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Purpose: A workplace leader’s phubbing (snubbing by using the phone) can create social distance between the leader and employee. 
We tested whether this social distance might reduce trust, with a negative impact on job performance. The negative impact might be 
especially strong for employees with a high need for social approval (NFSA).
Methods: Full-time employees (N = 246; 51.63% male, Mage = 35.07, SD = 8.62) in Eastern China completed anonymous 
questionnaires. The data were collected in three waves with a 2-week interval between each wave. The SPSS macro PROCESS 
was used to test all research hypotheses.
Results: Regression-based analyses were used to test a moderated serial mediation model. Leader phubbing was associated with 
employees’ poorer job performance, and this association was mediated by social distance and in turn, low trust. The negative effects of 
leader phubbing were stronger for employees with a higher NFSA.
Conclusion: This study adds new evidence to the literature on phubbing by showing that employees’ perceptions of leader phubbing 
might hinder employee job performance. Furthermore, the boundary condition of employee NFSA was emphasized and further 
expanded the literature in this field. This research provides insights into how the negative impact of leader phubbing on employee job 
performance can be prevented or reduced.
Keywords: leader phubbing, social distance, trust, job performance, need for social approval

Introduction
When a workplace leader seems distracted by using their smartphone during face-to-face interactions, the employee 
might interpret the behavior as phubbing—a word that has been coined to represent the combination of “phone” and 
“snubbing”. According to the 2022 CNNIC report, smartphones have become the most commonly used device for 
accessing the Internet in China, and 99.7% of cyber citizens in China were smartphone users.1 While providing numerous 
conveniences for users, smartphone use may also cause more phubbing in offline social interactions, including in the 
workplace. Related also studies have shown that most participants stated being phubbed by others at recent social 
activities,2 and 28% of employees reported that using smartphones may be harmful to the relationship between superiors 
and subordinates.3 In fact, more and more employees experience the use and existence of smartphones in their work, and 
phubbing also has become a common phenomenon in the workplace.4,5 There are frequent offline interactions within 
employee-employee dyads and leader-employee dyads, and it may often be observed the case that one employee 
interrupts face-to-face communication due to excessive viewing of smartphones for some reasons, resulting in another 
employee feeling being phubbing.

Leader phubbing, employee’s perception that leaders are distracted by using their smartphones during face-to-face 
talking with their leader, is a new-born negative leader behavior accompanied by the widespread use of smartphones in 
the workplace.4,6 A limited number of existing studies also have shown that leader phubbing in the workplace is not only 
common, but also may have a detrimental impact on the organization.4,7 Several studies have documented an association 
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between leader phubbing and employees’ negative work outcomes, such as lower employee self-esteem, phubbing 
behavior, lower job engagement, and poor job performance.4–8 Meanwhile, few studies to date have examined the 
internal mechanisms that might explain these associations between leader phubbing and employees’ negative work 
outcomes. Understanding these mechanisms can be helpful for employees, supervisors, and organizations in preventing 
or reducing phubbing in the workplace. Based on these, it is necessary to explore further the impact of leader phubbing 
and the internal mechanism in the workplace.

Our paper tackled the effects of leader phubbing on employees’ job performance and elucidated the psychological 
mechanism to bridge these gaps. In the current study, we used the perspective of social distance9 as a framework for 
studying the mechanisms by which leader phubbing is associated with employees’ work outcomes. Our assumption is 
that leader phubbing increases employees’ sense of social distance, with downstream consequences for worker 
performance.

The social distance between employees and leaders appears to play a role in the effects of leader behavior on 
employees’ motivation, leader–employee interaction relationships, and team performance.10–13 Employees’ perception of 
social distance between themselves and the leader has been shown to be associated with lower leader–follower flexible 
interactions.11 Employees may perceive greater social distance when there is leader phubbing; they may think that leaders 
are not interested in them and that they do not deserve the leaders’ attention. We assume that increased social distance 
may lead to a series of downstream consequences, namely a deterioration of employees’ trust in their leader, and 
consequent lower job performance. Thus, in the present study, we explored two mechanisms by which leader phubbing is 
associated with lower employee job performance. Specifically, we tested whether employees’ perceived social distance 
from the leader and lower trust serially mediate the influence of leader phubbing on poorer employee job performance.

