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Abstract 

Background Little is known about mobile phone problem use (MPPU) among older adults. This study investigated 
critical factors affecting MPPU and filled the gap between MPPU and depressive symptoms in older people.

Methods A cross-sectional study was conducted in community (n = 376) with questionnaires of Multidimensional 
Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS), Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS-15), Attitudes to Aging Questionnaire 
(AAQ) and Mobile Phone Problem Use Scale (MPPUS).

Results 80.9% of older people used smartphones and spend less than three hours on mobile phone per day. The 
average MPPU score of Chinese elderly is greater than the cut off to 41. Female (β = -0.11, P = 0.037), living with spouse 
(β = -0.17, P = 0.03), and late marriage age (β = -0.16, P = 0.007) are less likely to develop MPPU. The relationship 
between MPPU and depressive symptoms was partially mediated by social support and attitude to aging.

Conclusion Elderly people generally have higher MPPU scores. MPPU was associated with depressive symptoms, 
through social support and attitude to aging.

Keywords Mobile phone problem use, Social support, Attitudes to aging, Depressive symptoms, Older adults

Introduction
During the past few years, there has been an obvious 
surge witnessed of the usage of mobile phones, from 
younger users to older users. It is demonstrated by the 
data of the National Bureau of Statistics, in 2018, the 
population of the elders with the age of 60 and above in 
China was 249 million, with the proportion of 17.9% of 
the total population [1]. Apart from that, according to 
the 50rd Statistical Report on Internet Development 
in China, there was 1,051 million smartphone internet 
users in 2021, with the percentage of elderly Internet 
users aged 60 and above was 11.3% [2]. The increase in 
mobile phone usage has two side effects. For instance, 
with the help of mobile phones, people can manage their 
work better, improve usability, and keep in touch with 
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family and friends on a regular basis. In contrast, using a 
mobile phone can be problematic and have serious con-
sequences [3]. Mobile Phone Problem Use (also known as 
mobile phone addiction, compulsive mobile phone use) 
have been documented in teens and young adults, with 
affected individuals experiencing unpleasant withdrawal 
symptoms when their phones are turned off or out of 
reach [4, 5]. It is suggested by most studies that children 
and adolescents are more likely to use their mobile phone 
excessively, which may pose negative impacts on their 
lives such as depression, isolation, deficiency of sleep, and 
lower academic performance [3, 6]. Specifically, MPPU 
may lead to financial problems, aggressive behavior (e.g., 
cyberbullying), self-reported addiction, and addiction-
like symptoms (e.g., loss of cravings and control) [7]. A 
study from Norway shows that the proportion of mobile 
phone addiction among the elderly is low [8]. Norwegian 
older adults reside in a country that ranks highly on digi-
talization indexes [8]. Moreover, Norway is a developed 
country, and this situation may be different from that 
of China, a developing country. Therefore, due to rapid 
aging in China and the negative consequences of MPPU, 
it is necessary to investigate the MPPU among the elderly 
in China. It could be insightful to identify critical factors 
affecting MPPU and the negative consequences of MPPU 
among older people, especially in China.

The act of providing social support can be viewed as 
an allocation of social resources to each individual in 
an appropriate way since it is commonly believed that 
it can improve audience’s lives [9, 10]. There are a num-
ber of aspects to this concept, including structural sup-
port (e.g., size of the network, sources, and frequency of 
support) and functional supports (e.g., support for emo-
tion, instruction, and information; satisfaction; and social 
connection). Researches show that MPPU affects smart-
phone users’ perceptions, causing them to overestimate 
the emotion gain of mobile phones and correspondingly 
underestimate its negative impacts [11, 12]. Therefore, we 
hypothesize as follows: MPPU will be negatively related 
to social support (H1). Furthermore, social support can 
promote the physical and mental health of the elderly. 
It can protect them from the harmful impacts on life’s 
events, such as widowhood and depression. It can also 
enhance their quality of life [10, 13, 14]. As a matter of 
fact, a previous study discover that social support with 
high quality and social networks of a large size actually 
decreases the chances of depressive symptoms in older 
Asians living in the community [15]. According to cop-
ing theory, a good social environment will strengthen 
the relationship between older adults’ positive attitudes 
toward ageing and their mental health [16]. Hence, we 
hypothesize as follows: Social support and attitude to 
ageing will be positively related (H2).

Attitudes toward ageing is a broad concept defined as 
experiences and perceptions of aging and the aging pro-
cess. The positive aging attitude involves valuing wisdom, 
growth, and maturity. In contrast, negative attitudes 
toward aging involve perceptions of the physical, psycho-
logical, and social losses experienced during aging [17].
Mental health problems faced by an increasing number 
of older adults are a global public health issue. Depres-
sion impairs physical, cognitive, and social functioning in 
older adults and is associated with increased risk of sui-
cide and morbidity, indicating a high disease burden in 
this population [18]. Due to the one-child policy, China is 
facing the fastest aging population in history [19]. There-
fore, it is necessary to examine the association between 
attitude to ageing and depression. Specifically, we hypoth-
esized that positive attitude to ageing and depression will 
be negatively related (H3). The risk factors associated 
with MPPU, in both cognitive and socio-emotional way 
are comparable to those seen in other behavioral addic-
tions like shopping and gambling [20]. These include pre-
existing social anxiety and depression [21]. Research has 
shown that the nervous system is the most susceptible to 
the impact of mobile phone electromagnetic fields [22]. 
However, there is still insufficient research on the psy-
chological mechanisms linking MPPU and depression in 
terms of mental health factors. As we mentioned earlier, 
MPPU increases depression in adolescents, however this 
link is unclear in older adults. The social situation and 
mentality of the elderly are very different from those of 
teenagers. Based on the relationship we discussed earlier 
among MPPU, social support, attitudes towards aging, 
and depressive symptom, it is imperative to better under-
stand the mediating role of social support and attitude 
to aging between MPPU and depressive symptom in the 
elderly in order to improve their health. In accordance 
with these findings, we hypothesize as follows: MPPU 
will be associated with increased depressive symptom 
through decreased social support and positive attitude 
to aging (H4). We proposed a model in this study that is 
depicted graphically below (Fig. 1).

