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“Technoference”: The Interference of Technology in
Couple Relationships and Implications for Women’s Personal

and Relational Well-Being

Brandon T. McDaniel
The Pennsylvania State University

Sarah M. Coyne
Brigham Young University

Technology use has proliferated in family life; everyday intrusions and interruptions
due to technology devices, which we term “technoference,” will likely occur. We
examine the frequency of technoference in romantic relationships and whether these
everyday interruptions relate to women’s personal and relational well-being. Partici-
pants were 143 married/cohabiting women who completed an online questionnaire. The
majority perceived that technology devices (such as computers, cell or smartphones, or
TV) frequently interrupted their interactions, such as couple leisure time, conversations,
and mealtimes, with their partners. Overall, participants who rated more technoference
in their relationships also reported more conflict over technology use, lower relation-
ship satisfaction, more depressive symptoms, and lower life satisfaction. We tested a
structural equation model of technoference predicting conflict over technology use,
which then predicted relationship satisfaction, which finally predicted depression and
life satisfaction. By allowing technology to interfere with or interrupt conversations,
activities, and time with romantic partners—even when unintentional or for brief
moments—individuals may be sending implicit messages about what they value most,
leading to conflict and negative outcomes in personal life and relationships.

Keywords: media use, technology use, couple relationships, relationship quality, depression

In recent years, there has been an explosion of
technology use in everyday family life. Almost all
adults in the United States have access to the
Internet, with 65% or more having access at home
(Smith, 2010). Approximately 91% of American
adults own a cell phone (with 81% of 25- to
34-year-olds owning a smartphone), 61% have a
laptop, 50% of parents in the United States have a
tablet, and 72% of online adults now have a social
networking site profile (Brenner & Smith, 2013;
Lenhart et al., 2011; Pew Research Center, 2012;
Rainie, 2012; Smith, 2013; Zickuhr, 2013). With
so many technology devices in and around family

life, brief interruptions will likely occur due to
these devices. We term these interruptions
technoference, which we define as everyday intru-
sions or interruptions in couple interactions or
time spent together that occur due to technology.
Technoference can occur in any type of interper-
sonal relationship and may range from interrup-
tions in face-to-face conversations to the feelings
of intrusion an individual experiences when his or
her partner decides to check a device during cou-
ple leisure, even if partners were not interacting at
that exact moment. The current study focuses on
romantic relationships. Specifically, this article
examines the frequency with which technoference
occurs in romantic relationships and how these
interruptions may relate to relationship conflict
over technology use and to women’s relational
and personal well-being.

Positive Outcomes of Technology Use

Researchers have begun to examine how
technology may help partners and spouses to
connect with each other. Indeed, many interac-
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tions take place between partners via computers
and cell phones through email, chat, text mes-
saging, and so forth, and often individuals rate
these interactions as positive in nature. A recent
report found that most family members feel that
technology has had a positive impact on their
family life, with only 18% of participants stat-
ing it made their family life worse (Barna
Group, 2011). Technology can allow couples to
stay connected throughout the day (Pettigrew,
2009) and to reach out to each other when either
partner experiences stress (Dietmar, 2005). Fur-
thermore, some research suggests that technol-
ogy-mediated relationship maintenance may in-
crease commitment, satisfaction (Sidelinger,
Avash, Godorhazy, & Tibbles, 2008), and com-
munication (Coyne, Stockdale, Busby, Iverson,
& Grant, 2011).

The Intrusion of Technology

Though this research suggests that technol-
ogy use can be positive in relationships, a few
studies indicate that certain types of technology
use may become problematic in romantic rela-
tionships by increasing conflict and leading to
poor relationship satisfaction (Ahlstrom, Lund-
berg, Zabriskie, Eggett, & Lindsay, 2012;
Coyne et al., 2012; Schade, Sandberg, Bean,
Busby, & Coyne, 2013). One explanation for
these negative outcomes may be that technol-
ogy use becomes intrusive in daily life and
individuals struggle to disconnect from their
devices. Research examining pathological lev-
els of technology use reveals that technology
use can be intrusive and can become so perva-
sive that individuals begin to experience prob-
lems with friends and family members (Elphin-
ston & Noller, 2011; Gentile, Coyne, & Bricolo,
2013).

