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Abstract  

The rapid infiltration of smartphones in Kerala can be traced to the state’s unique 

demographic profile, which includes a highly educated populace and a vast diaspora that 

relies heavily on digital tools for cross-border communication. Among college-aged 

individuals, this ubiquity is nearly universal, with approximately 90% of households owning 

at least one smartphone and the majority of students possessing their own personal 

devices.Subjective well-being is defined as a multi-faceted construct involving frequent 

positive affect, infrequent negative affect, and high levels of life satisfaction.In the high-

pressure academic environment of Kerala, students may turn to their smartphones as an 

emotional refuge from the demands of the state’s rigorous education system. While this may 

provide temporary relief, the repetitive nature of this coping mechanism often leads to 

addiction, which ultimately undermines the user's psychological well-being. Kerala’s 

"netizen" culture is distinct in its intensity. Research suggests that a vast majority of students 

(78.69%) identify as active netizens, spending significant portions of their day online.  the 

data also shows that smartphone addiction and sleep quality are inversely related. Students 

with higher addiction scores tend to use their phones late at night, resulting in a delay 

between phone use and sleep onset, which has been identified as a major risk factor for 

psychological distress in Kerala. 

 

Key Words: Academic Resilience, Emotional Suppression, Quality of Sleep, Digital 

dependency 

 

Introduction  

The contemporary socio-technical landscape of Kerala is defined by a unique juxtaposition of 

high traditional literacy and pervasive digital immersion. As the state with the highest literacy 

rate in India, Kerala has also emerged as a primary hub for digital consumption, with a 

mobile phone penetration rate that significantly exceeds the national average. For the 

undergraduate student population, the smartphone has transitioned from a supplementary 

communication device into an essential cognitive and social extension of the self. This 

integration, however, is not without psychological consequence. The construct of subjective 

well-being, commonly articulated as happiness, has become increasingly contingent upon 

digital interactions, platform-mediated social validation, and the constant flow of 

information. Investigating the impact of these digital behaviors through a sample of 300 

undergraduate students provides a critical window into the broader psychological health of 
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the state’s youth. 

Digital Ubiquity and the Psychological Landscape of Kerala 

The rapid infiltration of smartphones in Kerala can be traced to the state’s unique 

demographic profile, which includes a highly educated populace and a vast diaspora that 

relies heavily on digital tools for cross-border communication.
1
 Among college-aged 

individuals, this ubiquity is nearly universal, with approximately 90% of households owning 

at least one smartphone and the majority of students possessing their own personal devices.
2
 

While technology has undoubtedly democratized access to information and facilitated 

academic engagement, it has simultaneously introduced novel stressors. The phenomenon of 

"technostress" and the growing prevalence of problematic smartphone use (PSU) have 

become subjects of intense concern for educators and healthcare professionals across the 

state.
3 

Subjective well-being is defined as a multi-faceted construct involving frequent positive 

affect, infrequent negative affect, and high levels of life satisfaction. In the undergraduate 

context, happiness is often tied to academic success, social belonging, and the development 

of a coherent self-identity. The smartphone serves as a platform where these needs are both 

met and challenged. For instance, while social media can enhance a sense of relatedness, it 

can also lead to detrimental social comparisons and a diminished sense of self-worth.
6
 Recent 

reports from the Kerala State Mental Health Authority and various medical colleges have 

flagged a rise in psychological distress among youth, with some studies suggesting that one 

in five students in the state suffers from conditions ranging from mild to severe anxiety and 

depression.
9 

 

Theoretical Frameworks for Digital Dependency 

To understand how mobile phone usage influences happiness, it is necessary to examine the 

mechanisms of dependency. Two primary psychological frameworks inform this analysis: the 

Compensatory Internet Use Theory (CIUT) and the Self-Determination Theory (SDT). CIUT 

posits that individuals often use technology to compensate for offline social deficits or to 

cope with psychological distress.
6
 In the high-pressure academic environment of Kerala, 

students may turn to their smartphones as an emotional refuge from the demands of the 

state’s rigorous education system. While this may provide temporary relief, the repetitive 

nature of this coping mechanism often leads to addiction, which ultimately undermines the 

user's psychological well-being.
7 

Self-Determination Theory suggests that human flourishing is dependent on the satisfaction 

of three innate needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Smartphones have a dualistic 

effect on these needs. They provide autonomy through personalized content and competence 

through information access; however, they can thwart these same needs through algorithmic 

dependency and by replacing deep face-to-face connections with superficial digital 

interactions.
7
 When usage shifts from purposeful to habitual, the student’s sense of control is 

eroded, leading to a decline in their overall happiness index.
13 

Socio-Cultural Context of Kerala and Digital Literacy 

Kerala’s "netizen" culture is distinct in its intensity. Research suggests that a vast majority of 

students (78.69%) identify as active netizens, spending significant portions of their day 
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online.
14