However, not all employees endow the same meaning to social distance from their leader. In particular, an employee’s 
behavior may depend on their NFSA. Employees with a high NFSA may be guided by others’ opinions as a way to 
secure relevant others’ approval.14,15 If the employee lacks confidence to act independently, they may react more 
negatively to high social distance.15,16 Thus, we tested NFSA as a boundary condition of the process by which leader 
phubbing is associated with poorer employee job performance.

In light of these findings, we developed and tested a moderated serial mediation model (shown in Figure 1) to 
examine how and when leader phubbing influences employee job performance. The model was tested based on employee 
questionnaire data collected at three time points, two weeks apart. Such an in-depth exploration of this topic can provide 
a conceptual foundation for further research and practice, as well as practical guidance for organizations and managers.

Theoretical Development and Hypotheses
Leader Phubbing and Employee Job Performance
Leader phubbing, as a form of negative behavior at work, may be related to employees’ less positive work behavior. This 
negative behavior of leaders reduces the eye contact in the leader-employee interaction, and also may make employees 
feel unsupported emotionally at work.4,17,18 Therefore, employees may feel excluded when they interact with a leader 
who is focusing their attention on their smartphones instead of the employees.7 This experience of exclusion, as 

Figure 1 Theoretical model. 
Abbreviations: T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3.
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a negative event experienced by employees in the workplace, will lead to employees’ negative emotions, and then induce 
employees’ negative work results. Related studies have also shown that leader phubbing can weaken the emotional 
connection, and induce employees’ negative emotions and work outcomes.5–8,19,20

Moreover, this experience of exclusion can not only make employees feel ignored, but it can send the information to 
employees that they are not valued in organization.8,18 This may make the employees who have experienced the leader 
phubbing feel the stress and emotional exhaustion, thus Inhibiting their work engagement and affecting their job 
performance.8,21 Previous research has also shown that leader phubbing can have a negative impact on employees’ 
work outcomes, such as employee engagement, job satisfaction and performance.4,5,8 Based on this information, we 
propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Leader phubbing is negatively associated with employee job performance.

The Mediating Role of Social Distance
Social distance refers to a subjective perception or experience of the distance with or between others.9 The perception 
of social distance is considered an important determinant in social interactions. For example, people generally want to 
have their conversation partner’s undivided attention in face-to-face conversations.4,5,22 Phubbing thwarts this goal 
and has been shown to negatively impact social interaction quality.23 The perception that the conversation partner is 
phubbing may in turn increase the sense of social distance. Support for this possibility was provided by an experiment 
in which participants who had a conversation in the presence of a smartphone (even when no one was using it) 
reported less closeness with their partner compared to participants who had a conversation without a smartphone 
present.24

Employees likely have the same desire for undivided attention during interpersonal interactions in the workplace. In 
face-to-face leader-employee interaction, leader phubbing makes employees feel alienated because phubbed employees 
are likely to perceive leaders as uninterested in them or themselves as unworthy of leaders’ attention. The distancing cues 
conveyed by leader phubbing will impair employees’ perceived interpersonal connection within the interaction,9 

potentially increasing employees’ perceived social distance from the leader.
The greater the social distance between employees and their leaders, the greater the restrictions on employees’ work 

interaction.9,11 Moreover, compared to employees who believe that leaders are close by, those who believe their leaders 
are far away feel more uneasy about the leaders, have stronger perceptions of leader-employee conflict, and believe that 
the leaders are less familiar with their work.11 The distance between employees and their leader is also a significant 
predictor of many aspects of the work performance (eg, motivation, leader–follower interactions relationship and team 
performance).10–13 Based on the above arguments, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Employees’ perceived social distance from the leader mediates the relationship between the leader 
phubbing and the employee’s job performance. Specifically, leader phubbing increases employees’ perceived social 
distance from the leader, leading to poorer job performance.