Although it has been a decade since mobile phones 
became popular, there has been little study on relation-
ship between mobile phone problem use and depressive 
symptoms, espeacially the mediation role of social sup-
port and attitude to aging. This study was aimed to (1) 
Analyzing the actual status of mobile phone and social 
media usage among the elderly (2). Analyzing the predic-
tive factors of MPPU (3). Analyzing the relational struc-
ture between MPPU and depressive symptoms mediated 
by social support and attitude to aging, as postulated in 
Fig. 1 in this study. Given to the large usage of the mobile 
phone and its potential adverse outcomes, it is of great 
significance for researchers to understand MPPU and 
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figure out the association between MPPU and depressive 
symptom.

Methods
Sample and data collection
Three hundred and eighty-four older adults were 
recruited from two communities in Wuhan, Hubei, 
between January 2023 and February 2023. Wuhan is the 
capital of Hubei Province. Wuhan city includes thirteen 
districts. We selected two urban areas, namely the com-
munities in Hongshan District and Wuchang District. 
These two districts are the main urban areas of Wuhan. 
Our questionnaires are collected and completed offline 
by researchers face-to-face. It was a voluntary study in 
which each participant participated. The criteria were the 
elders (1) aged over 60 and (2) mastery of Mandarin. It 
was not possible to include in the study older adults suf-
fering from major psychiatric disorders or acute illnesses 
that required long-term hospitalization. There were 384 
participants, but one refused to participate; therefore, 
there were 383 participants who signed the informed 
consent form. A total of 376 valid responses were ana-
lyzed after the missing information (n = 5) was excluded 
(Fig. 2).

Instruments
An assessment of perceived social support 
on a multidimensional scale
A Chinese version of the Multidimensional Scale of Per-
ceived Social Support (MSPSS) was used in this research 
to collect data on the perception of social support as 
well as how people feel about the support they receive 
from family, friends, and significant others on the basis 
of their perception of the value of their support [23, 24]. 
The questionnaire consists of 12 items, each of which is 

scored on a Likert scale of 1 to 5, from 1 (support is not 
available) to 5 (very supportive). An individual’s social 
support is measured on a scale of 12 to 60, with higher 
values indicating higher levels of social support. Accord-
ing to a previous study, the Cronbach’s alpha of this scale 
was 0.88, [23] and in this study, it reached 0.94.

Geriatric depression scale
Depressive symptoms were measured using a short-
ened Chinese version of the Geriatric Depression Scale 
(GDS-15) [25]. A total of 15 “Yes/No” questions are asked 
across emotional, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions. 
Values range from 0 to 15, where values of 0 - 4 indicate 
no symptoms of depression, 5 -10 indicate mild symp-
toms of depression and 11-15 indicate severe symptoms 
of depression [25]. According to the original scale, sensi-
tivity was 80%, specificity was 75%, and Cronbach’s alpha 
was 0.80 [26]. In addition, a Chinese version of the GDS-
15 with a cutoff point of 5 has been validated for culture 
variation and found to be valid and reliable for older 
adults in Taiwan [27, 28]. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha 
was 0.84.

Attitude to aging questionnaire
This questionnaire is designed as a means for individu-
als to express their views on the aging process, which is 
composed of 24 items categorized into 3 domains: Psy-
chosocial loss (PL), physical change (PC), as well as 
psychological growth (PG) [29]. Cronbach’s alpha coeffi-
cients for all three sub-scales (0.68, 0.75, and 0.84), good 
test-retest reliability, and concurrent validity were estab-
lished [29]. Psychiatric and social deficiencies associated 
with aging are the primary focus of the psychosocial 
loss domain. As we age, we observe and assess physical 
changes as well. Additionally, the psychological growth 

Fig. 1 Hypothesized models of association involving MPPU, social support, attitude to aging, depressive symptoms
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domain is intended to measure the positive aspects of 
wisdom and generativity that adults may experience as 
they age. In each domain there are eight items, which 
are based on self-reports with values ranging from 1 to 
5, where a score of 1 indicates strong disagreement or 
not at all true, and a score of 5 indicates strong agree-
ment or extremely accurate. To ensure consistency with 
the two other subscales, the psychosocial loss subscore 
was recoded in order to reflect a more positive attitude 
towards aging in each domain. A stronger endorsement 
of the predominant theme in each subscale was indi-
cated by obtaining a higher score. This approach aligns 
with findings reported in various publications [29]. In 
order to solve the problem that there is no effective Chi-
nese measurement method for attitude to aging, this 
study generates a Chinese version of AAQ through back 
translation. First, the research team translated AAQ into 
Chinese. The Chinese version is then translated into Eng-
lish by external professional translators. The team then 
compared the back-translated version with the origi-
nal English version and obtained input from a panel of 
experts. In this study, the sub-scales displayed good reli-
ability with Cronbach’s alphas exceeding 0.75 for all three 
sub-scales.

An assessment of the problematic use of mobile phones 
based on ten items
Chinese version of Foerster’s 10-item mobile phone 
problematic use scale (MPPUS-10) was used to measure 

MPPU [30]. In order to avoid questionnaire fatigue 
among respondents, we used short versions of meas-
urement instruments. With a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.85, 
MPPUS-10 is highly representative of the original 
MPPUS-27 [31]. The MPPUS-10 includes “loss of con-
trol,” “withdrawal,” “negative influence in life,” “cravings” 
related to addictive behaviors, and “peer dependence” 
related to peer influence. Based on the results of the 10 
items, a final sum score with a theoretical maximum 
range of 10-100 points will be calculated using a Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (not true at all) to 10 (extremely 
true) [31]. MPPUS-10 is a continuous scale that reflects 
the level of MPPU. Higher scores mean greater addiction 
to mobile phone use.

