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Main Points

• As a result of this study, according to the assessments made by working mothers, it was determined 
that parental guilt had a mediating effect on the relationship between smartphone addiction and 
problematic technology use in their children.

• It can be thought that mothers feel guilty because of the time they spend with their smartphones and 
exhibit addictive behaviors, which may lead them to engage in guilt-compensating behaviors that 
promote a permissive attitude towards their children. Accordingly, the mother who feels guilty may 
adopt a permissive parental attitude and engage in behaviors that compensate for her guilt.

• A mother who feels guilty, adopts a permissive parental attitude, and engages in behaviors that 
compensate for her guilt may mediate the development of problematic technology use in her child.

Abstract

This study aimed to examine the mediation of parental guilt in the relationship between smartphone addic-
tion in working mothers and problematic technology use among their preschool children. A total of 260 
working mothers, aged between 22 and 50, with preschool children, participated in the study. The study uti-
lized the “Personal Information Form,” “Smartphone Addiction Scale Short Form,” “Parental Guilt Scale,” 
and “Problematic Technology Use Scale for Children.” SPSS bootstrapping analysis was applied to investi-
gate the mediation of parental guilt in the relationship between mothers’ smartphone addiction and their 
preschool children’s problematic technology use. The analysis revealed that parental guilt mediated the 
relationship between mothers’ smartphone addiction and their children’s problematic technology use. The 
findings are discussed considering existing knowledge on smartphone addiction, parental guilt, and problem-
atic technology use in children. In this direction, suggestions are presented with a focus on working mothers 
to reduce problematic technology use among children.
Keywords: Parental guilt, preschool period, problematic technology use, smartphone addiction, working 
mother

Introduction

Working mothers are expected to balance work, 
their spouses, children, and family, in addition to 
the effort they put in to reach the positions they 
aim for in their careers (Korkmaz, 2020). When 
the responsibilities of motherhood and working 
roles are combined, especially women with young 

children face difficulties (Gozubuyuk, 2010). For 
women who try to balance their roles as worker, 
wife, and mothers, smartphones have become their 
helpers in fulfilling their responsibilities. However, 
digital conveniences are not limited to working life. 
Although needs are increasingly being met faster 
and easier through the applications developed, as 
Erbas (2020) emphasizes, technological addictions 
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have become widespread because of being able to access technol-
ogy as easily as a smartphone.

Today, especially with the diversification of technological devices, 
the rate of preschool children’s access to these devices is rapidly 
increasing (Topcu, 2018). As a result of the gradual increase in 
technology use, problematic technology uses, such as technologi-
cal addictions, have emerged, and technological addictions have 
started to be taken seriously in early childhood (Erbas, 2020). 
In fact, children’s predisposition to digital tools has become so 
high that in many current discussions, children are referred to as 
the “app generation,” the “wireless generation,” and the “e-child” 
(Selwyn & Odabasi, 2022).

Mothers’ high use of smartphones and permissive parental atti-
tudes towards their children increase problematic technology use 
(Kol, 2021). It is expected that the behaviors exhibited by chil-
dren who are exposed to their parents’ attitudes and observe their 
habits will also follow this trend. Therefore, in studies examining 
children’s problematic use of technology, it is essential to investi-
gate the technology habits and technology addictions of mothers, 
as they are the individuals with whom the child spends the most 
time from birth to primary school.

According to Aktas (1994), since mothers work and are busy for 
most of their days, they often experience feelings of guilt, believ-
ing they may be neglecting their children. Moreover, it is known 
that individuals experiencing guilt tend to adopt compensatory 
behaviors (Hoffman, 1996). Parents may demonstrate actions 
such as confessing, apologizing, offering delicious snacks, and 
giving more hugs to alleviate the guilt they feel (Aarntzen et al., 
2019; Tangney, 1990). These compensatory behaviors, developed 
to alleviate guilt, often lead parents to adopt a permissive atti-
tude. According to Baumrind (1966), parents with permissive 
attitudes may find it difficult to control their children’s behavior 
because they allow them significant freedom, and children raised 
in this manner may have the freedom to eat, sleep, and use tech-
nology whenever they wish.