Though most individuals do not experience
pathological levels of technology use, evidence
suggests that many individuals struggle to con-
trol their use and the possible intrusions of
technology into face-to-face interactions; they
feel pulled toward their technology and have a
difficult time resisting the urge to check their
devices (Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005; Middleton &
Cukier, 2006; Oulasvirta, Rattenbury, Ma, &
Raita, 2012; Rainie & Keeter, 2006). In Coyne
et al.’s (2011) sample, 38% of participants re-
ported sending texts or emails to others during
conversations with their partners. Another small

study found that women felt that their partners
were distracted by their smartphones and that
this dynamic negatively impacted their relation-
ship (Czechowsky, 2008; also see Mazmanian,
Orlikowski, & Yates, 2005). Indeed, one study
estimates that one fourth or more of American
adults feel like they have to answer their cell
phones even if doing so will interrupt a meal or
meeting (Rainie & Keeter, 2006). One individ-
ual explained the feeling in this way: “You really
don’t need to check every email you receive, you
really don’t, but you feel like you should if it [the
phone] vibrates” (Middleton & Cukier, 2006, p.
255). These studies suggest that technology can
intrude on relationships. In the current study, we
extend this research by examining links between
interruptions due to technology devices and tech-
nology use and conflict in relationships, relation-
ship satisfaction, and personal outcomes.

One example of the potentially intrusive na-
ture of ever-present technology comes from
studies of work-to-family spillover. Often, these
studies find that the use of cell phones blurs the
boundaries between work and home, leading to
increased negative work-to-family spillover,
negative mood, and lower satisfaction with fam-
ily life (Chesley, 2005; Mazmanian et al.,
2005). The blurring of boundaries and effects
on family life are likely due to the expectation
that workers respond to email quickly, and they
can become stuck in a self-reinforcing loop of
frequently checking their email on their phone
(Mazmanian et al., 2005). Workers often ex-
press feeling in control of their technology use
and devices, but researchers suggest this feeling
of control is more of an illusion and could better
be expressed as “fighting the urge” to check
their device (Middleton & Cukier, 2006, p.
255). Collectively, all of this research suggests
that some types of technology use could be
intrusive and interfere with interactions in daily
life.

Technoference in Romantic Relationships

In the previous section, we described how
technology use can sometimes be problematic
in relationships as well as some ways that tech-
nology can become intrusive and interfere with
interactions between partners. As technology
interrupts daily interactions with others, it may
have a detrimental impact on romantic relation-
ships. Popular news outlets sometimes play this
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dilemma to the extreme, with one recent piece
portraying families as starting their days by
checking their email, Facebook, or other online
accounts (Stone, 2009). Such use could affect
the quality of the time that families spend to-
gether. Additionally, such use of technology
could lend itself to interruptions in family in-
teractions—for instance, one partner may wish
to plan the day, while the other partner is still
checking email. The extent to which technology
devices themselves—such as cell phones, tele-
visions, computers, and tablets—interfere with
interactions between romantic partners has been
given little attention in prior research.

To our knowledge, although there are studies
that examine problematic technology use (Bian-
chi & Phillips, 2005), there is only one study
that has examined aspects similar to technofer-
ence in relationships. Coyne et al. (2011) exam-
ined the ways in which romantic couples use
technology. Though the study was not focused
on technoference specifically, there was a single
technology use item that asked couples how
frequently they connected with others via tech-
nology when interacting with their romantic
partner. This behavior was positively related to
overall technology use and, at the bivariate
level, was associated with poor relationship sat-
isfaction. This study does provide some basic
support for the idea that technoference can pro-
duce negative outcomes; however, the study
was limited in a number of ways. First, it was
measured with a single item and was specific
only to connecting with others. We suspect that
the causes of technoference are much more mul-
tifaceted than simply connecting with other
people. For example, individuals could be
checking email, playing games, watching vid-
eos, listening to music, shopping online, check-
ing the weather, and much more; many brief
interruptions could also be caused by the tech-
nology devices themselves due to lights,
sounds, and notifications. Accordingly we pro-
vide a more complete view of technoference in
our current study.

Coyne et al. (2011) also only examined rela-
tionship satisfaction as an outcome. We build
on this in the current study by also examining a
number of other individual outcomes, including
depression and life satisfaction. Most impor-
tantly, we examine whether technoference pre-
dicts conflict in the relationship over technology
use and whether this conflict accounts for neg-

ative outcomes. Other research has shown that
high technology use by itself is not necessarily
problematic in romantic relationships. For ex-
ample, Coyne et al. (2012) found that time spent
playing video games was not directly related to
negative outcomes in romantic relationships. In-
stead, it was the presence and amount of conflict
over games that caused relationship problems.
As an illustration, there may be no effect on
relationship satisfaction in couples where one
partner plays video games for hours each day,
until such game play causes conflict and is
viewed as problematic (Coyne et al., 2012). We
build on this research and examine whether
technoference increases conflict in relationships
and whether this conflict is responsible for any
associations between technoference and nega-
tive outcomes in relationship and individual
well-being.