The Mediating Role of Trust
Trust in leader defined as employees believe that leaders will not harm their own interests, are more willing to expose 
themselves without fear of being exploited, and show their weaknesses to the leader.25 Leader phubbing may reduce 
employees’ trust in several ways. It reduces eye contact with employees, thus undermining their emotional connection.19 

Moreover, when employees experience leader phubbing, they may feel that the leaders are multicommunicating 
interactions with each other, and may think that the leaders do not respect them.4,26 These experiences may undermine 
employees’ trust in leaders, because to satisfy both sides of an interactive relationship between leader and employee, both 
sides must concentrate rather than just be physically present.5

Moreover, employees’ work attitudes and behavior may be affected by trust in leaders. Trust can not only increase 
employees’ positive work attitude (eg, organizational commitment, psychological well-being and job satisfaction), but 
also increase employees’ positive work results (eg, job engagement) related to work performance.4,27,28 Relevant 
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research also shows that employees’ trust in their leaders is associated with their work-related outcomes (eg, 
performance).29 Conversely, the lack of trust in leaders can result in poor employee job performance.30 Based on the 
above arguments, we propose:

Hypothesis 3: Employees’ trust in the leader mediates the relationship between leader phubbing and employees’ job 
performance, such that leader phubbing reduces the employees’ trust in their leader, leading to reduced job performance.

The Serial Mediating Roles of Social Distance and Trust
In the process of interaction between leaders and employees, the phubbing of leaders pulls them away from face-to-face 
interaction with employees,31 which makes employees feel neglected and enhances the social distance with leader. High 
social distance may inhibit social interactions and lead to unpleasant interactions.5,32 Unpleasant interactions can in turn 
impair trust.30 The formation of trust between leaders and employees depends on the positive close relationships 
established by pleasant interpersonal interaction, and employees also have the basic need to establish a closer relationship 
with leaders.31,33

In addition, the high social distance between leaders and employees may also make employees feel that leaders are 
not interested in themselves,31 destroy the quality of interaction and emotional connection between employees and 
leaders,19 and reduce employees’ trust in their leader. Thus, we assert that high social distance caused by leader phubbing 
could undermine employees’ trust in their leaders. Namely, leaders who use smartphones frequently during interactions 
with employees will intensify the social distance between leaders and employees and further undermine employees’ trust 
in their leader.

Hypothesis 4: Employees’ perceived social distance from the leader is negatively associated with trust in their leader.

With the decline of employees’ trust in leaders, it may further lead to employees’ negative work performance. The 
trust in leaders can not only improve employees’ work willingness and work engagement, but also make them more 
focused on their work tasks,4,34 so as to enhance employees’ work performance. Previous studies have shown that 
employees’ trust in leaders is a predictor of positive work outcomes such as employees’ high level of work job 
satisfaction, work engagement and performance.5,8

Leader phubbing may suggest that they are not wholly focused on employees and lack motivation to affiliate with 
them. Consistent with social distance theory, individuals’ awareness of others’ lack of motivation to affiliate with them 
may increase their sense of social distance.9 We assert that the increase in social distance caused by experiencing leader 
phubbing may lead to a lower trust, in turn undermining employee job performance. Based on the above arguments, we 
further propose:

Hypothesis 5: Social distance and a lack of trust in the leader together mediate the relationship between leader phubbing 
and employee job performance. Specifically, leader phubbing reduces job performance by increasing employees’ 
perceived social distance and, thus, reducing trust in their leader.

The Moderating Role of Need for Social Approval
The need for social approval (NFSA) refers to employees’ desire to be recognized and favored by relevant others in the 
workplace.34 Individuals with a high NFSA lack confidence and depend more upon others’ opinions, and they will act in 
ways that they think will ensure the approval of others concerned.14,35 In contrast, individuals with low NFSA are less 
concerned with gaining approval from others, and their attitudes and behaviors are less influenced by others’ opinions.16 

We integrated employee NFSA as a moderator of the relationship between social distance and trust into our model. 
Employees with a higher NFSA may have a stronger negative reaction towards social distance with leaders.