In the literature, Yuksel et al. (2020) concluded that parents’ 
supervision of their children’s internet use had an impact on 
the adolescents’ addiction to the internet. According to the 
findings of the study by Buyuksahin Cevik & Celikkaleli (2010), 
adolescents who believed their parents’ attitudes toward them 
were indifferent had significantly higher internet addiction lev-
els. Although there have been studies on technology use with a 
focus on parents, studies on working mothers have been found 

to be incomplete (Gunuç & Atli, 2018; Isikoglu & Ergenekon, 
2021; Oguz & Kutluca, 2020). Especially considering the critical 
importance of the preschool period for a child’s development, 
it was deemed necessary to examine the use of technology by 
working mothers and their children due to the increasing edu-
cational opportunities for women, changes in cultural struc-
ture, and economic concerns. In this context, it is believed that 
a mother’s active use of a smartphone can influence the child. 
Also, mothers who serve as important role models for young chil-
dren in technology use (Kurtoglu Erden & Uslupehlivan, 2021) 
may exhibit permissive attitudes toward technology use to allevi-
ate guilt (Hoffman, 1996), which could be related to the child’s 
problematic technology use. In this regard, it can be inferred 
that the child may develop problematic technology use because 
of the mother’s increased guilt associated with smartphone use 
and her compensatory behaviors. This study aims to examine the 
relationship between working mothers’ smartphone addiction, 
parental guilt, and preschool children’s problematic technology 
use. The research questions are as follows:

• Is there a relationship between problematic technology use 
in children, smartphone addiction in working mothers, and 
parental guilt?

• Does parental guilt play a mediating role in the relationship 
between working mothers’ smartphone addiction and their 
children’s problematic technological use?

Material and Methods

This study was conducted following the relational model. The 
relational model is employed to address doubts about the rela-
tionship between variables through a literature review and to 
provide justification for the identified relationship (Wood & 
Brink, 1998). This model is an attempt to determine the variable 
most highly correlated with the criterion variable (McMillan 
& Schumacher, 2006). The relationships among these variables, 
highlighting the mediating role, are illustrated in Figure 1.

Participants
The research group comprises working mothers with preschool 
children. In this study, the convenience sampling method, pre-
ferred in cases where individuals available at a certain place 
and time voluntarily participate, was utilized (Martella et al., 
2013). This sampling technique involves the selection of partici-
pants who are typically situated at a location (such as a school) 
that is appropriate for the study purpose. Convenience sampling 
is a cost-effective and time-efficient sampling strategy that is 

Figure 1. Model for Children’s Problematic Use of Technology.
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straightforward to use (Stratton, 2021). In this case, the research-
ers gathered information by contacting working mothers in their 
social circle who had kids between the ages of 2 and 6. According 
to the Social Security Institution (2023), individuals who work for 
an employer, independently on their own behalf, or as public offi-
cials with insurance are categorized as employees. Kline (2001) 
suggested that 200 participants may be sufficient for the analysis, 
so we reached 260 working mothers in Turkiye, aged between 22 
and 50, with preschool-age children. Demographic information 
about the participants in the research group is provided in Table 1. 

As shown in Table 1, the weekly working hours of the mothers 
were observed as follows: 52 (20%) of them worked less than 20 
hours, 109 (41.9%) worked 21–40 hours, and 99 (38.1%) worked 
41 hours or over. Additionally, 102 (39.2%) mothers work in the 
public sector, 127 (48.8%) work in the private sector, and 31 
(11.9%) own their own businesses.

Data Collection and Data Collection Tools
The dataset was created by combining the personal infor-
mation form with the measurement tools determined within 
the scope of the research. As a result of the decision of Yıldız 
Technical University Social and Human Sciences Research Ethics 
Committee meeting on October 31, 2022, the approval of the 

ethics committee of Yıldız Technical University University num-
bered 20230502065 was obtained. Within the dataset, participants 
were first provided with information about the research’s pur-
pose, the use of the data exclusively for this study, non-disclosure 
to third parties, guidelines for responding, and information about 
the researcher, all in the context of informed consent. Forms were 
distributed through the Google Forms application on an online 
platform. Data were collected on a voluntary basis from mothers 
who were requested to complete the form for only one of their 
children. Data collection took place between December 2022 and 
February 2023. Further details about the measurement tools are 
provided below.

Problematic Technology Use Scale for Children
The Problematic Technology Use Scale for Children was devel-
oped by Konca et al. (2022) for parents with children in the pre-
school developmental stage. The scale employs a 5-point Likert 
scale and consists of 26 items. The exploratory factor analysis 
revealed a 4-factor structure, including continuity of use, resis-
tance to control, impact on development, and deprivation-
escape. Subsequently, confirmatory factor analysis confirmed 
that the goodness-of-fit index values were at an acceptable level. 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the total score of the scale was 
calculated as .93 (Konca et al., 2022). In this study, Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient was found to be .93.