Mobile phone usage
Mobile phone usage was assessed with the following 
items: (1) Whether Use a Smartphone; (2) Why Don’t 
you Have a Smartphone; (3) Which Functions Do You 
Use often; (4) Purposes of using social media; (5) Which 
Kinds of Information do You Like; (6) Will you update; 
(7) Time spent on the phone; (8) What are the social 
media cohorts with which you interact most frequently; 
(9) Motivation for contacting these people; (10) Trou-
ble Using Smart Phones; (11) Causes of Mobile Phone 
Disorders; (12) Check Your Phone Before Going to Bed; 
(13) Feeling at a loss if you forget your phone when you 
go out; (14) Do you often ask your loved ones about cell 

Fig. 2 Flowchart for population selection
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phone operation; (15) Difficulties You Have While Learn-
ing Smartphones.

Demographic questionnaire
Demographic information was also collected includ-
ing basic information like gender, age, residential setting 
(rural or urban), living situation, education attainment 
(primary, junior, high, undergraduate, and above), mar-
riage age, household income, payment type, and chronic 
diseases.

Ethical consideration
This study followed the Declaration of Helsinki and it 
was reviewed and gained approval by the Human Eth-
ics Committee of Hubei University of Chinese Medicine 
(NO.2022001). Participants were informed in advance of 
all information, including the study’s objectives and pro-
cedures and provided written consent. It was explained 
to them that they could withdraw from the research at 
any time.

Data analysis/modeling
Descriptive statistics of the participants included demo-
graphics, mobile phone use, MSPSS, GDS-15, AAQ, and 
MPPUS-10. Linear regression models were fitted to iden-
tify significant factors (p < 0.05) related with MPPUS-10, 
which specified MPPU as the dependent, mobile phone 
usage, and demographics influencing factors as the inde-
pendent variables.

Preliminary analyzes included bivariate assessments of 
associations between study variables and confirmatory 
factor analysis to test the MPPU, social support, attitudes 
toward aging and depressive symptoms.

In order to estimate the direct and indirect impacts on 
the path model (Fig. 1), Hayes (2012) used the PROCESS 
Macro (3.0) with bootstrapping standard errors, particu-
larly, the direct effect of MPPU upon depressive symp-
toms as well as indirect impacts on MPPU on depressive 
via social support as well as attitudes toward aging. Using 
5,000 bootstrapping simulations, Hayes’s PROCESS for 
SPSS Model 6 (Fig.  1) was employed to test the serial 
multiple mediation hypothesis [32]. Demographic infor-
mation and mobile phone usage were included as control 
variables. Based on 5000 bootstrap samples, the stand-
ard errors of the impacts as well as their 95% bias-cor-
rected Confidence Intervals (CI) were estimated. Overall 
model fit was assessed through multiple fit statistics, with 
the comparative fit index (CFI) ≥ 0.90, the root means 
square error of approximation (RMSEA) ≤ 0.06, and the 
standardised root mean square residual (SRMR) ≤ 0.08 
indicating adequate fit [33]. All statistical analyses were 
conducted retrospectively using SPSS 26.0 and Amos 

23.0. Statistical significance was determined in all cases 
by P < 0.05.

Results
Participants’ characteristics
In total, 376 adolescents owning a mobile phone were 
included in the baseline data analysis. 215 (57.2%) of the 
376 participants were female and 161 (42.8%) males with 
a mean age of 69 years. A majority (57.4%) lived in urban 
areas, 51.1% of the participants lived with their spouses 
and 8.5% were still part of the active workforce (Table 1).

Mobile phone usage
Table 2 shows that of the mobile phone users, 80.9% were 
smartphone users. 13.8% thought the smartphone was 
difficult to learn and 29.8% of them spent 1 ~ 3 h per day 
using smartphone. Purposes for using smartphone were 
keeping in touch (71.0%), staying up to date with news 
and current events (51.6%), and killing the time (34.6%). 
Regarding the question “Contents preferences on smart-
phone”, 58.5% of participants reported hot social news, 
48.9% of the participants reported friends’ updates and 
41.5% reported health information. Regarding the ques-
tion “The Most Interacted cohorts”, 90.2% reported chil-
dren, 54.5% reported relatives, 50.8% reported friends, 
and 44.7% reported spouse. As for the question “Why 
Don’t you Have a Smartphone”, 52% reported it is difficult 
to learn, 28% reported it is rarely used and 24% reported 
nobody taught them.

Preliminary analyses
Intercorrelations between observed study variables 
(Pearson’s r) are reported in Table  3. All variables were 
significantly correlated, with effect sizes ranging from 
-0.495 (depressive symptoms and physical change) to 
0.539 (psychological growth and psychosocial loss).

Factors influencing mobile phone usage
As depicted in Table 4, female (β = -0.11, P = 0.037), liv-
ing with spouse (β = -0.17, P = 0.03), and late marriage 
age (β = -0.16, P = 0.007) are less likely to develop MPPU. 
Older people (β = 0.13, P = 0.018), and unemployed peo-
ple (β = 0.15, P = 0.03) are more likely to develop MPPU. 
The reason of “security issues” (β = 0.11, P = 0.023) and 
“nobody taught” (β = 0.13, P = 0.018) for not having a 
smartphone, purposes of using smartphone for sharing 
photos or videos (β = 0.15, P = 0.023), updating (β = 0.17, 
P = 0.014), the amount of time spent on a mobile device 
(β = 0.21, P = 0.008), causes of “inadequate social facili-
ties” (β = 0.11, P = 0.04) and “the society does not care 
enough about the elderly” (β = 0.1, P = 0.044) for mobile 
phone disorders, feeling at a loss if you forget your phone 
when you go out (β = -0.2, P = 0.001) in Model 2.
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Examination of hypotheses
The hypothesised model resulted in acceptable for 
the data in AAQ - psychosocial loss (CFI = 0.992; 
RMSEA = 0.018; SRMR = 0.033), AAQ – physical change 
(CFI = 0.989; RMSEA = 0.021; SRMR = 0.035) and AAQ 
– psychological growth (CFI = 0.989; RMSEA = 0.021; 
SRMR = 0.032). In sum, it explained 40% of the variance 
in AAQ - psychosocial loss, 42% of the variance in AAQ 
– physical change and 39% of the variance in AAQ – psy-
chological growth.