With formal structural power from the organization, the leader is powerful and vital for employees’ career success.36 

Employees with high NFSA may exert significant time and energy trying to minimize their social distance from their 
leaders, and they are more likely to actively seek positive evaluations from their leaders than employees with low level 
NFSA.14,34 In addition, compared to employees with low NFSA, those with high NFSA may rely more on their leaders’ 
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attitude and behavior as cues for how to ensure approval.36 Employees with high NSFA are more likely than others to 
perceive high social distance as indicative of leaders’ disapproval, rejection, and distrust, and these perceptions decrease 
their own sense of trust in the leader.5,30,32 However, compared to employees with high NFSA, those with low NFSA 
may pay less attention to social distance or regard it as understandable and acceptable, so they are less likely to be 
affected. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6: NFSA moderates the negative relationship between employees’ perceived social distance and trust in their 
leaders, such that the negative relationship is stronger for employees with a higher NFSA.

Finally, combined with Hypothesis 5 and Hypothesis 6, we argue that the moderating effect of NFSA on the 
relationship between social distance and trust may also have implications for employees’ subsequent job performance. 
If Hypothesis 5 was supported, this suggests that leader phubbing influences employees’ job performance indirectly 
through employees’ perceived social distance and trust in their leader. Meanwhile, combined with Hypothesis 6, we 
further hypothesize that this indirect effect will vary depending on the individual’s NFSA. Therefore, we further 
hypothesize that the whole influencing process of leader phubbing on employee job performance will vary based on 
employee NFSA as follows:

Hypothesis 7: NFSA moderates the serially mediated relationship between leader phubbing and employee job performance 
through social distance and trust, such that the negative relationship is stronger for employees with a high level of NFSA.

Methods
Participants and Procedure
We invited full-time employees from multiple companies (mainly in the technology, manufacturing and service sectors) 
located in the Yangtze River Delta area of China (eg, Shanghai, Hangzhou, Nanjing, and Suzhou). Participants were 
informed that their participation was voluntary and that the survey was anonymous. We delivered and collected paper 
surveys to employees and their direct leaders at three waves, with a 2-week interval between each wave, to minimize 
common method bias.37 At Time 1, employees rated leader phubbing and reported demographic information. At Time 2, 
employees rated their perceived social distance and NFSA. At Time 3, employees rated their trust in leaders, and the 
leaders evaluated employee job performance. To ensure the participants’ confidentiality, each questionnaire used the last 
four digits of their mobile phone number as the code to complete the responses matching at three time points. Finally, we 
got a final sample of 246 full-time employees (51.63% male, Mage = 35.07, SD = 8.62).

Measures
The measures were originally developed in English. To assure that the measures in the Chinese and English versions of the 
survey instrument were equivalent, all items underwent a standard translation followed by a back-translation process.38

Leader Phubbing
We used the nine-item scale developed by Roberts and David to measure leader phubbing.4 A representative item is “My 
leader glances at his/her cell phone when talking to me.” The scale showed high internal consistency (α=0.92) in the 
current study.

Social Distance
We used the Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale (IOS) developed by Aron et al to measure employees’ perceived social 
distance.39 It contains a single item in which participants select a picture from seven Venn-like diagrams presenting two 
circles with varying degrees of overlap; the circles represent themselves and their leaders. The respondent selects the 
diagram that “best describes” the relationship (choices range from nearly complete overlapping [1] to completely non- 
overlapping circles [7]).
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Trust
We used the four items developed by Podsakoff to measure employees’ trust in their leaders.40 A representative item is “I 
feel a strong loyalty to my leader.” The scale showed high internal consistency (α=0.87) in the current study.

Job Performance
The leaders completed a five-item scale developed by Williams and Anderson to assess the participant’s job 
performance.41 A representative item is “Performs tasks that are expected of him/her.” The scale showed high internal 
consistency (α=0.90) in the current study.