Technology may interfere with the develop-
ment of face-to-face intimacy in romantic rela-
tionships in two major ways. First, individuals
may develop “intimacy” with electronic devices
at the cost of real-life intimacy. Several studies
suggest that cell phone users experience inti-
macy with their electronic devices through the
development of a strong emotional attachment
to their cell phones (Turner & Turner, 2013;
Vincent, Haddon, & Hamill, 2005; Wehmeyer,
2007). Carbonell, Oberst, and Beranuy (2013)
explain that mobile devices can entice individ-
uals to form strong attachments with them due
to their inherently gratifying features. Some of
these features include that mobile devices (1)
can help individuals feel valued and loved as
they send and receive messages, (2) are highly
personalizable and can become an extension of
an individual’s personality and social position,
and (3) are multifunction devices, meaning they
can be used as a phone, map, calculator, clock,
music player, gaming system, and so forth in all
aspects of the person’s life. Our relationship
with electronic devices allows us to become
increasingly connected with others but may in-
terfere in the development of face-to-face rela-
tionships. Communication becomes truncated
on electronic devices, and individuals may be-
gin to prefer online interactions as opposed to
those that are face-to-face (Rettie, 2007).

Another reason that technology may interfere
with the development of face-to-face intimacy
in romantic relationships is that individuals may
“multitask” with technology while interacting
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with others. Such behavior results in being
“alone together,” where couples are physically
together in the same room but the partners are
more involved with their separate technology
devices than they are with the other person
(Turkle, 2012). As an example, it is now fairly
common to see couples on a date where both are
engrossed with their cell phones as opposed to
engaging in meaningful conversation. These sit-
uations could be considered moments of media
multitasking, where individuals are attempting
to engage with both their partner and their tech-
nology device, and it is quite possible that one
partner may feel that the devices are intruding
or interrupting their couple interactions and
communication. Indeed, some evidence sug-
gests that media multitasking negatively affects
relationships. For example, Pea et al. (2012)
found that media multitasking was related to
reduced face-to-face contact and several nega-
tive social outcomes among 8- to 12-year-old
girls, such as difficulty making and keeping
friends. Conversely, face-to-face communica-
tion was associated with positive social out-
comes. Though this study was conducted with
young girls, the results of this study likely apply
to romantic situations as well. One partner may
use technology at high levels or at times that the
other partner deems inappropriate, such that in-
terference or interruptions occur in their inter-
actions. As a result, these perceived intrusions
into the relationship may then increase conflict
and could negatively influence the individual’s
relationship with their partner (Coyne et al.,
2012).

Additionally, research on general interrup-
tions in conversations is also informative to the
present study. Interruptions in conversations
have been related to perceived problems in the
interaction, including conflict (Bangerter, Che-
valley, & Derouwaux, 2010; Farley, Ashcraft,
Stasson, & Nusbaum, 2010; Hawkins, 1988).
Longer interruptions are perceived by partners
to be more problematic than short ones
(Hodgetts & Jones, 2006). Furthermore, inter-
ruptions in conversations that are “face threat-
ening,” where only one partner is engaged with
the interruption and the other is kept waiting,
are particularly problematic (Brown & Levin-
son, 1987). Although technoference can result
from problematic or too frequent use of tech-
nology by individual partners, as mentioned
earlier, technoference can also result from ev-

eryday intrusions that occur due to the technol-
ogy itself, such as when someone receives an
unexpected text message or other notification.
Therefore, technoference may represent both
short and long interruptions in couple interac-
tions and may also produce a sort of media
multitasking, where individuals attempt to en-
gage with both their technology and their part-
ner. Technoference may be face threatening, as
well, as only one individual is generally en-
gaged with the technology device at the time of
the intrusion, making technology interruptions
particularly impactful.

Conceptual Model of Influence of
Technoference on Relational and

Personal Well-Being

In line with the research in the previous sec-
tion, we believe that interruptions due to tech-
nology devices (either caused by individual use
or by the devices themselves) will increase the
likelihood of relationship conflict specifically
over the use of technology. Relationship con-
flict could occur because individuals feel that
their relationship is threatened or because they
are frustrated with the interruptions and lack of
intimacy the technology use may cause (Turkle,
2012). In prior work, conflict over technology
use has been shown to be an important mediator
or mechanism through which technology use
influences relationship outcomes (Clayton,
Nagurney, & Smith, 2013). Relationship con-
flict often spills over into feelings of relation-
ship satisfaction (Gottman & Levenson, 1992).
This lowered relationship satisfaction occurs
because partners likely become distressed by
and have aversive reactions to the increased
conflict (Koerner & Jacobson, 1994), which can
lead to cycles of negativity between partners
and possibly withdrawal as they respond to each
other’s negative affect and irritation (for a re-
view, see Fincham, 2003). Conflict can also
lead to negative cognitions, especially when
partners do not feel understood and validated
(Verhofstadt, Buysse, Ickes, De Clercq, &
Peene, 2005).