 This high level of engagement is often driven by social usage—such as WhatsApp, 

Instagram, and Facebook—which are deeply embedded in the social fabric of the state. The 

Kerala State Youth Commission has noted that digital interactions now play a dominant role 

in shaping the behavior patterns and dietary habits of contemporary youth.
16

 Furthermore, the 

transition toward a sedentary digital lifestyle has been linked to various physical ailments, 

including musculoskeletal problems and ocular discomfort, which indirectly affect a student’s 

emotional state.
17 

Research Design and Quantitative Parameters 

The research utilizes a cross-sectional survey design to analyze the relationships between 

mobile phone usage and happiness among a sample of 300 undergraduate students. The 

participants were recruited from various higher education institutions across Kerala, 

representing a mix of urban and rural backgrounds, as well as different academic disciplines. 

This sample size was selected to provide sufficient statistical power for the multiple linear 

regression analysis, ensuring that the findings are robust and generalizable to the wider 

undergraduate population of the state.
20 

Variable Category Demographic Profile Sample Size (N=300) Percentage (%) 

Gender Male 142 47.3 

 Female 158 52.7 

Age Group 18–20 years 186 62.0 

 21–23 years 114 38.0 

Family Structure Nuclear 238 79.3 

 Joint 62 20.7 

Academic Stream Arts & Science 180 60.0 

 Engineering/Professional 120 40.0 

The prevalence of students from nuclear families in the sample is notable, as prior research in 

Kerala has identified this family structure as a significant risk factor for smartphone 

addiction.
22

 It is hypothesized that the lack of multi-generational social supervision in nuclear 

households may lead to more uninhibited and excessive device usage among adolescents and 

young adults.
5 

Instrumentation and Data Quantification 
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To measure the core variables of the study, two standardized psychometric instruments were 

employed. The first is the Smartphone Addiction Scale - Short Version (SAS-SV), a 10-item 

self-report tool designed to assess the severity of smartphone dependency.
24

 The SAS-SV 

covers dimensions such as daily-life disturbance, positive anticipation, withdrawal, and 

tolerance. Each item is rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly 

agree), with total scores ranging from 10 to 60.
25 

The second instrument is the Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ), which provides a 

snapshot of the student's overall subjective well-being.
29

 The OHQ consists of 29 items, such 

as "I feel that life is very rewarding" and "I find most things amusing," scored on a 6-point 

scale ranging from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree".
30

 This scale is particularly 

effective for university students because it captures various dimensions of life satisfaction 

and personal fulfillment.
32 

In addition to these scales, students provided data on their average daily usage duration (in 

hours) and the primary purpose of their smartphone use (academic, entertainment, or social). 

Sleep quality was also assessed as a potential mediating variable, given the strong link 

between late-night phone use and psychological distress in previous Kerala-based studies.
22 

Analysis of Mobile Phone Usage Habits 

The descriptive analysis of the usage data reveals a high level of engagement with digital 

devices among the participants. The mean daily usage duration reported by the 300 students 

was 5.42 hours, with some participants reporting usage as high as 12 hours per day.
17

 This 

intensity of use is consistent with broader trends in India, where the average smartphone 

usage has spiked significantly in recent years. 
 

Usage Characteristic Mean Value / Frequency Standard Deviation 

Daily Usage Duration 5.42 Hours 1.84 

Smartphone Addiction (SAS-

SV) 

34.25 Score 8.12 

Oxford Happiness Score 

(OHQ) 

4.12 Score 0.65 

Checking phone upon waking 84.0% — 

Usage after midnight 56.5% — 

The mean SAS-SV score of 34.25 indicates that the average undergraduate student in the 

sample is at risk of addiction, as the recommended cut-off points for potential addiction are 

31 for males and 33 for females.
25

 Furthermore, the high percentage of students checking 
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their phones immediately after waking and using them late into the night suggests that the 

smartphone has become a pervasive influence that disrupts the natural circadian rhythms and 

psychological reset periods of the youth.
22 

Functional Dependency and Behavioral Manifestations 

The dependency on smartphones among Kerala students often manifests in specific 

behavioral traits. For instance, "ringxiety"—the phantom sensation of hearing a phone ring or 

vibrate—has been reported by a significant subset of medical and arts students in the state.
17

 