Need for Social Approval
We used the five-item scale developed by Crocker to measure employees’ need for social approval.42 A representative 
item is “My self-esteem depends on the opinions others hold of me.” The scale showed high internal consistency 
(α=0.80) in the current study.

Control Variables
We controlled employees’ gender and age to maximize the robustness of the results. Related studies have shown that 
women are less affected by phubbing than men, and younger persons are more tolerant of phubbing.43,44

Data Analysis
Initially, the 350 paired questionnaires were delivered to participants. Ultimately, we obtained a final sample of 246 
employees (response rate=70.29%). Among the final sample, the employees’ average age was 35.07 years old (SD=8.62), 
and 127 (51.63%) employees were men. A total of 71.95% had received a college degree or above, and the average 
organization tenure was 6.37 years (SD=6.44). All analyses were conducted with SPSS 22.0 and Amos 21.0. The 
descriptive statistics and correlations among variables were calculated, and the items from each variable were summar-
ized and averaged. Hypothesis testing was conducted with the SPSS macro PROCESS.45 Specifically, we tested the main 
effect (Hypothesis 1) and mediating effects (Hypotheses 2 and 3) using PROCESS Model 4, and tested the serial 
mediating effect (Hypotheses 4 and 5) using PROCESS Model 6. Furthermore, we tested the moderating effect 
(Hypotheses 6 and 7) using PROCESS Model 91. Bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CI) were constructed by 
extracting 5000 bootstrap samples. Effects are considered statistically significant when the 95% confidence interval does 
not contain zero.

Results
Preliminary Analyses
Before testing our hypotheses, we conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using Amos 21.0 to verify the 
discriminant validity of the variables. The four-factor model fit the data well (χ2 (59) = 129.34, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 
0.95, RMSEA = 0.07) and was better than alternative models. According to Harman’s single-factor test, the first factor 
accounted for 29.89% of the total variance that was extracted after factor analysis, so there was little concern about 
CMV.37 The constructs’ average variance estimates (AVE) were above 0.50, and the composite reliabilities (CR) on each 
scale were greater than 0.70, which indicates that the convergent validity was adequate.46 The descriptive statistics, 
reliabilities, and zero-order correlations of the variables are shown in Table 1.

Hypothesis Testing
Leader phubbing was negatively related to employee job performance (B = −0.19, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 1.

Leader phubbing was also positively related to social distance (B = 0.47, p < 0.001), and social distance was 
negatively correlated with employee job performance (B = −0.09, p < 0.01). Furthermore, the indirect effect of leader 
phubbing on employee job performance (indirect effect = −0.04, 95% CI = [−0.079, −0.014]) via social distance was 
significant, in support of Hypothesis 2. Leader phubbing was negatively related to trust (B = −0.28, p < 0.001) and trust 
was positively correlated with employee job performance (B = 0.36, p < 0.001). Furthermore, the indirect effect of leader 

https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S370409                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

DovePress                                                                                                                         

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2022:15 2308

Xu et al                                                                                                                                                               Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


phubbing on employee job performance (indirect effect = −0.10, 95% CI = [−0.163, −0.052]) via trust was significant, 
supporting Hypothesis 3.

The serial mediating effect results further showed that all pathway coefficients were significant (see Table 2 and 
Figure 2). More specifically, social distance was negatively related to trust (B = −0.07, p < 0.05), in support of 

Table 1 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations (N = 246)

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Employee age 35.07 8.62
2 Employee gendera 1.48 0.50 0.08

3 Social distance 4.13 1.60 −0.12 0.07

4 Leader phubbing 1.90 0.79 0.06 −0.03 0.22** (0.92)
5 Trust 4.22 0.71 −0.03 0.01 −0.21** −0.31*** (0.87)
6 Job performance 4.19 0.70 0.11 0.01 −0.26*** −0.22** 0.40*** (0.90)
7 Need for social approval 2.99 0.53 0.06 0.05 −0.19** −0.10 0.03 0.12 (0.80)

Note: Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities are reported in bold. aMales were coded as 1, and Females were coded as 2. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, two-tailed. 
Abbreviations: M, mean; SD, standard deviation.