Thus, as we have seen, conflict can lead to
more negative views of one’s romantic partner
and the relationship in general. Then, poor re-
lationship quality has been shown to negatively
influence individuals’ mental health, such as
depression, and life satisfaction (Beach, Katz,
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Kim, & Brody, 2003; Davila, Karney, Hall, &
Bradbury, 2003; Hawkins & Booth, 2005;
Horowitz, McLaughlin, & White, 1998; Proulx,
Helms, & Buehler, 2007; Whisman, 2001). One
explanation for the link between relationship
quality and personal well-being is the marital
discord model of depression (Beach, Sandeen,
& O’Leary, 1990), which suggests that the abil-
ity to cope effectively with life and relationship
challenges is reduced because poor relationship
quality simultaneously increases negative inter-
actions and decreases positive interactions be-
tween partners.

Accordingly, it is not always enough to sim-
ply measure the frequency of technology use;
studies have specifically found that technology
use generally does not always directly predict
relationship outcomes. Rather, it is when indi-
viduals in the relationship view the technology
use as problematic and conflict over technology
use arises (Coyne et al., 2012). In the current
study, we examine the relationships among
technoference, conflict, and relationship and in-
dividual outcomes. In light of all of the work
mentioned previously, we expect everyday in-
terruptions due to technology in couple interac-
tions to increase conflict over technology use,
which will then lead to further feelings of rela-
tionship distress and finally worse perceptions
of personal well-being (marked by greater de-
pressive symptoms and lower life satisfaction).
Figure 1 shows our conceptual model.

The Current Study

The research and theory already mentioned
would suggest that technology use can influence
a number of key outcomes in romantic relation-
ships (Chesley, 2005; Coyne et al., 2011; Du-
ran, Kelly, & Rotaru, 2011; Elphinston & Nol-
ler, 2011; Schade et al., 2013; Turkle, 2012).
However, this research often focuses on prob-
lematic use (such as overuse or addiction-like
behaviors) or simply the amount of use. Al-
though problematic use and overuse can intrude

in relationships, the current study extends this
work by specifically examining everyday tech-
nology interruptions. This extension is impor-
tant, as technology has come to be ever present
in many everyday interactions; therefore, an
individual does not necessarily need to have
developed pathological or problematic use in
order to experience everyday interruptions due
to technology. For example, intrusions can also
be caused by the devices themselves when in-
dividuals receive calls, text messages, or noti-
fications. We also examine whether this tech-
noference is related to negative outcomes for
both relationship and individual well-being.

First, we examined how often women per-
ceived particular technology devices as interfer-
ing with their interactions with their partner.
Then we examined their ratings of the fre-
quency of some technoference scenarios in ev-
eryday life. We expected most of the partici-
pants in our study to experience at least some
technoference in their daily lives, as technology
is commonplace in families (Padilla-Walker,
Coyne, & Fraser, 2012). We also examined
which devices and scenarios were rated as in-
terfering or occurring most frequently. Finally,
according to our conceptual model, we hypoth-
esized that more frequent technological inter-
ruptions would be related to decreased well-
being—marked by lower relationship
satisfaction, lower life satisfaction, and higher
levels of depressive symptoms. These associa-
tions would specifically be mediated by rela-
tionship conflict over technology use. Specifi-
cally, we expected technoference to be
indirectly related to romantic and personal out-
comes through a chain reaction of sorts—
greater reported technoference would predict
more conflict over technology use. We then
hypothesized that conflict over technology use
would predict lower relationship quality. Fi-
nally, we predicted that lower relationship qual-
ity would spill over into lower life satisfaction
and higher depressive symptoms. Figure 1
shows our conceptual model.

Relationship 
Well-being 

Conflict over 
Tech Use 

Interference 
from Tech 

Personal 
Well-being 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of how technology interference in couple interactions may lead
to conflict over this technology use, which may then spill over into relationship and personal
well-being.
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These outcomes were selected for the current
study due to our conceptual model and because
prior work has linked greater technology use in
general and problematic technology use with
greater negative mood, depressive symptoms,
stress, feelings of loneliness, and lower satisfac-
tion with relationships and family life (Ayyagari,
Grover, & Purvis, 2011; Bianchi & Phillips, 2005;
Billieux, Van der Linden, & Rochat, 2008; Ches-
ley, 2005; Takao, Takahashi, & Kitamura, 2009;
Thomée, Härenstam, & Hagberg, 2011).

