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Abstract: With the global prevalence of smartphones, their impact on university students’ 

academic performance has become a prominent topic in educational research. This study 

adopts a desk-based research method to systematically review case studies from different 

countries and regions, assessing the relationship between smartphone use and academic 

performance among university students. Drawing on multi-national evidence, the study 

analyses the impact of smartphone usage patterns on students’ academic outcomes. The 

findings indicate a significant negative correlation between frequent social media use, 

multitasking behaviours, and lower academic performance, while the use of educational 

applications shows a positive association. Additionally, cross-cultural comparisons reveal 

notable differences in smartphone usage patterns across varying cultural and educational 

contexts. Based on these findings, the study recommends that educators and policymakers 

design sustainable and effective interventions to optimise students’ smartphone use and 

enhance their academic performance. 

1. Introduction 

In the digital era, smartphones have become deeply embedded in the daily lives of university 

students, with their applications extending from communication and social interaction to 

entertainment, learning, and work. This extensive use has sparked discussions on the impact of 

smartphone usage on students’ academic performance. Existing literature has primarily focused on 

the short-term effects of smartphone use on students’ attention, self-regulation, and academic 

outcomes. For instance, Al-Rahmi et al. found a significant negative correlation between social 

media use and academic performance [1], while Junco revealed the detrimental effects of 

multitasking on students’ academic achievement [2]. However, most of these studies are based on 

single cultural contexts and lack perspectives of cross-cultural comparison and longitudinal analysis. 

Furthermore, the specific mechanisms through which different smartphone applications influence 

academic performance remain unclear. Therefore, it is particularly important to explore the complex 

relationship between smartphone use and academic outcomes, especially across varying cultural and 

educational settings. This study adopts a desk-based research approach to systematically review 

Advances in Educational Technology and Psychology (2025) 
Clausius Scientific Press, Canada

DOI: 10.23977/aetp.2025.090508 
ISSN 2371-9400 Vol. 9 Num. 5

52



evidence from multiple countries and regions, comprehensively assessing the relationship between 

smartphone usage and academic performance among university students. The aim is to provide 

practical insights for educators and policymakers to guide the rational and scientific use of 

smartphones and to promote the efficient transformation of “smart learning.” 

2. Research Methodology 

This study employed a desk-based research method, also known as secondary data analysis. 

Unlike empirical research, this approach does not rely on the field collection of primary data but 

instead involves retrieving and synthesising existing information from computers, academic 

journals, books, and online sources. The advantage of desk research lies in its cost-effectiveness, as 

it provides a more economical pathway compared with empirical studies. During the research 

process, data collection and analysis were conducted primarily through online academic journal 

databases and library resources, including China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), the 

National Digital Library, Web of Science, Scopus, Elsevier, Springer, Wiley, Nature, and Science 

Online. These authoritative platforms ensured the academic quality and reliability of the materials 

collected. Through this process, the study not only obtained a substantial body of literature closely 

related to the research topic but also ensured the validity and robustness of its findings. Furthermore, 

the desk-based method enabled this research to transcend temporal and geographical limitations, 

granting access to academic studies from across the globe and providing a solid evidence base for 

the analysis. 

3. Literature Review and Analysis 

3.1 Social Media Use and Academic Performance 

There is a significant relationship between social media use and academic performance. Hasnain 

et al. conducted an in-depth investigation into the impact of social media usage on the academic 

outcomes of university students [3]. In a survey involving nearly 200 students from seven 

well-known universities, the study assessed students’ daily patterns of social media engagement and 

performed statistical analyses to correlate these patterns with academic performance. The results 

revealed that increased social media use was associated with a decline in academic achievement, 

highlighting the potential distractions and time management issues caused by excessive engagement 

with such platforms. Compared with students who limited their social media use, those spending 

more time on platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter had significantly lower GPAs and 

examination scores. These findings are consistent with the results of Al-Rahmi et al. [1][4], which 

indicate that frequent social media usage disrupts daily study routines, reduces study time, and 

negatively impacts attention during learning. Consequently, the research suggests that students 

should restrict social media use during dedicated study periods in order to minimise distractions and 

improve academic focus. 