Table 2 Results of Regression-Based Tests of the Serial Mediation Model in Predicting Job 
Performance (N = 246)

Effect Estimate SE 95% CI

Direct effects

Leader phubbing → Social distance 0.47*** 0.13 [0.222, 0.721]
Leader phubbing → Trust −0.25*** 0.06 [−0.358, −0.135]

Social distance → Trust −0.07* 0.03 [−0.125, −0.015]

Leader phubbing → Job performance −0.07 0.05 [−0.179, 0.035]
Social distance → Job performance −0.06* 0.03 [−0.117, −0.014]

Trust → Job performance 0.34*** 0.06 [0.224, 0.459]

Indirect effects

Leader phubbing → Social distance → Job performance −0.03 0.02 [−0.064, −0.004]
Leader phubbing → Trust → Job performance −0.08 0.03 [−0.146, −0.036]

Leader phubbing → Social distance → Trust → Job performance −0.01 0.01 [−0.025, −0.002]

Total indirect effect of leader phubbing on job performance −0.13 0.03 [−0.187, −0.076]

Note: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: SE, standard error; 95% CI, the lower and upper limits of a confidence interval, respectively;

Figure 2 Unstandardized path coefficients for the serial mediation model. 
Note: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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Hypothesis 4. The sequential pathway “leader phubbing→social distance→trust→job performance” was significant 
(indirect effect = −0.01, 95% CI = [−0.025, −0.002]), supporting Hypothesis 5.

The interaction between social distance and NFSA was significant for trust (B = −0.11, p < 0.05). Figure 3 illustrates 
the results of simple slope tests. There was a significant and negative relationship between social distance and trust for 
the high NFSA group (B =−0.15, p<0.001; one SD above the mean) but a nonsignificant relationship for the low NFSA 
group (B = 0.02, p > 0.05; one SD below the mean). Therefore, Hypothesis 6 was supported. There was also a significant 
index of moderated mediation (index = −0.02, 95% CI = [−0.040, −0.001]) for the serial indirect effect. The serial 
indirect effect was significant when NFSA was high (effect =−0.02, 95% CI = [−0.039, −0.006]) but not significant when 
it was low (effect = 0.01, 95% CI = [−0.014, 0.017]). Hypothesis 7 was thus supported. Table 3 shows the results of tests 
of the full serial moderated mediation model.

Discussion
The present study developed and tested a moderated serial mediation model based on social distance perspective to test 
whether and how leader phubbing negatively influences employee job performance. Firstly, our research demonstrated 
that when experienced by the leader phubbing, employees may produce poor job performance, which supported the 
existence of the negative effects of leader phubbing. This is also consistent with previous relevant research results, in 

Figure 3 The moderating effect of employee need for social approval.

Table 3 Results of Regression-Based Tests of the Full Serial Moderated Mediation Model (N = 246)

Predictor Social Distance Trust Job Performance

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Employee gender 0.29 0.20 0.03 0.09 0.01 0.08
Employee age −0.03* 0.01 −0.02 0.01 0.01 0.04

Leader phubbing 0.47*** 0.13 −0.25*** 0.06 −0.07 0.05

Social distance 0.28 0.15 −0.07* 0.03
Trust 0.34*** 0.06

NFSA 0.40* 0.20

Social distance x NFSA −0.11* 0.05

R2 0.07*** 0.14*** 0.21***

Note: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: SE, standard error; NFSA, Need for social approval.
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which the scholars proved that leader phubbing may lead to employees’ negative work outcomes.5–8 In other words, 
employees are in all probability to the negative influence of leader phubbing. Such results suggest that we need to pay 
more attention to the harmfulness of leader phubbing with the widespread use of smartphones.