Methods

Participants and Procedure

Participants included 143 married or cohab-
iting women in heterosexual relationships.
These participants were recruited through
emails and fliers posted in local community
buildings. Participants completed an online sur-
vey, which assessed Internet use, relational and
personal well-being, and technology interfer-
ence. The University Institutional Review
Board approved this research. On average, the
women were 30.37 years old (SD � 5.22). All
were married or cohabiting (90% married).
Most of the women were White (89%) and had
completed some college (82%). The average
household income was US$68,000 (SD �
US$40,000). Many women had each of the fol-
lowing devices in their homes: cell phone/
smartphone (95%), TV (90%), computer (91%),
and tablet (58%).

Measures

Technology Device Interference Scale
(TDIS). Participants were asked in general
how frequently cell phones/smartphones, TV,
computers/laptops, and iPads or other tablets
get in the way of or even interrupt interactions
that they have with their partners. They rated
their perceptions on a six-point Likert-type
scale: 0 (never), 1 (rarely), 2 (sometimes), 3
(often), 4 (very often), and 5 (all the time). A
principal components analysis revealed one fac-
tor that accounted for 54% of the variance, and
factor loadings for cell phones/smartphones,
TV, computers/laptops, and iPads or other tab-
lets were .78, .77, .81, and .44, respectively.
These items were examined separately as well
as combined into an overall average Technol-

ogy Device Interference Scale (TDIS) score,
with higher scores representing more frequent
interference in couple relationships (Cronbach’s
alpha � .67). Although the alpha was margin-
ally lower than the typical acceptable cutoff, we
expected some variability within some individ-
uals’ responses across the devices (especially as
tablet use is less common), which likely ac-
counts for the lower alpha.

Technology Interference in Life Examples
Scale (TILES). An additional five items as-
sessed the frequency with which participants
experienced some situations in general. These
items included the following:

1. During a typical mealtime that my partner
and I spend together, my partner pulls out and
checks his phone or mobile device.

2. My partner sends texts or emails to others
during our face-to-face conversations.

3. When my partner’s phone or mobile device
rings or beeps, he pulls it out even if we are in
the middle of a conversation.

4. During leisure time that my partner and I
are able to spend together, my partner gets on
his phone, mobile device, or tablet.

5. My partner gets distracted from our con-
versation by the TV.

Participants rated these items on an eight-
point scale: 0 (never), 1 (less than once a week),
2 (once a week), 3 (once every few days), 4
(once a day), 5 (2 to 5 times a day), 6 (6 to 9
times a day), and 7 (10 or more times a day). A
principal components analysis revealed one fac-
tor that accounted for 63% of the variance, and
factor loadings for the five items (as listed
above) were .83, .86, .85, .80, and .62, respec-
tively. These items were examined separately
and also averaged to produce an overall Tech-
nology Interference in Life Examples Scale
(TILES) score, with higher scores representing
more frequent interference in couple interac-
tions and time spent together (Cronbach’s al-
pha � .85).

Conflict over technology use. Participants
completed a modified version of the frequency
of relationship conflict measure, a scale ob-
tained from the RELATE battery (Busby, Hol-
man, & Taniguchi, 2001). We modified the
measure to include eight technology use items,
such as “time spent watching TV,” “time spent
talking or texting on cell phone,” and “time
spent on computer.” Participants responded
concerning the frequency with which they per-
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ceived conflict over each item on a five-point
scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often).
Items were averaged to produce an overall con-
flict over technology use score, with higher
scores representing more frequent conflict
(Cronbach’s alpha � .82).

Depressive symptoms. Participants com-
pleted the CES-D (Radloff, 1977), in which
they were asked to rate how often they felt 20
different symptoms during the past week on a
four-point scale ranging from 0 (rarely or none
of the time—less than 1 day) to 3 (most or all of
the time—5 to 7 days). Items were summed to
produce an overall depression score, with
higher scores representing more symptoms
(Cronbach’s alpha � .91).

Life satisfaction. Participants’ life satisfac-
tion was measured using one item: “How satis-
fied are you with your life in general?” Partic-
ipants rated their satisfaction on a five-point
scale ranging from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 5
(very satisfied).

Relationship satisfaction. The Quality of
Marriage Index (Norton, 1983) was used to
measure participants’ relationship satisfaction.
We changed the wording to partner and to
relationship. The first five items, such as “We
have a good relationship” and “My relationship
with my partner is very stable,” asked partici-
pants to rate their agreement on a seven-point
scale ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to
7 (very strongly agree). The sixth item asked
participants to rate their overall relationship
happiness on a 10-point scale ranging from 1
(unhappy) to 10 (perfectly happy). We first stan-
dardized the items and then averaged them to
produce an overall relationship satisfaction
score; higher scores indicate more satisfying
relationships (Cronbach’s alpha � .97).

Results

How Often Does Technology Interfere With
Couple Interactions?