Smartphone Addiction Scale
The 10-item, 6-point Likert scale-based Smartphone Addiction 
Scale was created by Kwon et al. (2013) to assess smartphone 
addiction. In the adaptation study into Turkish conducted by 
Noyan et al. (2015). The scale includes five factors: daily life func-
tioning, deprivation, virtual environment-oriented relationships, 
overuse, and tolerance. Confirmatory factor analysis confirmed 
that the goodness-of-fit index values were at an acceptable level. 
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the total score of the scale 
items was found to be .86 (Noyan et al., 2015). In this study, the 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was determined to be .90.

Parental Guilt Scale
Haslam et al. (2020) created the Parental Guilt Scale, which 
consists of 10 items graded on a 7-point Likert scale, to evalu-
ate the cognitive and emotional aspects of guilt felt in relation 
to parenting. Reliability and validity studies were conducted by 
Polat et al. (2022) for the Turkish culture. The scale does not have 
sub-dimensions. Confirmatory factor analysis confirmed that 
the goodness-of-fit index values were at an acceptable level. The 
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for the scale was calcu-
lated as .89 (Polat et al., 2022). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient was found to be .90.

Data Analysis
Statistical analyses were conducted using the SPSS 23.0 (IBM 
SPSS Corp.; Armonk, NY, USA) package program and the SPSS 
PROCESS v.4.2 plug-in. It was observed that the variables in 
this study were convenient for univariate normality and also 
Mahalanobis distance values were calculated to assess multivari-
ate normality, and three data points with values less than .001 
were identified as outliers and removed. To unveil both direct 
and indirect effects, a regression-based mediation macro was 
employed following the recommendations of Preacher & Hayes 
(2018). Bootstrapping was applied to assess the significance of 

Table 1.
Frequency and Percentage Values of Demographic 
Information of the Participants

Participants’ Characteristics f %
Mother’s age

 Under 35 years old 167 64.2

 35 years of age or older 93 35.8

Mother’s education level

 High school 32  12.3

 Undergraduate 154 59.2

 Graduate 74 28.5 

Mother’s weekly working time

 Less than 20 hours 52 20

 21–40 hours 109 41.9

 41 hours or over 99 38.1

Mother’s sector of work

 Public sector 102 39.2

 Private sector 127 48.8

 Own business 31  11.9

Child age   

 Under 35 months 83 32.4

 36–48 months 59 23

 49–60 months 57  22.3

 61 months or older 57 22.3 

Child gender   

 Girl 128 49.2

 Boy 132 50.8
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the mediation. When using the bootstrap technique, a 95% CI 
was established using 5000 samples. Model four was utilized in 
the analysis, with the model structured as follows: the indepen-
dent variable, smartphone addiction (X), the mediating variable, 
parental guilt (Mi) and the dependent variable, children’s prob-
lematic use of technology (Y). mother’s age and the child’s gender 
were included in the analysis as control variables.

Results

Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to determine the 
relationship between the child’s problematic technology use, the 
mother’s smartphone addiction, and parental guilt variables. The 
results are presented in Table 2.

As shown in Table 2, there is a significant positive relationship 
between the child’s problematic technology use and the mothers’ 
smartphone addiction (r = .25; p < .01); the child’s problematic 
technology use and parental guilt (r = .30; p < .01); and the moth-
ers’ smartphone addiction and parental guilt (r = .18; p < .01). 
Since a significant positive relationship was observed between 
these variables, a mediation analysis was conducted. The model 
used to analyze the mediation of parental guilt in the relationship 
between the problematic technology use of preschool children 
with working mothers and the mothers’ smartphone addiction is 
presented in Figure 2.

As can be seen in Figure 2, when examining the direct effects of 
the model, it was found that mothers’ smartphone addiction pre-
dicted parental guilt (B = .32, p < .001), mothers’ smartphone 
addiction predicted children’s problematic use of technology (B = 
.52, p < .001), and parental guilt predicted children’s problematic 
use of technology (B = .37, p < .001). Before adding parental guilt 
as a mediator variable to the model, it was observed that moth-
ers’ smartphone addiction directly and significantly predicted 
children’s problematic use of technology (B = .52, p < .001). When 
the mediator variable was included in the model, the predictive 
power slightly decreased (B = .39, p < .001), but it remained sig-
nificant. Consequently, these results indicate the presence of an 
indirect effect in the model, and parental guilt plays a mediating 
role in the relationship between mothers’ smartphone addiction 
and children’s problematic use of technology. To test the signifi-
cance of this mediation role, bootstrap results for indirect effects 
are presented in Table 3.