As shown in Figs.  3, 4 and 5, MPPU was nega-
tively associated with social support (β = -0.956, 
B = -0.448,SE = 0.132, t = -7.257, p < 0.001, lower limit 
confidence interval [LLCI] = -0.541; upper limit confi-
dence interval [ULCI] = -0.348), supporting Hypothesis 1.

Next, social support was positively associated with all 
three factors of attitudes to ageing (β = 0.084, B = 0.381, 
SE = 0.015, t = 5.677, p < 0.001, lower limit confidence 
interval [LLCI] = 0.264; upper limit confidence interval 
[ULCI] = 0.493) in AAQ—psychosocial loss, (β = 0.101, 
B = 0.465, SE = 0.015, t = 6.735, p < 0.001, lower limit 
confidence interval [LLCI] = 0.351; upper limit confi-
dence interval [ULCI] = 0.563) AAQ – physical change, 
(β = 0.048, B = 0.269, SE = 0.012, t = 4.006, p < 0.001, lower 

limit confidence interval [LLCI] = 0.146; upper limit con-
fidence interval [ULCI] = 0.394) in AAQ- psychological 
growth, supporting Hypothesis 2.

All three factors were negatively associated with 
depressive symptoms (β = -0.140, B = -0.271, SE = 0.031, 
t = -4.533, p < 0.001, lower limit confidence inter-
val [LLCI] = -0.378; upper limit confidence interval 
[ULCI] = -0.153) in AAQ—psychosocial loss, (β = -0.168, 
B = -0.326, SE = 0.032, t = -5.207, p < 0.001, lower limit 
confidence interval [LLCI] = -0.442; upper limit con-
fidence interval [ULCI] = -0.207) in AAQ – physical 
change, (β = -0.142, B = -0.224, SE = 0.037, t = -3.830, 
p < 0.001, lower limit confidence interval [LLCI] = -0.338; 
upper limit confidence interval [ULCI] = -0.110) in AAQ- 
psychological growth, supporting Hypothesis 3.

The estimation of the indirect effect through both 
mediators was particularly relevant to Hypothesis 4. 
Evidence of a significant serial multiple mediator asso-
ciation can be obtained when a bias-corrected boot-
strap confidence interval for the product of this path, 
which excludes zero, is considered [34]. The path from 
MPPU to depressive symptoms was indeed significant 
through both mediators with a significant point estimate 
for the effect of 0.046 and a 95% CI between 0.025 and 

Table 1 General characteristics of the participants (n = 376)

Variables n (%), mean ± SD Variables n (%), mean ± SD

Sex Household income
 Male 161 (42.8)  < 3000 yuan 116 (30.9)

 Female 215 (57.2) 3000 ~ 4999 yuan 177 (47.1)

Age, mean ± SD 69.2 ± 11.9 5000 ~ 7999 yuan 61 (16.2)

Current residence ≧ 8000yuan 22 (5.9)

 Urban 216 (57.4) Payment type
 Rural 160 (42.6) Medical insurance 335 (89.1)

 Living situation At own expense 41 (10.9)

 Living alone 65 (17.3) Chronic diseases
 Living with spouse 192 (51.1) Hypertension 226 (60.1)

 Living with children and spouse 119 (31.6) Diabetes 96 (25.5)

Professional status Coronary heart disease 64 (17.0)

 Employed 32 (8.5) Stroke 27 (7.2)

 Unemployed 344 (91.5) Hepatopathy 28 (7.4)

Level of education Others 130 (34.6)

 Primary school 146 (38.8) None 14 (3.7)

 Junior school 128 (34.0) Relationship satisfaction
 High school 62 (16.5) Very good 158 (42.0)

 Undergraduate students and above 40 (10.6) Good 138 (36.7)

Marriage age Moderately good 69 (18.4)

  < 10 y 11 (2.9) Not good 6 (1.6)

 10 y ~ 19 y 7 (1.9) Bad 5 (1.3)

 20 y ~ 29 y 24 (6.4)

 ≧30y 334 (88.8)
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Table 2 Self-assessed use of the mobile phone (n = 376)

Variables n (%) Variables n (%)

Whether use a smartphone Who are the cohorts you interact most frequently on social media
 Yes 304 (80.9) Children 339 (90.2)

Why don’t you have a smartphone Spouse 168 (44.7)

 Dislike 22 (5.9) Relatives 205 (54.5)

 Economic problems 13 (3.5) Friends 191 (50.8)

 Rarely used 28 (7.4) Colleagues 48 (12.8)

 Difficult to learn 52 (13.8) Medical worker 38 (10.1)

 Security issues 21 (5.6) Net friend 7 (1.9)

 Nobody taught 24 (6.4) Motivation for contacting these people
 None 2 (0.5) Problems in life and family 342 (91.0)

Which functions do you use often For job 69 (18.4)

 Make a call 312 (83.0) Consulting 85 (22.6)

 Text 162 (43.1) Maintain relationship 191 (50.8)

 Photograph 136 (36.2) Trouble using smart phones
 Weather forecast 164 (43.6) Use of health code 128 (34.0)

 Social media 199 (52.9) No electronic registration 124 (33.0)

 Game 41 (10.9) Cannot use taxi app 124 (33.0)

 E-books 47 (12.5) No face recognition 120 (31.9)

Purposes of using social media Difficulty in mobile payment 147 (39.1)

 To stay up to date with news and current events 194 (51.6) Difficulty shopping online 129 (34.3)

 Learning 61 (16.2) Cannot use social software 71 (18.9)

 Entertainment 76 (20.2) Education of left-behind children 41 (10.9)

 Keep in touch 267 (71.0) No problem 70 (18.6)

 Shopping 67 (17.8) Causes of mobile phone disorders
 Game 48 (12.8) Inadequate social facilities 111 (29.5)

 Kill the time 130 (34.6) Lack of technical products for the elderly 221 (58.8)

 Because my friends use it too 44 (11.7) The society does not care enough about the elderly 142 (37.8)

 Share photos or videos 73 (19.4) Neglect of online media 74 (19.7)