Computers were rated as interfering most of-
ten in interactions between partners (M � 2.26,
SD � 1.27; 74% of participants rated some-
times, often, very often, or all the time on this
item), followed closely by cell phones/smart-
phones (M � 2.18, SD � 1.29; 70%), TV (M �
1.91, SD � 1.24; 71%), and then tablets (M �
1.00, SD � 1.29; 32%). Participants who did

not own these devices were included in these
frequencies. A repeated measures ANOVA
found that the frequency of technoference de-
pended on type of device, F(1, 142) � 27.10,
p � .001, with pairwise comparisons revealing
that tablets were rated as interfering less fre-
quently than all other devices (all comparisons
p � .001)—likely due to fewer families owning
tablets in this sample compared with other de-
vices. Computers interfered more frequently
than TV (p � .03); however, there were no
significant differences for other technologies.

Examining the five life scenario items, the
most frequently occurring was a participant’s
partner getting on his phone, mobile device, or
tablet during couple leisure time (M � 3.66,
SD � 1.94; 62% of participants rated this as
occurring once a day or more often), followed
by a participant’s partner getting distracted from
the couple’s conversation by the TV (M � 2.76,
SD � 1.95; 40%), a participant’s partner pulling
out his phone when it sounds even when the
couple is in the middle of a conversation (M �
2.71, SD � 1.93; 35%), a participant’s partner
pulling out his phone during mealtime (M �
2.41, SD � 1.97; 33%), and finally a partici-
pant’s partner sending texts or emails to others
during the couple’s face-to-face conversations
(M � 1.93, SD � 1.96; 25%). A repeated mea-
sures ANOVA found significant differences de-
pendent on the type of scenario, F(1, 142) �
38.19, p � .001. Pairwise comparisons revealed
that technoference during leisure time was rated
as occurring more frequently than any of the
other life technoference scenarios (all compari-
sons p � .001). Having a partner send texts or
emails to others during face-to-face conversa-
tions was rated as occurring significantly less
often than all other scenarios (all comparisons
p � .001). No other significant differences were
found.

Bivariate Correlations Between Technology
Interference and Well-Being

A series of bivariate correlations on the main
variables revealed significant correlations be-
tween technoference and the well-being vari-
ables (Table 1). Overall, those who rated them-
selves as experiencing more technoference in
their relationship also reported more frequent
conflict over technology use, more depressive
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symptoms, lower life satisfaction, and lower
relationship satisfaction.

Model of Technology Interference and Its
Influence on Well-Being

Analysis plan. We used structural equation
modeling (SEM) using maximum likelihood esti-
mation in the Analysis of Moments Structure
(AMOS) software (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999) to
examine whether our conceptual model (Figure 1)
fit the data well. It was believed that more frequent
technology interruptions would predict more con-
flict specifically about technology use. Experienc-
ing more frequent conflict over technology was ex-
pected to predict worse relationship quality, and
we expected worse relationship quality to pre-
dict worse personal well-being, including
greater depressive symptoms and lower life sat-
isfaction. In our model, we also created a tech-
noference latent construct on which our two
scales of technology interference (i.e., the Tech-
nology Device Interference Scale and the Tech-
nology Interference in Life Examples Scale)
were loaded.

Results. Based on the pattern of the fit in-
dexes, we judged the fit of our conceptual
model to be good (�2(6) � 9.56, p � .26;
RMSEA � .04; CFI � .99; Hu & Bentler,
1999). Figure 2 shows the model with standard-
ized path estimates. The frequency of technofe-
rence predicted conflict over technology use
(� � .56, p � .001). This conflict predicted
lower relationship quality (� � �.37, p �
.001), and lower relationship quality predicted
lower life satisfaction (� � .39, p � .001) and
a trend toward higher depression (� � �.14,
p � .07). We were unsure whether technofer-
ence would still directly relate to personal well-
being once the indirect path through conflict and
relationship quality was accounted for. In our
model, we found that after accounting for the
indirect path, the direct paths from technofer-
ence to depression (� � .37, p � .001) and to
life satisfaction (� � �.31, p � .001) were
significant; the significance of these direct paths
indicates that although our hypothesized path-
way is viable, there may also be other ways in
which technoference relates to personal well-
being.

Bootstrapping analyses for indirect effects
based on 2,000 bootstrapping resamples and a
95% confidence interval were conducted for theT
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indirect effects of the frequency of technofer-
ence on well-being. As expected, significant
indirect effects were observed between tech-
noference and relationship satisfaction (� �
�.23, 95% CIs [�.37, �.13]) and life satisfac-
tion (� � �.09, 95% CIs [�.16, �.04]; ps �
.001), but unexpectedly not between technofer-
ence and depression, which was a trend (� �
.03, 95% CIs [.00, .07]; p � .09).

