative review suggests that problematic use of the

smartphone could involve various forms of problematic use

of the internet such as gaming, gambling, social media, etc.

(Fineberg et al., 2022).

Obviously, the smartphone plays an important role in

allowing for the easy, convenient, private and fast access to

the Internet, thus increasing the addictive potential of some

behaviors because they are more available and accessible. In

some ways, smartphones and cigarettes are analogous. Smoking

tobacco is believed to have begun as early as 5000–3000 BC in

South America and was introduced to Europe in the late 16th

century. However, the use of cigarettes and nicotine addiction

climbed markedly when James Albert Bonsack developed a

cigarette-making machine in the 1880’s which vastly increased

the production of cigarettes (Wikipedia, 2022). Cigarettes were

one of the most commonly traded industrial products in the

20th century and their price, availability and social acceptance

popularized the use of nicotine. However, as is well-known, the

problem is not the cigarette itself: the addictive substance is the

nicotine. Again, the confusion between the medium and the

content suggest that the problem is the behavior (e.g., gambling),

not the smartphone itself.

To return to the original point of our commentary – a recent

study insists on one critical point: the absence of clinical samples.

Pedrero-Pérez et al. (2022) carried out a systematic review of

articles that have applied some type of treatment for smartphone

addiction. To their surprise, up to September of 2020 there

had only been two articles published that met the criteria. Both

articles provided minimal scientific evidence and the review

concluded that “Despite the fact that mobile phone addiction

has been discussed for 15 years, and at times with apocalyptic

overtones, not a single reliable study has been found that offers a

therapeutic response which can be empirically contrasted.”

The lack of evidence is reinforced when we study the

psychometric validity of smartphone addiction scales. They

conclude that many technology measures appear to measure a

similar, poorly defined construct that sometimes overlaps with

pre-existing measures of wellbeing” (Shaw et al., 2020; Davidson

et al., 2022) and that smartphone addiction scales were generally

good at identifying who believes themselves to be addicted,

although they do not reflect objective smartphone use (Geyer

et al., 2021).

To summarize, the absence of people asking for

treatment, the confusion of the medium with the

content, the lack of psychometric validity and the

absence of objective measures strongly suggest that,

after 15 years of research, 2022 may be the year that

marks the end of the smartphone addiction debate,

encouraging us to refocus clinical and research efforts on

real disorders.
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