 Start a topic 17 (4.5) Check your phone before going to bed
 Chase the trend 30 (8.0) Extremely true 75 (19.9)

 Out of curiosity 41 (10.9) Very true 73 (19.4)

Which kinds of information do you like Moderately true 111 (29.5)

 Friends’ updates 184 (48.9) Slightly true 83 (22.1)

 Hot social news 220 (58.5) Not at all true 34 (9.0)

 Movies or TV shows 63 (16.8) Feeling at a loss if you forget your phone when you go out
 Life service consulting 155 (41.2) Extremely true 99 (26.3)

 Knowledge that is useful to me 104 (27.7) Very true 74 (19.7)

 Health information 156 (41.5) Moderately true 104 (27.7)

 Sports event 30 (8.0) Slightly true 64 (17.0)

 Product information 28 (7.4) Not at all true 35 (9.3)

 Money stock 18 (4.8) Do you often ask your loved ones about cell phone operation
Will you update Extremely true 94 (25.0)

 No 240 (63.8) Very true 142 (37.8)

 Yes 136 (36.2) Moderately true 86 (22.9)

Time(h/day) Slightly true 38 (10.1)

  < 1 99 (26.3) Not at all true 16 (4.3)

 1 ~ 3 112 (29.8) Difficulties you have while learning smartphones
 3 ~ 5 98 (26.1) Memory loss, repeated learning 154 (41.0)

 ≧5 67 (17.8) Poor understanding 157 (41.8)
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0.08 in psychosocial loss, the effect of 0.068 and a 95% 
CI between 0.041 and 0.108 in physical change and the 
effect of 0.027 and a 95% CI between 0.012 and 0.053 in 
psychological growth. Hypothesis 4 was supported. The 
direct, indirect, and total associations are presented in 
Table 5.

Discussions
The current research aimed to explore mobile phone 
usage among older adults, including their social support, 
attitudes to aging, depressive symptoms, and MPPU, and 
the association involving these constructs. The average 
MPPU score of Chinese elderly is greater than the cut off 
to 41 [8]. Besides, regarding the relationships of these, the 
MPPU was sequentially and negatively associated with 
decreased social support. Social support was positively 
with attitude to aging, which was negatively related to 
increased depressive symptoms. That is, the MPPU was 
positively associated with depressive symptoms through 
decreased social support and attitude to aging.

Most of the participants used smartphones and the 
reasons for not using smartphones were difficult to 
learn, rarely used and nobody taught, but large propor-
tions of them did not update their social media accounts. 
Researchers have examined how various types of smart-
phone applications, such as social media and games, can 
contribute to problematic smartphone usage in a variety 
of settings [3, 35]. Moreover, most participants reported 
that the purposes for using social media were for staying 
up-to-date with news and killing the time. An increase 

in the perception of emotional gain can result from the 
use of smartphones in compensating for emotional and 
psychological issues including loneliness [36]. The most 
interesting content on social media was hot social news 
and friends’ updates, answered by most of the partici-
pants. In the research, the amount of time spent on social 
media by most older users on a daily basis is in line with 
other survey results [8].

In addition, female, living with spouse, and late mar-
riage age are associated with MPPU. Female are is posi-
tively associated with an increase in MPPU, which 
were reported in previous studies [30, 37, 38]. Previous 
research has shown that women use their phones more 
for social activities, while men use their phones more 
for gaming or business activities [39]. However, the con-
founding factor of different emotions brought about 
by gender cannot be ruled out. Older people and those 
without jobs may experience more loneliness. Previous 
research has shown that loneliness is positively linked to 
MPPU through emotion gain [8].

We postulated a model analyzing the mediated associa-
tion involving MPPU and depressive symptoms, and it was 
mediated by social support and attitude to aging. Our study 
showed that MPPU was negatively linked to social support. 
Excessive use of mobile phones leads to a decrease in their 
ability to perceive emotions and thus their ability to per-
ceive social support [8]. Moreover, as expected, social sup-
port was positively associated with attitude to aging, and 
attitude to aging was negatively linked to depression. The 
support from family, friends, and governmental programs 

Table 2 (continued)

Variables n (%) Variables n (%)

Rejection of electronic products 61 (16.2)

Worry about safety 151 (40.2)

Vision problems 148 (39.4)

Illiterate 41 (10.9)

Inflexible fingers 69 (18.4)

No problem 36 (9.6)

Table 3 Intercorrection matrix of obeserved study variables

* P < 0.01

M SD 1` 2 3 4 5 6

1. MPPU 41.7 15.09

2. Social support 56.37 10.18 -.385*

3. AAQ - Psychosocial loss 21.64 5.81 -.353* .407*

4. AAQ - Psychological growth 25.02 5.23 -.366* .335* .539*

5. AAQ - Physical change 26.13 5.62 -.329* .452* .565* .508*

6. Depressive symptoms 3.17 2.84 .387* -.468* -.448* -.395* -.495*
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not only effectively protected individuals from depressive 
symptoms but also mitigated the negative impacts of inter-
nalized negative stereotypes about aging. Positive attitudes 
toward aging helped to boost more confidence in dealing 

with the challenges as well as changes in their daily lives 
[40], thus reducing their psychological resistance to adopt-
ing mobile phones to compensate for deficits. Moreover, a 
large cross-sectional study on Chinese elders revealed that 

Table 4 Factors associated with MPPUS-10 among the elderly

Model 2: Adjusted mobile phone use
* P < 0.05
** P < 0.01
*** P < 0.001

Variables, n (%) Model 1 Model 2

β (95%CI) P β (95%CI) P

Sex

 Female (male) -0.02 (-3.51-2.44) 0.725 -0.11 (-6.27-0.20)* 0.037

Age, mean ± SD 0.09 (-0.02-0.25) 0.094 0.13 (0.03-0.30)* 0.018

Current residence

 Rural (City) 0.13 (0.61-7.04)* 0.02 0.01 (-3.01-3.48) 0.886

Living situation

 Living with spouse (Living alone) -0.12 (-7.88-0.76) 0.106 -0.17 (-9.66-0.51)* 0.03