Secondly, the present results showed that employees’ perceived social distance and trust in the leader mediated the 
relationship between the leader phubbing and the employee’s job performance, respectively. This means that in the 
offline interaction between employees and leaders, the leader phubbing enhances the social distance between employees 
and leaders, makes employees feel alienated, and then reduces employees’ work performance. Meanwhile, leader 
phubbing also reduces employees’ trust in their leaders, which will have a negative impact on employees’ work attitude 
and behavior, and then lead to employees’ poor performance. In addition, our results find that social distance and trust 
serially mediate the relationship between leader phubbing and employees’ job performance. Further indicates a pathway 
by which leader phubbing increases employees’ perceived social distance and subsequently decreases the amount of trust 
employees place in their leaders, and ultimately has a negative impact on employees’ performance.

Thirdly, the results of the present study confirmed the moderating effect of NFSA. NFSA moderates the indirect effect of 
leader phubbing and employees’ job performance through social distance and trust. Compared with employees with low 
NFSA, employees with a higher NFSA who have experienced leader phubbing will show lower job performance. Employees 
with a high level of NFSA are more likely to regard high social distance as a symbol of dissatisfaction and disapproval, 
which will undermine their trust in leaders and have a more negative impact on employees’ job performance.

Theoretical Implications
This research makes several important contributions to the literature on leader phubbing in the workplace. First, our 
research enriches our knowledge of the negative consequences of leader phubbing by examining that leader phubbing is 
negatively related to employees’ job performance. Consistent with previous studies, the use of smartphones not only 
provides many conveniences for the workplace but also leads to an increasing phenomenon of phubbing others or being 
phubbed by others in workplace interpersonal interaction.4,5,17 With the widespread use of smartphones, there is growing 
concern about the negative impact of smartphone use in the workplace.23 Leader phubbing is a new type of negative 
leader behavior that appears and increases with the development of the Internet. Organization managers and practitioners 
need to be aware of the harmfulness of leader phubbing in the workplace.

Second, this research provides a new social distance perspective on the psychological mechanisms by which leader 
phubbing affects employee performance. Specifically, we demonstrated that employees’ perceptions of phubbing may be 
associated with their sense of social distance from their leader, with downstream consequences. We proposed and tested 
a model in which the association between social distance and job performance was mediated first by social distance, and 
then by trust. The few studies on leader phubbing have shown its negative impact on employees’ self-esteem, trust, 
engagement, and performance,4,5,7 however, the internal mechanisms of these associations were still further explored. 
Leader phubbing contradicts employees’ expectations of undivided attention5 and increases employees’ perceived social 
distance from their leaders. Our results are consistent with previous studies showing the importance of perceived social 
distance within workplace interactions, as it predicts many adverse work outcomes.4,11

In particular, in the face-to-face interaction between leaders and employees, the leader phubbing makes employees feel 
alienated, and the increased sense of distance from leaders inhibits the establishment of trust relationship between them. The 
establishment of a good trust relationship between leaders and employees requires the development and maintenance of good 
interpersonal relationships in the workplace.31,33 Employees who perceive their leaders’ behavior as phubbing perceive more 
social distance from the leader and trust the leader less. These thoughts and feelings ultimately undermine interpersonal 
relationships and trust in the workplace and may eventually lead to negative work results. Consistent with the results of many 
previous related studies, trust has a significant impact on employees’ positive work attitudes and behaviors.4,5,8 Focusing on leader 
phubbing, a newborn leader behavior emerging with the mobile Internet era, the results also provide a conceptual basis for 
interventions to reduce the impact of mobile technology devices on workplace trust building based on interpersonal interaction.24

Third, our research demonstrated a boundary condition of the mediation processes of interest. Specifically, the 
mediation processes were stronger for employees who had a strong NFSA. This result suggested that NFSA was 
a significant aggravating factor in the indirect relationship between leader phubbing and employee job performance.15 
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Our research helps explain why some employees react more negatively than others to leader phubbing, and it addresses 
the call for research to identify boundary conditions of leader phubbing.47 The results highlight the importance of paying 
attention to employees’ individual characteristics (eg, need for social approval) as influences on interpersonal interactions 
in the workplace, especially the interaction between superiors and subordinates.