3.2 Multitasking and Academic Performance 

A significant relationship exists between multitasking and academic performance. Junco et al. 

investigated the association between smartphone multitasking behaviour and academic achievement 

among American university students [2]. Spanning an entire semester and tracking 1,839 

participants, the study revealed a marked negative correlation between smartphone multitasking and 

academic outcomes. Specifically, students who frequently switched between different applications 

during study sessions exhibited a clear decline in academic performance, reflected in limited depth 
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of understanding, reduced knowledge retention, and overall lower academic achievement [6]. This 

suggests that multitasking on smartphones not only undermines academic performance but also 

amplifies the effects of cognitive load, leading to fragmented attention and decreased learning 

efficiency. Given the ease with which smartphones allow switching between applications, students 

are inevitably exposed to distractions from social media, message notifications, or other apps while 

studying. Such interruptions diminish their ability to maintain focus on academic tasks and interfere 

with the processing and retention of information. Consequently, smartphone multitasking poses a 

significant risk to academic achievement, particularly in contexts requiring sustained attention and 

deep engagement with complex subject matter. These findings further validate the applicability of 

cognitive load theory, which posits that multitasking substantially increases cognitive demands, 

thereby diverting and depleting the cognitive resources needed for effective learning [7]. 

3.3 Self-Regulated Learning and Academic Performance 

Self-regulated learning can effectively mitigate the negative impact of smartphone-related 

distractions on academic performance. Liu et al. examined the relationship between SRL and 

smartphone dependence among university students and found that increasing reliance on 

smartphones significantly undermines students’ ability to self-regulate their learning [8]. 

Furthermore, Zimmerman et al. [5] explored the role of SRL in alleviating the adverse effects of 

smartphone distractions on academic outcomes by comparing students with varying levels of 

self-regulation skills. The results revealed that students with stronger SRL capabilities consistently 

achieved better academic performance. Those with high self-regulatory skills were able to set clear 

goals, prioritise academic tasks, and resist non-academic temptations during study periods [9]. 

These findings align with the principles of self-regulated learning theory, which emphasises 

individuals’ ability to monitor, control, and adjust their behaviour to achieve specific objectives 

[10]. Consequently, it is recommended that SRL interventions be integrated into academic support 

programmes to help students effectively manage the challenges posed by smartphone distractions 

and, in turn, enhance overall academic performance. 

3.4 Application Use and Academic Performance 

The use of educational applications is positively correlated with academic performance. Quispe 

et al. [11] analysed the relationship between specific application usage patterns and academic 

achievement among university students. By examining the app usage habits and GPAs of 163 

undergraduates, the study found a significant positive association between high usage of 

educational applications and better academic performance, whereas excessive use of social media 

applications demonstrated a negative effect [12]. Furthermore, Gilavand et al. observed that 

students who invested more time in educational applications related to learning, productivity, and 

skill development often achieved higher GPAs and examination scores compared to those who 

spent substantial amounts of time on social media platforms, gaming applications, or entertainment 

content [13]. This indicates that when using educational applications or tools for study, students 

should adopt a clear goal-oriented approach and foster a conducive academic environment to 

maximise learning outcomes. Consequently, Pechenkina et al. strongly recommend that students 

prioritise the use of educational applications over non-academic ones to improve overall academic 

performance and learning efficiency [14]. 

3.5 Night-time Smartphone Use and Academic Performance 

Night-time smartphone use adversely affects sleep quality, which in turn impacts academic 
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performance. Ceylan and Demirdel investigated the relationship between night-time smartphone use, 

sleep quality, and academic outcomes among university students [15]. In a survey involving 424 

undergraduates, they assessed the interrelations between night-time smartphone usage habits, sleep 

quality indicators, and GPA. The results indicated that poor sleep quality, resulting from night-time 

smartphone use, was associated with lower academic achievement, highlighting the importance of 

maintaining healthy sleep habits and controlling night-time smartphone use to optimise academic 

performance [16]. Furthermore, Gupta et al. found that students who engage in extensive 

smartphone activities before bedtime—such as prolonged browsing or responding to messages and 

notifications during light sleep stages—tend to experience disrupted sleep patterns, leading to 

daytime fatigue, reduced alertness, and diminished cognitive functioning [17]. These findings are 

consistent with the research of Bunyalug et al., which also demonstrated the negative effects of 

information technology use on sleep quality and cognitive performance [18]. Consequently, Goel et 

al. recommend enhancing students’ awareness of the risks associated with night-time smartphone 

use, thereby promoting better sleep quality and improved academic performance [19]. 