 Living with children and spouse (Living alone) -0.14 (-8.84-0.07) 0.054 -0.15 (-9.52-0.49)* 0.03

Professional status

 Unemployed (Employed) 0.09 (-0.50-9.83) 0.077 0.15 (1.94-12.87)** 0.008

Level of education

 High school and above (Primary and Junior school) 0.11 (-0.04-3.46) 0.055 0.04 (-1.26-2.33) 0.558

 Marriage Age -0.28 (-9.67-4.41)*** 0 -0.16 (-6.76-1.10)*** 0.007

 Household Income 0.05 (-1.04-2.88) 0.354 -0.04 (-2.68-1.34) 0.514

Payment type

 At own expense (medical insurance) 0.07 (-1.12-8.32) 0.135 -0.04 (-6.91-2.79) 0.404

Chronic diseases

 Hypertension -0.05 (-4.93-1.75) 0.35 -0.06 (-5.09-1.45) 0.275

 Diabetes -0.06 (-5.51-1.27) 0.219 -0.02 (-3.86-2.82) 0.759

 Coronary heart disease -0.10 (-7.92-0.11) 0.057 -0.10 (-7.75-0.08) 0.055

 Stroke 0.00 (-5.68-6.19) 0.933 0.04 (-3.23-8.16) 0.394

 Hepatopathy 0.07 (-1.78-9.84) 0.173 0.03 (-4.13–7.22) 0.593

 Others -0.17 (-8.86-1.98) ** 0.002 -0.13 (-7.86-0.28)* 0.035

 None -0.06 (-13.08-3.38) 0.248 -0.08 (-14.42-2.36) 0.158

 Relationship Satisfaction 0.00 (-1.71-1.66) 0.979 0.01 (-1.64-1.86) 0.902

Why don’t you have a smartphone
 Security issues 0.11 (1.02-13.80) * 0.023

 Nobody taught 0.13 (1.36-14.33) * 0.018

Purposes of using social media
 Share photos or vedios 0.15 (0.79-10.51) * 0.023

Will you update
 Yes 0.17 (0.72-6.41) * 0.014

 Time(h/day) 0.21 (0.75-4.89) ** 0.008

Causes of mobile phone disorders
 Inadequate social facilities 0.11 (0.16-7.02) * 0.04

 The society does not care enough about the elderly 0.10 (0.08-6.23) * 0.044

 Feeling at a loss if you forget your phone when you go out -0.20 (-3.81-0.94) ** 0.001

R2 0.193 0.519

Adjusted R2 0.152 0.364
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those with a more positive attitude towards aging reported 
better mental health outcomes [41]. Based on cognitive 
theory [42], it is suggested that older adults who internalize 

negative attitudes towards aging tend to engage in selective 
rumination, directing their attention towards the negative 
aspects of the aging process. Consequently, individuals 

Fig. 3 Association involving MPPU, social support, AAQ - psychosocial loss, depressive symptoms

Fig. 4 Association involving MPPU, social support, AAQ - physical change, depressive symptoms

Fig. 5 Association involving MPPU, social support, AAQ - psychological growth, depressive symptoms
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with negative aging attitudes are more prone to experienc-
ing depression [43].

It is also worth noting that the serial multiple media-
tional model yielded a direct and positive association 
between MPPU and depressive symptoms. This study 
confirmed MPPU was negatively relevant to depression 
symptoms, consistent with the findings of previous over-
seas studies [38, 44–46]. This may be due to mobile phone 
addiction, which immerses them in the online world and 
leads to less offline activities and communication, which 
has a negative impact on their mood. The effect of this 
was found to account for 39%- 42% of the total effect. As 
a result, an obvious conclusion has been drawn that inter-
vention on depression of the elders should be focused on 
factor of social support and mobile phone usage.

Limitations
There were some limitations to this study. First, our 
sample only included smartphone users living in two 
communities in Wuhan, which may affect the gener-
alizability of our results. Second, because the partici-
pants were informed that the study would be examining 

social support, depressive symptoms, attitude to aging, 
and MPPU, reporting bias may be likely to occur. Third, 
the study focused on social support and attitude to 
aging that may mediate the association involving MPPU 
and depressive symptoms, while omitting other possi-
ble mediators, such as self-control, and Fear of Missing 
Out (FoMO). Future studies should cover these above 
variables. Fourth, a cross-sectional design did not pro-
vide support for the causality among studied variables 
postulated in this study. Finally, with the deficiency of 
relevant data, factors like characteristics of individual 
that is connected to negative aging perceptions and 
trend of frustration were not taken into consideration.

Conclusion
This study highlights that elderly people have MPPU 
scores above the cut off value.. Moreover, MPPU was 
associated with gender, age, living situation, professional 
status and marriage age. Above all, the impacts on MPPU 
upon depressive symptoms receive mediation from social 
support and attitude to aging.

Table 5 Total, direct and indirect associations

X = MPPU, M1 = social support, M2 = attitude to aging, Y = depressive symptoms. Covariates included demographic characteristics. Number of bootstrap samples for 
bias corrected bootstrap confidence intervals: 5,000. Level of confidence for all confidence intervals: 95%

Total, direct and indirect associations Depressive symptoms as criterion

Effect SE Lower bound Upper bound

AAQ – Psychosocial loss
 Total association of X on Y 0.427 0.049 0.325 0.515

 Direct association of X on Y 0.166 0.057 0.053 0.273

 X → M1 → Y 0.158 0.033 0.098 0.23

 X → M2 → Y 0.057 0.02 0.025 0.108

 X → M1 → M2 → Y 0.046 0.013 0.025 0.08

 Total indirect effect 0.261 0.035 0.195 0.335

AAQ – Physical change
 Total association of X on Y 0.427 0.049 0.325 0.515

 Direct association of X on Y 0.175 0.055 0.065 0.281

 X → M1 → Y 0.136 0.034 0.074 0.206

 X → M2 → Y 0.048 0.02 0.015 0.099

 X → M1 → M2 → Y 0.068 0.017 0.041 0.108

 Total indirect effect 0.252 0.035 0.187 0.323

AAQ - Psychological growth
 Total association of X on Y 0.427 0.049 0.325 0.515

 Direct association of X on Y 0.162 0.059 0.046 0.275

 X → M1 → Y 0.177 0.034 0.116 0.249

 X → M2 → Y 0.062 0.021 0.029 0.114

 X → M1 → M2 → Y 0.027 0.01 0.012 0.053

 Total indirect effect 0.266 0.037 0.197 0.345



Page 12 of 13Ding et al. BMC Psychiatry          (2024) 24:135 

Abbreviations
MPPU  Mobile Phone Problem Use
MSPSS  Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support
GDS-15  Geriatric Depression Scale
AAQ  Attitudes to Aging Questionnaire
FoMO  Fear of Missing Out