As shown in Table 3, the bootstrapping analysis applied to the 
model provides bootstrapping coefficients and 95% CIs, indicat-
ing upper and lower values. Upon examining Table 3, it becomes 
evident that mothers’ smartphone addiction predicts problematic 
use in children through parental guilt (bootstrap coefficient = 
.118, 95% CI = .05, .20). 

Discussion

In this study, it was revealed that parental guilt played a 
mediating role in the relationship between working mothers’ 
smartphone addiction and problematic technology use in their 
children. It is known that parents’ and children’s technology use 
habits are closely related to each other (Terras & Ramsay, 2016). 
Especially preschool children are more likely to use technologi-
cal devices such as tablets and smartphones with their families 
than they are to use these devices alone (Marsh et al., 2015). In 
a study conducted by Lauricella et al. (2015), the correlation 
between parents’ time spent with computers, smartphones, tab-
lets, and televisions and children’s screen use time confirms that 
parents’ and children’s technology use habits are related to each 
other. Parents’ smartphone use is not limited to the time they 
spend alone and has also become common during the care of 
their children (McDaniel, 2020). According to Bandura (1978), 

Table 2. Pearson
Correlation Analysis Between Problematic Technology Use, 
Smartphone Addiction, and Parental Guilt

 
Correlation

1 2 3
1.  Children’s problematic use of 

technology
–   

2. Mothers’ smartphone addiction .25** –  

3. Parental guilt .30** .18** –

Mean 50.82 24.4 44.6

SD 19.14 10.68 13.75

Note: **p < .01.

Figure 2. The Mediation Model for Children’s Problematic Technology Use.
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the foundation of learning consists of observation, modeling, and 
imitation. Consequently, children acquire a significant portion 
of the traits that guide their own behavior by observing adults 
(Aydin, 2016). Especially when considering that children spend 
the most time with their families during their early years, the role 
of parents as primary role models becomes evident. Preschool 
children’s development of habits through positive or negative 
modeling of their parents in terms of technology use plays a cru-
cial role in determining the extent of problematic technology use 
in children (Akkoyunlu & Tugrul, 2002). Given that children emu-
late their parents’ habits in the use of digital tools, Wong et al. 
(2020) identified a significant relationship between children’s 
screen time and problematic technology use. The observation and 
modeling of mothers’ behaviors due to their smartphone addic-
tion can determine whether children’s technology use becomes 
problematic or not. According to the study’s findings, it can be 
hypothesized that mothers who perceive themselves as heavy 
smartphone users are likely to have children who also use tech-
nology extensively. This is consistent with the findings of Lermi 
and Afat (2020), who suggest that a mother who cannot set limits 
on phone use as a parent may struggle to establish boundaries for 
her child. It is well documented that technological addictions can 
develop in children whose parents fail to set limits on technology 
use. Therefore, it can be argued that a working mother’s smart-
phone addiction may serve as an explanatory factor for a child’s 
problematic technology use.

The increasing participation of women in the workforce has ignited 
a growing debate regarding the effects of maternal employment 
on children (Heiland et al., 2017). One of these effects pertains 
to the ways in which working mothers and their children utilize 
technology. For instance, Ersoz and Ozmen (2020) noted that the 
development of internet infrastructure in the business sphere has 
made it convenient for employees to conduct transactions using 
smartphones. However, smartphones are not limited to work-
related activities, as social media applications have also become 
widely used. According to a report by Mail Online (2008), people 
have become so reliant on their cell phones that the mere thought 
of a low battery or disconnection can lead to increased stress lev-
els. It is well established that the stress experienced by mothers 
can have an impact on their parenting roles and, subsequently, on 
their children (Meighan, 2017). In addition to the stress caused by 
technology addiction, the work and family roles imposed on work-
ing mothers also create additional stress factors. For instance, 
Korkmaz (2020) noted that working mothers must balance their 