Practical Implications
This research also points to several practical implications for organizations and management practitioners. First, our work 
suggests that managers should be aware of the negative implications of leader phubbing on employees. Organizations 
might need to consider strategies to minimize the practice of phubbing, or the perception of phubbing, in the workplace. 
Specifically, our work warns of the detrimental influence of leader phubbing and suggests that leaders act as role models 
in their use of smartphones. Leaders should stay focused and put their smartphones away to communicate with their 
employees effectively.5 For organizations, it might be necessary to make policies to minimize the negative impact on 
leaders’ smartphone use during interactions with employees.

Second, leaders ought to minimize employees’ sense of social distance from them. Our research illustrates 
a psychological mechanism by which leader phubbing hinders employees’ job performance because the perception of 
higher social distance reduces employees’ trust in leaders. Managers or organizations should minimize employees’ 
perception of social distance in workplace interpersonal interactions because it predicts many negative work outcomes, 
such as poor interpersonal relationships and job performance.4,11 Especially in leader-employee interactions, managers 
should show their presence and attention to employees rather than focus just on themselves and the tiny screen, ignoring 
the presence of employees. Additionally, organizations could arrange a series of training for members to improve the 
quality of interactions to lessen perceived social distance within the organization. For instance, leaders could establish 
regular and positive communication channels to show their willingness to communicate.

Moreover, leaders should also adopt appropriate behaviors and interventions to enhance employees’ sense of trust in them. 
Employees’ trust in leaders is an important factor affecting their work attitude and behavior. A good trust relationship can promote 
employees’ positive work results. On the contrary, the lack or destruction of trust may be more likely to make employees produce 
more negative work results. Leaders should actively improve their interpersonal communication skills, actively communicate and 
interact with employees without distraction, enhance the emotional connection with employees, and then improve the quality of 
interaction. Leaders can also actively encourage employees to express their inner feelings and opinions, appropriately give more 
support to employees, and create an organizational climate of mutual trust.

Third, our work provides managers with a more complete understanding of the influence of NFSA on social 
interactions. Our results emphasize the importance of considering employees’ individual characteristics in workplace 
interpersonal interactions. Organizations and leaders should be aware that employees with high NFSA may react more 
negatively to leader phubbing. Leaders should give employees with high NFSA extra approval, such as more attention 
during interactions and appropriate acknowledgement and encouragement.

Limitations and Future Directions
Our research has several limitations. First, most of the variables were self-reported, leading to potential common method 
biases.37 In the future, we may combine various research methods to verify these results. Second, this study only focused 
on the moderating effect of employee NFSA. Future investigation of other potential individual cognitive characteristics 
(eg, relationship orientation and rejection sensitivity) moderators is also merited. Third, since this study was conducted in 
China, the generalizability might be limited. For example, China has a higher tendency toward collectivism,48 and the 
generalizability of findings to other cultures may be limited. The relationship-oriented interpersonal communication 
pattern may make the quality of the superior-subordinate relationship effect more prominent than in individualistic 
cultures. Therefore, cross-cultural comparative research may be relevant for future research.

Conclusion
This study examined how and when leader phubbing influences employee job performance. Our research reveals the negative 
influence of leader phubbing, which supported that leader phubbing has a significant negative effect on employees’ job 
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performance. Moreover, social distance and trust mediate the relationship between leader phubbing and employees’ job 
performance. In particular, social distance and trust serially mediate the relationship between leader phubbing and employees’ 
job performance. Leader phubbing appears to inhibit employee job performance by enlarging the employee’s sense of social 
distance from the leader and subsequently impairing trust. Moreover, the negative influencing process of leader phubbing is 
stronger for employees with higher NFSA because they will react more adversely to perceived high social distance. The results 
have value for both researchers and practitioners who want to reduce phubbing and the negative effects of phubbing in the 
workplace.
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