Discussion

The majority of our participants perceived
that technology interrupted their interactions
with their partners. Interestingly, around 70% of
our participants perceived computers, cell or
smartphones, or TV as interfering in their rela-
tionship with their partner sometimes or more
often. It is important to note how frequently
technology interfered when couples could be
spending time together, as other research has
found that quality time spent together is related
to well-being (Johnson, Zabriskie, & Hill,
2006). For example, the majority (62%) of par-
ticipants reported that technology interfered in
their couple leisure time at least once a day, and
a substantial proportion reported that it inter-
fered with their conversations (35%) and at
mealtime (33%) at least once a day. These types
of interruptions were associated with increased
conflict over technology use and lower relation-
ship satisfaction.

This study expands on prior work (Coyne et
al., 2011) by examining everyday intrusions of
technology broadly in romantic relationships
and how this technoference may affect conflict
in the relationship and relational and personal
well-being. The current study assessed the fre-
quency of interruptions or interference that
women experienced due to technology, such as
cell phones or smartphones, computers, televi-
sions, and tablets, in their relationships with
their partners and found that those who per-
ceived more frequent technoference tended to
show worse overall well-being (lower relation-
ship satisfaction, greater depressive symptoms,
and lower life satisfaction). This result coin-
cides with prior research that has found that
problematic use of cell phones or social net-
working sites is connected to greater depressive
symptoms, lower satisfaction with family life,
and lower relationship quality, though it should
be noted that none of these prior studies exam-
ined technology interference as defined broadly
here (Bianchi & Phillips, 2005; Billieux et al.,
2008; Chesley, 2005; Elphinston & Noller,
2011; Miller-Ott, Kelly, & Duran, 2012;
Thomée et al., 2011).

Perhaps most pertinent to our study, technol-
ogy has the potential to interrupt face-to-face
interactions because of its ever-present and al-
ways-on nature (Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005;
Middleton, 2007). It is difficult to have a mean-
ingful conversation with, pay attention to, and

.62 

.37*** .91 

-.14† 

-.37*** .56*** 
-.42*** 

.39*** 

-.31*** 

 
 
 

Tech 
Interference in 
Life Examples 

Tech Device 
Interference 

Scale 
Depression 

Life 
Satisfaction 

 
 

Interference 
from Tech 

Conflict over 
Tech Use 

Relationship 
Satisfaction 

Figure 2. Model of how the frequency of technology interference (technoference) may lead
to conflict over this technology use, which may then spill over into relationship and personal
well-being. The figure shows the model with standardized path estimates. ��� p � .001, † p �
.10.
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truly listen to one’s partner when daily interac-
tions are intermittently interrupted by technol-
ogy. An individual’s attention resources only
stretch so far (Bowman, Levine, Waite, &
Gendrom, 2010; Ophir, Nass, & Wagner, 2009;
Pea et al., 2012), and our results suggest that
technoference during relationship interactions
may breed conflict in the relationship. Indeed,
as stated earlier, conflict appears to be one me-
diating variable or mechanism between tech-
noference and relationship outcomes. When in-
dividuals place their technology above their
partner, even if only for a brief moment, they
can sow conflict in their romantic relationship,
which may then lead to negative outcomes. The
current study confirms previous research show-
ing that general interruptions in day-to-day con-
versations can be problematic (such as a waiter
interrupting conversations to take an order) and
extends it to the world of technology (Bangerter
et al., 2010; Farley et al., 2010; Hawkins, 1988).

The current study found that technoference
was relatively common. Left unchecked, the
small, but frequent, interruptions by technology
may be a source of conflict in relationships.

Indeed, one major strength of the current
research is to highlight the role of conflict in the
intersection of technology use and romantic re-
lationships. Conflict was a significant mediator,
or mechanism, between technoference and rela-
tionship satisfaction. This result suggests that
technoference is related to increased conflict in
relationships, and this conflict is partially re-
sponsible for feelings of dissatisfaction in the
relationship (Coyne et al., 2012).

Couples should openly and honestly discuss
why technology can be a source of conflict in their
relationship and then further discuss ideas on how
to reduce feelings of conflict as both individuals
manage technology in their lives. The answer is
not simply to ban technology in relationships, as
this is not realistic or particularly useful. Instead,
couples should work out ways they can use tech-
nology that do not increase feelings of conflict and
dissatisfaction when they are together. For some
couples, it may be prudent to silence technological
devices or at times turn them off completely when
interacting with each other, as this places each
individual’s sole focus on his or her partner and
not on their devices. For other couples, it may
mean checking email is permitted only as long as
it does not become extensive, for example. The
way couples manage the interference of technol-

ogy in their relationships will likely differ, but it
will require an open and continuous dialogue be-
tween partners.