roles as a spouse, parent, child, and member of the family while 
also pursuing their career goals. Stress levels, particularly in work-
ing mothers, tend to escalate due to the conflict between their 
work, home, and parental responsibilities (Poduval J & Poduval 
M, 2009). It is inevitable for parents with elevated stress levels 
to experience feelings of guilt (Simon, 1995). According to Blatt 
et al. (1984), guilt is one of the fundamental elements of addic-
tion. Studies conducted in this context have shown a relation-
ship between addiction and guilt (Cam & Ayakdas Dagli, 2017; 
Kalyoncu et al., 2002). Additionally, guilt has also been associated 
with excessive smartphone use (Chatterjee & Kar, 2021). In addition 
to the guilt they experience due to their addiction, individuals also 
feel guilty for experiencing positive emotions resulting from the 
benefits gained through smartphone use (Lanette & Mazmanian, 
2018). Moreover, the stress and guilt stemming from smartphone 
addiction play a crucial role in determining their relationship with 
their children. According to Kol (2021), children of mothers who 
use smartphones more intensively tend to learn technology at 
an early age. In this study, parental guilt was found to mediate 
the relationship between smartphone addiction among working 
mothers and problematic technology use in their children. As a 
result of this sense of guilt, individuals engage in compensatory 
behaviors to prevent the recurrence of similar situations (Ozdemir 
& Duzguner, 2020). To alleviate guilt, mothers who feel a sense 
of inadequacy due to their guilt may provide their children with 
cell phones when they are not present and instruct them to call in 
cases of need. However, these actions aimed at reducing guilt can 
inadvertently encourage unsupervised technology use by the child 
(Seagram & Daniluk, 2002). It can be inferred that mothers experi-
ence guilt because of the time they spend with their smartphones 
and exhibit addictive behaviors. Consequently, they may engage in 
guilt-compensating behaviors that center on a permissive attitude 
towards their child. Within a permissive attitude, children have 
the freedom to go to sleep, eat, and use technology whenever they 
please due to the lack of clear rules, inadequate supervision, and a 
high level of tolerance (Baumrind, 1966; Cetinkaya, 2020). In this 
context, it is conceivable that a guilt-ridden mother may adopt 
a permissive parental attitude and engage in behaviors aimed at 
compensating for her guilt. 

Limitations and Directions/Suggestions for Future Research
The results obtained are very important; however, this study has 
limitations. The first limitation is that this research was planned 
to be cross-sectional, so it does not capture the changes experi-
enced by mothers and their children over time. To address this 
limitation, longitudinal studies that track changes in the levels 
of problematic technology use in children, smartphone addiction, 
and parental guilt among working mothers can be planned. The 
second limitation is that the characteristics of working mothers 
were not examined in detail in this study, and the characteris-
tics of the mothers reached for the study were limited to those 
specified in the demographic information. For this reason, future 
studies can be planned to evaluate the characteristics of mothers, 
such as their working conditions, where they live (rural or metro-
politan), ethnicity, etc. Additionally, future research may explore 
additional mediating variables, such as parental attitudes, stress, 
marital satisfaction, and the parent-child relationship, alongside 
parental guilt in the relationship between problematic technol-
ogy use in children and smartphone addiction in working moth-
ers. Furthermore, research can extend to include non-working 

Table 3. Path
Coefficients and Indirect Effect Results for Mediation Model

 
Coefficient 

of Path
95% CI Level

LLCI ULCI
Direct effects    

MSA→PG .393 .162 .482

PG→CPUT .368 .206 .539

Indirect effects    

MSA→PG→CPUT .118 .050 .204

Note: CPUT = Children’s problematic use of technology; LLCI = Lower limit 
of confidence interval; MSA = Mothers’ smartphone addiction; PG = Parental 
guilt; ULCI = Upper limit of confidence interval.
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mothers as participants. In subsequent studies, problematic tech-
nology use during primary, secondary, and high school periods 
can be examined, with a particular focus on working mothers. 

As a result of this study, it was determined that parental guilt 
had a mediating effect on the relationship between smartphone 
addiction and problematic technology use in their children. In 
this regard, the concept of digital parenting can be incorporated 
into psychoeducational programs designed to reduce problematic 
technology use among children. Furthermore, efforts can be made 
to ensure that families utilize technology consciously, both for 
themselves and their children. Specifically, professionals provid-
ing counseling to working mothers can address feelings of guilt 
and the accompanying sense of inadequacy, aiming to develop 
healthier mother-child relationships by reducing maternal guilt 
and associated compensatory behaviors. Additionally, experts in 
the field of addiction can work towards addressing and allevi-
ating guilt as part of addiction treatment for their clients. To 
promote the appropriate use of technology by children, aware-
ness-raising sessions can be organized for parents, emphasizing 
conscious technology use for both parents and their children.
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