4. Discussion 

4.1 Cognitive and Behavioural Mechanisms 

Within the current field of research, a key conceptual gap lies in understanding the underlying 

mechanisms linking different patterns of smartphone use to academic performance. Although 

studies by Hasnain, Alzahrani, and Maraza-Quispe have identified the negative impact of excessive 

social media use and the positive effects of educational application usage, much of this research 

remains at a macro level, lacking an in-depth exploration of specific cognitive processes and 

behavioural patterns. To address this limitation, future research should focus on how distinct types 

of smartphone use influence academic performance in more nuanced ways. This includes, but is not 

limited to, investigating how different forms of social media interaction — such as passive versus 

active engagement — may exert varying effects on students’ attention and allocation of cognitive 

resources. Likewise, the particular features of educational applications, such as interactive learning, 

real-time feedback, and self-assessment, warrant closer examination to determine their precise role 

in enhancing students’ academic outcomes. Such investigations would not only help to clarify the 

complex mechanisms through which smartphone use affects academic performance but would also 

provide valuable evidence for educators and policymakers to design more effective interventions 

that optimise smartphone usage and, in turn, improve students’ academic achievement. 

4.2 Environmental and Cultural Factors 

There remains a clear gap in research when examining the cultural and environmental factors 

that shape smartphone usage patterns and their impact on academic performance. Existing studies 

have predominantly focused on Western university students, particularly those in developed 

economies. However, variations in cultural norms, social expectations, and infrastructural 

development across different regions and socio-economic contexts play a significant role in 

influencing smartphone usage patterns and their academic implications [20]. Therefore, studies 

encompassing a broader and more diverse sample, including students from developing countries or 

non-Western cultural settings, could provide fresh insights into how environmental factors affect 

students’ smartphone behaviours and academic outcomes. Further research should explore how 

students in resource-constrained environments utilise smartphones to access educational resources 

and, in turn, optimise their academic performance within these contexts. Moreover, societal 
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expectations and cultural norms regarding smartphone use may also shape students’ behaviours in 

distinct ways, thereby exerting varying levels of influence on academic performance. By expanding 

research samples to include students from a wider range of socio-economic and cultural 

backgrounds, researchers can more effectively disentangle the complex mechanisms through which 

environmental factors mediate the relationship between smartphone usage and academic 

achievement. 

4.3 The Need for Longitudinal Research 

Current understanding of the long-term effects of smartphone use on academic performance 

remains limited. While studies by Junco and Kim have offered valuable short- and mid-term 

insights, there is still a lack of robust longitudinal analyses capable of tracing behavioural changes 

over extended periods. Longitudinal research is crucial for capturing the dynamic nature of 

smartphone usage, including habit formation, adaptation processes, and shifting usage patterns as 

students progress through their academic journeys. Such studies would allow for a deeper 

examination of how sustained multitasking, persistent social media engagement, or consistent use of 

educational applications interact with students’ self-regulatory abilities and cognitive resources over 

time. Additionally, longitudinal designs would make it possible to assess how contextual factors—

such as academic workload, institutional policies, and technological advancements—moderate these 

relationships. By identifying temporal trends and causal pathways, researchers can generate 

stronger evidence to inform targeted and sustainable interventions. This approach would also help 

policymakers and educators design evidence-based strategies that are responsive to evolving 

behavioural patterns, ensuring that recommendations for optimal smartphone use remain relevant 

and effective across diverse cultural and educational contexts. 

5. Conclusion 

A synthesis of existing desk-based research indicates that the relationship between smartphone 

use and academic performance among university students is dynamic and multi-layered, 

underscoring the need for continued exploration and the implementation of targeted interventions. 

The findings reveal that excessive smartphone use, particularly engagement with social media and 

multitasking behaviours, has a significant negative impact on academic performance. In contrast, 

purposeful use of educational applications and effective self-regulation strategies show strong 

potential in enhancing academic outcomes and mitigating the adverse effects of smartphone-related 

distractions. 

However, several areas warrant further investigation to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of this relationship. Conceptually, it is essential to examine the underlying 

mechanisms and cognitive-behavioural processes associated with smartphone use in academic 

contexts, to better explain how different usage patterns influence students’ academic performance 

and learning outcomes. Environmentally, research should include diverse cultural and 

socio-economic contexts to capture behavioural variations and their implications for academic 

achievement. Methodologically, longitudinal studies are crucial for tracking the long-term effects of 

smartphone usage on students’ academic trajectories, including potential behavioural adaptations or 

habit formation over time. By observing students’ smartphone usage patterns across extended 

periods, future research could more accurately evaluate their cumulative impact on academic 

performance. Overall, strengthening the research base in this field and adopting an integrated 

approach that combines technological, psychological, and educational perspectives will provide 

valuable evidence for developing effective interventions and policies, thereby supporting the 
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rational and informed use of smartphones to optimise academic performance and enhance learning 

outcomes on a broader scale. 
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