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Authors’ contributions
We thank L Ding and X Zhu designed research; Z Li and H Jiang analysed 
data; L Ding wrote the manuscript; X Zhang and Z Xiong provided language 
help, and X Zhu had primary responsibility for the final content. All authors 
revised it critically for important intellectual content. In order to ensure that it 
contained important intellectual content, all authors reviewed it critically.

Funding
This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China 
[grant numbers 82003448]; Philosophy and Social Science Project of Hubei 
Provincial Department of Education [grant numbers 21Q132]; Hubei Provincial 
Association of Higher Education [grant numbers 2022ZA25]; Hubei Natural 
Science Foundation [grant numbers 2023AFB955].

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study available from the 
corresponding author on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
This study followed the Declaration of Helsinki and it was reviewed and 
gained approval by the Human Ethics Committee of Hubei University of 
Chinese Medicine (NO.2022001). Participants were informed in advance of all 
information, including the study’s objectives and procedures and provided 
informed written consent. It was explained to them that they could withdraw 
from the research at any time.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Received: 19 June 2023   Accepted: 29 January 2024

References
 1. National Bureau of Statistics. http:// www. cnnic. net. cn/ hlwfz yj/ hlwxz bg/ 

hlwtj bg/ 201902/ t2019 0228_ 70645. htm,2019- 02- 28. Published 2018. 
Accessed.

 2. The 50rd Statistical Report on Internet Development in China. http:// 
www. cnnic. net. cn/. Accessed.

 3. Busch PA, McCarthy S. Antecedents and consequences of problematic 
smartphone use: a systematic literature review of an emerging research 
area. Comput Hum Behav. 2021;114:106414.

 4. Campbell M. The impact of the mobile phone on young people’s social 
life. Paper presented at: Social change in the 21 century 2005 conference 
proceedings; 2005.

 5. Walsh S, White K, Young R. Young and connected: Psychological influ-
ences of mobile phone use amongst Australian youth. Paper presented 
at: Proceedings: International conference on social and cultural aspects 
of mobile phones, convergent media and wireless technologies; 2007.

 6. Nahas M, Hlais S, Saberian C, Antoun J. Problematic smartphone use 
among Lebanese adults aged 18–65 years using MPPUS-10. Comput 
Hum Behav. 2018;87:348–53.

 7. Billieux J, Maurage P, Lopez-Fernandez O, Kuss DJ, Griffiths MD. Can 
disordered mobile phone use be considered a behavioral addiction? 
An update on current evidence and a comprehensive model for future 
research. Curr Addict Rep. 2015;2(2):156–62.

 8. Busch PA, Hausvik GI, Ropstad OK, Pettersen D. Smartphone usage 
among older adults. Comput Hum Behav. 2021;121:106783.

 9. Mohd TAMT, Yunus RM, Hairi F, Hairi NN, Choo WY. Social support and 
depression among community dwelling older adults in Asia: a systematic 
review. BMJ Open. 2019;9(7):e026667.

 10. Cobb S. Presidential Address-1976. Social support as a moderator of life 
stress. Psychosom Med. 1976;38(5):300–14. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1097/ 00006 
842- 19760 9000- 00003.

 11. Huh S, Bowman N. Perception and addiction of online games as a func-
tion of personality traits. 2008.

 12. Turel O, Serenko A, Giles P. Integrating technology addiction and 
use: an empirical investigation of online auction users. MIS Quart. 
2011:1043–1061.

 13. Jiyun K, Jong-Eun L. Social support and health-related quality of life 
among elderly individuals living alone in South Korea: a cross-sectional 
study. J Nurs Res. 2018;26(5):316–23.

 14. Wicke FS, Güthlin C, Mergenthal K, et al. Depressive mood mediates the 
influence of social support on health-related quality of life in elderly, 
multimorbid patients. BMC Fam Pract. 2014;15(1):1–11.

 15. Mohd T, TengkuMohd TAM, Yunus RM, Hairi F, Hairi NN, Choo WY. Social 
support and depression among community dwelling older adults in Asia: 
a systematic review. BMJ Open. 2019;9(7):e026667.

 16. Gyasi RM, Phillips DR, Abass K. Social support networks and psychological 
wellbeing in community-dwelling older Ghanaian cohorts. Int Psycho-
geriatr. 2019;31(7):1047–57.

 17. Fernández-Ballesteros R, Olmos R, Santacreu M, Bustillos A, Schettini R, 
Huici C, Rivera JM. Assessing aging stereotypes: Personal stereotypes, self-
stereotypes and self-perception of aging. Psicothema. 2017;29(4):482–9. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 7334/ psico thema 2016. 314.

 18. Blazer DG. Depression in late life: review and commentary. J Gerontol A 
Biol Sci Med Sci. 2003;58(3):M249–65.

 19. Liu D, Xi J, Hall BJ, et al. Attitudes toward aging, social support and 
depression among older adults: difference by urban and rural areas in 
China. J Affect Disord. 2020;274:85–92.

 20. Shaffer HJ, LaPlante DA, LaBrie RA, Kidman RC, Donato AN, Stanton MV. 
Toward a syndrome model of addiction: multiple expressions, common 
etiology. Harv Rev Psychiatry. 2004;12(6):367–74.

 21. Carbonell X, Oberst U, Beranuy M. The cell phone in the twenty-first 
century: a risk for addiction or a necessary tool. Principles Addict. 
2013;1(1):901–9.