It should be noted that though our pattern of
results confirmed our hypotheses for the most part,
we did not find that conflict or relationship satis-
faction fully mediated the path between technofe-
rence and personal well-being (depressive symp-
toms and life satisfaction); rather, direct effects
remained in which more technoference was asso-
ciated with greater depressive symptoms and
lower life satisfaction. Certainly, other research
has found a link between high levels of technol-
ogy use and depression (Gentile et al., 2011;
Pantic et al., 2012). It is likely that the relationship
between more frequent technology interference
and depression is bidirectional, with depressed
individuals using technology as a way to cope
with problems; however, this increased use of and
reliance on technology may then backfire and
increase feelings of depression and worthlessness
when technology does not “fix” personal prob-
lems, but rather, also interferes with face-to-face
relationships and communication.

Limitations and Future Directions

As it is with any correlational research, we
cannot assume causation. It is likely that the rela-
tionship between technoference and well-being is
bidirectional. However, we would still hypothe-
size that when partners experience what they per-
ceive to be an interruption due to technology, their
views of the relationship are likely to suffer, es-
pecially if these interruptions are frequent. More
intensive longitudinal designs (such as daily dia-
ries) are necessary to more fully examine the
potential processes involved. Additionally, due to
our sample size (N � 143), we could not examine
more complex SEM models, although we believe
our results are an encouraging first step to exam-
ining technoference in family life. Our study was
limited by respondents being only women, many
of whom were married and highly educated. It
may very well be that the relational and personal
well-being of men or other samples of women are
affected in different ways by technoference. This
idea should be tested in future work. Due to the
nature of our sample, we also could not test the
intricacies of how technoference functions in cou-
ple relationships. For example, it would be impor-
tant in the future to determine whether partners
perceive technoference similarly and who or what
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caused the interference, as well as how personal
choice and preferences for technology use influ-
ence the whole process.

Observational measures of couple interaction
and communication quality would significantly
add to this work. For instance, recording couples
during leisure time or mealtimes could provide us
with a wealth of data on whether perceptions
match the actual frequency of technoference. Ob-
servations would allow us to assess how couple
communication quality might be affected, and we
could also more fully assess the potentially circu-
lar nature of the interruptions or how individuals’
interpersonal styles of technology use may play
out within observed couple interactions. It should
also be noted that legacy media, such as reading
paper books or listening to the radio, were not
included in our measures of technoference.

Finally, it is crucial to remember that we are
examining complex relationships, and we cannot
blame only the technology for the potential inter-
ference. Often, specific individual characteristics,
such as personality (Ehrenberg, Juckes, White, &
Walsh, 2008) and romantic attachment style (Mo-
rey, Gentzler, Creasy, Oberhauser, & Westerman,
2013), influence the adoption of specific technol-
ogy devices and particular technology use strate-
gies. Due to their always-on nature (Middleton,
2007), there are likely times when technology
devices directly interrupt interpersonal interac-
tions, such as when a phone rings due to a friend
or work calling. Although devices can be silenced,
illustrating that there is still some personal choice
in the matter, even brief unintentional interrup-
tions may cause frustration in one’s partner. At
other times, individuals may turn to devices to
escape frustrating relationships. Overall, the cur-
rent study suggests that women perceive at least
some interruptions due to technology. Future
work is needed to examine the complex nature of
technoference, as interruptions can have multiple
sources and can be influenced by individual char-
acteristics and choices.

Conclusion and Practical Implications

In summary, interruptions in couple interac-
tions due to technology use appear to negatively
relate to relational and personal well-being. For
instance, those who perceive more technoference
also tend to show more frequent conflict over
technology use, lower relationship satisfaction,
more depressive symptoms, and lower life satis-

faction. It is important to note that lower well-
being was related to even small amounts of per-
ceived technoference, which suggests that even
normative technology use may feed into individ-
uals’ relational and personal well-being. Although
technology can help couples to connect (Coyne et
al., 2011), couples’ technology use—when not
directed toward connecting with each other—may
also interfere at times in their relationships. Some
may benefit from “technology use etiquette” train-
ing, in which they could be taught best practices
for when devices should be put away, how to deal
with phones when they beep in the middle of
conversations, and so on such that one’s partner
continues to feel cared for. As technology use has
become commonplace, couple communication
programs may need to explicitly integrate such
training in order to improve the quality of com-
munication and listening between partners.

Finally, we wish to express that technoference
is a simple concept in theory but can be complex
to measure. It is not only the technology that is to
blame for the interruptions; personal characteris-
tics and choice can also have a large, sometimes
unseen, role. Therefore, we do not wish for tech-
nology to be viewed negatively in and of itself, but
due to its often always-on-in-the-background na-
ture, boundaries on its use should be considered.
Individuals may wish to examine their own tech-
nology use and whether what they do on a daily
basis could be considered as unduly frustrating
and interrupting to their interactions with others.
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