
» December 2019,  Volume 12,  Issue 4

Smartphone Use: Too Much of a Good Thing?
Meredith E. David, PhD, James A. Roberts, PhD, and Brett Christenson, PhD Candidate

How to Win the Sale: Adaptive Sales Techniques 
Bryan Hochstein, PhD, Willy Bolander, PhD, Ronald Goldsmith, PhD, and Christopher R. Plouffe, PhD

The Risks of Ethical Behavior
Matthew J. Quade, PhD, Rebecca L. Greenbaum, PhD, and Mary B. Mawritz, PhD

Maximizing the Benefits of Customer Referrals
Christophe Van den Bulte, PhD, Emanuel Bayer, PhD, Bernd Skiera, PhD, and Philipp Schmitt, PhD

INSIDER: One Million Followers
Arjun Azavedo, MBA Candidate

INSIDER: Explosive Growth
Maria Arauz, MBA Candidate



Keller Center Research Report 
December 2019, Volume 12, Issue 4 

Smartphone Use: Too Much of a Good Thing? 
Meredith E. David, PhD, James A. Roberts, PhD, and 
Brett Christenson, PhD Candidate 

The circumference of Planet Earth is 24,901 miles of land and sea that separate the 7.7 billion 
people that live throughout it. With modern technology and the sheer size of our population, one 
would think that humankind would be more connected with one another now more than ever. In 
many ways, we are. We can instantly communicate with someone over 20,000 miles away from 

us without a second thought. Yet, in 
many ways, we have never been so 
disconnected from one another. Rates of 
depression, psychological distress, and 
suicide have increased significantly 
among Americans 26 and younger 
(Bahrampour 2019). Mick and Fournier 
(1998) refer to this phenomenon as the 
“Paradox of Technology,” as 
smartphones can be both freeing and 
enslaving at the same time.  

This disconnect has even greater implications for our younger generations, who are growing up 
immersed in technology. To be fair, for younger generations, embracing new technology is not a 
new concept. Early adoption of technology by young people is a decades-long tradition that 
continues today with millennials and generation Z (Junco & Cotton 2012). However, the fact that 
smartphones have only been around for a relatively brief period means that there is still much we 
don’t know about them. For example, does all smartphone use have a negative effect on our 
well-being? Are there specific uses of the smartphone that can have a positive effect on well-
being? Our team set out to answer these questions and get a better understanding of the 
psychological effects of this technology.   

Background 

The majority of existing literature tells us that smartphone use and well-being are negatively 
related. However, a vast amount of this research has used self-reported data (e.g. surveying users 
about their smartphone use) which is widely considered unreliable. Therefore, our team wanted 
to collect more objective data using a new function on Apple iPhones that allows us not only to 
obtain actual smartphone use, but also shows which apps were used and for how long. We hoped 
that more detailed research with less subjective data would help explain the select literature that 
has reported positive relationships between smartphone use and well-being.  
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The structure of our studies began with two simple research questions: 

• How much time do college students spend on their phones? 
• Which categories of apps constitute the majority of individuals’ time spent on their 

phones? 

Smart Phone Usage 

To answer these questions, we enlisted nearly 150 college undergraduates to submit their 
smartphone use data. Participants did this by screenshotting their cellular usage data, which 
includes a list of specific apps that a given individual had used over the past seven days. Also 
included is the amount of time spent on each of the apps, as well as other information including 
the total time each app was in the participant’s cellphone background and battery usage. By 
collecting the data this way, our cellphone use data is less prone to bias and less subject to error 
that would likely be present if participants had to recall this information. Our results showed that 
although smartphone use ranged from less than an hour per day to nearly eight hours per day, 
participants on average spent around three hours per day using their smartphones.  

We then looked to classify all of the apps that were used into categories based on their type. 
Specifically, we categorized the apps into the 23 primary categories which appear on the Apple 
app store. Our results showed that Apple apps are used the most by far. These results are not 
surprising since the apps in this category come standard on the Apple iPhones (e.g., settings, 
home, lock screen, phone). The next two most used categories of apps were social networking 
apps (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) and photo/video apps (e.g., Instagram, Snapchat), both of which 
were used far more than any remaining category of app. 

Association with Well-Being 

We next sought to answer the following two questions on the relationship between smartphones 
and well-being: 

• Is actual smartphone use positively or negatively associated with individual well-being? 
• Are certain categories of apps more or less associated with negative well-being? 

To answer these questions, we contacted the participants from the original study two weeks after 
they had submitted their usage data and had them fill out a short survey. The survey assessed 
relational and individual well-being measures, such as relationship conflict and feelings of 
anxiety and depression. The results showed that total time spent using smartphone apps is 
positively correlated with conflict in personal relationships, as well as feelings of depression and 
anxiety. At first glance, these initial results do not differ from the existing literature. However, 
our results within specific categories show that this is not the whole story.  
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To provide a more detailed explanation of the impact of cellphone use on well-being, we 
examined whether the use of certain apps is associated with relational and/or subjective well-
being. These results indicated that nine of the 23 categories were significant predictors of 
relationship conflict. Specifically, time spent using the news, utilities, shopping, finance, health, 
lifestyle, and Apple apps are generally associated with more conflict in relationships. 
Interestingly, however, time spent on productivity apps and weather apps is associated with less 
conflict in relationships. These findings suggest that not all app usage is harmful to relational 
well-being.  

In terms of overall well-being, time spent using photo/video apps is associated with higher 
depression and anxiety. Conversely, time spent on book apps is associated with less depression 
and anxiety. These results were surprising, as they gave us a better understanding of how 
smartphones affect our psychological state. We now know that it may be oversimplified to state 
that smartphone use has harmful effects on well-being. The impact of smartphone use depends 
on which apps the user spends the majority of his or her time.  

Implications for Real Estate 

Thinking in terms of the real estate industry, the results of our studies are relevant for multiple 
reasons. First of all, real estate agents typically find themselves spending a large portion of time 
outside of their office. These agents are on the road traveling to various properties all over the 
city; however, they still need to be able to communicate and interact for their business. Agents 
should not only be mindful of how much time they are spending on their smartphone but also 
what kinds of apps they are using the most often. It would be a disservice to suggest that agents 
should cut back on smartphone use completely, as it would be impractical and an 
oversimplification of the issue.  

As an agent, consider what types of 
apps you are using most during the day. 
If you are using apps associated with 
negative well-being, consider setting 
aside a block of time during the day to 
engage on social media, post what you 
need to during that time, and then log 
off. If you have an important meeting or 
are having a stressful day, consider 
using apps associated with positive 
well-being, such as an e-reader or a 
guided meditation app. By being more conscious of your smartphone usage, as well as which 
applications you use, there is a good chance you will not only experience improved subjective 
well-being but job satisfaction as well.  
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The next time we are quick to blame technology for all of society’s shortcomings, it is important 
to remember that not all of technology affects us the same way. It is up to us to decide whether 
technology will be a positive or a negative force in our life.  
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