 22. Curcio G, Ferrara M, De Gennaro L, Cristiani R, D’Inzeo G, Bertini M. Time-
course of electromagnetic field effects on human performance and 
tympanic temperature. NeuroReport. 2004;15(1):161–4.

 23. Lin S. Community adaptation, self-concept and social support of patients 
with schizophrenia. Kaohsiung: Master thesis; 1997.

 24. Zimet GD, Dahlem NW, Zimet SG, Farley GK. The multidimensional scale 
of perceived social support. J Pers Assess. 1988;52(1):30–41.

 25. Sheikh JI, Yesavage JA. Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS): recent 
evidence and development of a shorter version. Clin Gerontologist. 
1986;5(1-2):165–73.

 26. Wancata J, Alexandrowicz R, Marquart B, Weiss M, Friedrich F. The criterion 
validity of the Geriatric Depression Scale: a systematic review. Acta Psy-
chiatr Scand. 2006;114(6):398–410.

 27. Liu C-Y, Lu C-H, Yu S, Yang Y-Y. Correlations between scores on Chinese 
versions of long and short forms of the Geriatric Depression Scale among 
elderly Chinese. Psychol Rep. 1998;82(1):211–4.

 28. Liu P-C, Chung M-S. The prevalence and correlates of depression of the 
elderly in local community centers in Nantou Taiwan. Taiwan J Psychiatry. 
2019;33(2):110.

 29. Laidlaw K, Power M, Schmidt S. The attitudes to ageing questionnaire 
(AAQ): development and psychometric properties. Int J Geriatr Psychiatr. 
2007;22(4):367–79.

 30. Ng KC, Wu LH, Lam HY, et al. The relationships between mobile phone 
use and depressive symptoms, bodily pain, and daytime sleepiness in 
Hong Kong secondary school students. Addict Behav. 2020;101:105975.

http://www.cnnic.net.cn/hlwfzyj/hlwxzbg/hlwtjbg/201902/t20190228_70645.htm,2019-02-28
http://www.cnnic.net.cn/hlwfzyj/hlwxzbg/hlwtjbg/201902/t20190228_70645.htm,2019-02-28
http://www.cnnic.net.cn/
http://www.cnnic.net.cn/
https://doi.org/10.1097/00006842-197609000-00003
https://doi.org/10.1097/00006842-197609000-00003
https://doi.org/10.7334/psicothema2016.314


Page 13 of 13Ding et al. BMC Psychiatry          (2024) 24:135  

 31. Foerster M, Roser K, Schoeni A, Röösli M. Problematic mobile phone use 
in adolescents: derivation of a short scale MPPUS-10. Int J Public Health. 
2015;60(2):277–86.

 32. Hayes AF. Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional pro-
cess analysis second edition: A regression-based approach. New York, NY: 
Ebook The Guilford Press Google Scholar; 2018.

 33. Schreiber JB. Core reporting practices in structural equation modeling. 
Res Social Adm Pharm. 2008;4(2):83–97.

 34. Hayes AF. Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional pro-
cess analysis: a regression-based approach. Guilford publications; 2017.

 35. Davazdahemami B, Hammer B, Soror A. Addiction to mobile phone or 
addiction through mobile phone? Paper presented at: 2016 49th Hawaii 
international conference on system sciences (HICSS); 2016.

 36. Zhitomirsky-Geffet M, Blau M. Cross-generational analysis of predictive 
factors of addictive behavior in smartphone usage. Comput Hum Behav. 
2016;64:682–93.

 37. Augner C, Hacker GW. Associations between problematic mobile phone 
use and psychological parameters in young adults. Int J Public Health. 
2012;57:437–41.

 38. Bianchi A, Phillips JG. Psychological predictors of problem mobile phone 
use. Cyberpsychol Behav. 2005;8(1):39–51.

 39. Lemola S, Perkinson-Gloor N, Brand S, Dewald-Kaufmann JF, Grob A. Ado-
lescents’ electronic media use at night, sleep disturbance, and depressive 
symptoms in the smartphone age. J Youth Adolesc. 2015;44(2):405–18.

 40. Duay DL, Bryan VC. Senior adults’ perceptions of successful aging. Educ 
Gerontol. 2006;32(6):423–45.

 41. Lai DW. Older Chinese’attitudes toward aging and the relationship to 
mental health: an international comparison. Soc Work Health Care. 
2009;48(3):243–59.

 42. Suh S, Choi H, Lee C, Cha M, Jo I. Association between knowledge and 
attitude about aging and life satisfaction among older Koreans. Asian 
Nurs Res. 2012;6(3):96–101.

 43. Bai X, Lai DW, Guo A. Ageism and depression: Perceptions of older people 
as a burden in China. J Soc Issues. 2016;72(1):26–46.

 44. Ikeda K, Nakamura K. Association between mobile phone use and 
depressed mood in Japanese adolescents: a cross-sectional study. Envi-
ron Health Prev Med. 2014;19(3):187–93.

 45. Wurm S, Benyamini Y. Optimism buffers the detrimental effect of nega-
tive self-perceptions of ageing on physical and mental health. Psychol 
Health. 2014;29(7):832–48.

 46. Sindi S, Juster R-P, Wan N, Nair N, Ying Kin N, Lupien S. Depressive symp-
toms, cortisol, and cognition during human aging: the role of negative 
aging perceptions. Stress. 2012;15(2):130–7.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.


	Mobile phone problem use and depressive symptoms: the mediating role of social support and attitude to aging among Chinese older adults
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusion 

	Introduction
	Methods
	Sample and data collection
	Instruments
	An assessment of perceived social support on a multidimensional scale
	Geriatric depression scale
	Attitude to aging questionnaire
	An assessment of the problematic use of mobile phones based on ten items
	Mobile phone usage
	Demographic questionnaire

	Ethical consideration
	Data analysismodeling

	Results
	Participants’ characteristics
	Mobile phone usage
	Preliminary analyses
	Factors influencing mobile phone usage
	Examination of hypotheses

	Discussions
	Limitations
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