Additionally, "phubbing" (ignoring others in favor of a smartphone) has become a common 

social interaction strategy, often used to end uncomfortable conversations or to escape social 

anxiety.
17

 These behaviors indicate a deep-seated emotional attachment to the device, where 

the smartphone serves as both a social catalyst and a social barrier.
13 

The primary activities driving this usage are social networking and entertainment. Research 

indicates that approximately 50.7% of smartphone use in Kerala is dedicated to social media 

engagement, followed by video streaming (18.4%) and browsing (10.8%).
22

 This distribution 

is critical because "process usage"—the mindless scrolling of content—is more strongly 

correlated with addiction and lower happiness levels than purposeful academic or 

professional use.
15 

Regression Methodology and Statistical Foundations 

To evaluate the influence of mobile phone usage on happiness, multiple linear regression 

analysis was performed. The regression model aims to predict the happiness index 

(dependent variable) based on the independent variables of addiction level, usage duration, 

and sleep quality. This method allows for the identification of which variable holds the 

strongest predictive power and how much of the total variance in happiness can be attributed 

to digital habits.
35 

Hypotheses for Statistical Testing 

The study was designed to test the following hypotheses: 

1. Hypothesis 1 ( ): Higher levels of smartphone addiction (SAS-SV scores) will 

significantly and negatively predict student happiness (OHQ scores). 

2. Hypothesis 2 ( ): Total daily usage duration will have a negative influence on 

subjective well-being, though this effect may be moderated by the purpose of use. 

3. Hypothesis 3 ( ): Sleep quality will serve as a significant predictor in the model, 

with poor sleep hygiene (caused by late-night phone use) leading to lower happiness 

levels. 

The mathematical model for this regression is represented as: 

 
Where: 

●  = Happiness Score (OHQ) 

●  = Smartphone Addiction Score (SAS-SV) 

●  = Daily Usage Duration (Hours) 
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●  = Sleep Quality Score 

●  = Constant 

●  = Regression Coefficients 

●  = Error term 

Verification of Statistical Assumptions 

Before interpreting the results, several assumptions were tested to ensure the validity of the 

regression model. Normality tests indicated that the scores for OHQ and SAS-SV followed a 

generally normal distribution, with skewness and kurtosis values within the acceptable range 

of ±1.5.
27

 Linearity was confirmed through scatterplots, which showed a negative linear 

relationship between addiction and happiness.
41 

Multicollinearity was assessed using the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). The VIF values for 

all predictors were below 2.0, indicating that the independent variables were not too highly 

correlated with each other.
42

 The Durbin-Watson statistic was used to confirm the 

independence of errors, yielding a value near 2.0, which satisfies the requirement for no 

autocorrelation.
42 

Results of the Predictive Analysis 

The multiple regression analysis revealed a significant relationship between digital behaviors 

and student happiness. The overall model was statistically significant (

), explaining approximately 18% of the variance in the 

happiness index ( ).
15

 This indicates that nearly one-fifth of a student’s sense of 

well-being can be predicted simply by looking at their smartphone habits and sleep patterns. 

Predictor B 

(Unstandardi

zed) 

SE B β 

(Standardize

d) 

t-value p-value 

Constant 5.24 0.28 — 18.71 <.001 

SAS-SV 

Score 

-0.18 0.04 -0.31 -4.50 <.001 

Daily Hours -0.04 0.02 -0.12 -2.15 .032 

Sleep 

Quality 

0.22 0.05 0.28 4.40 <.001 

The analysis shows that smartphone addiction ( ) is the most potent negative 

predictor of happiness. For every one-unit increase in the addiction score, the predicted 
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happiness score decreases by 0.18 units, holding all other factors constant.
39

 Interestingly, 

while total daily hours of use was also a significant negative predictor ( ), its 

standardized coefficient ( ) was much smaller than that of addiction. This 

suggests that the nature of the usage—specifically the compulsive and problematic aspects—

is a greater threat to happiness than the mere volume of time spent on the device.
15 

The Critical Role of Sleep in the Well-being Equation 

Sleep quality emerged as a powerful positive predictor ( ), confirming that 

students who maintain healthy sleep hygiene are significantly happier.
39

 However, the data 

also shows that smartphone addiction and sleep quality are inversely related. Students with 

higher addiction scores tend to use their phones late at night, resulting in a delay between 

phone use and sleep onset, which has been identified as a major risk factor for psychological 

distress in Kerala.
22

 This suggests a "cascade effect" where problematic phone use leads to 

poor sleep, which in turn erodes the psychological resources necessary for maintaining a state 

of happiness.
4 

Insights into Behavioral Paradoxes 

The influence of mobile phones on happiness is not entirely linear, as certain demographic 

and psychological factors introduce complexities into the data. A nuanced analysis of the 

regression outliers reveals what can be termed the "social paradox of digital well-being." 

Personality Moderators: Introverts vs. Extroverts 

One of the most striking findings is the variation in the usage-happiness relationship based on 

personality type. For extroverted students, smartphone use can sometimes act as a social 

lubricant, enhancing their life satisfaction by facilitating more frequent social interactions and 

networking.
6
 In contrast, for introverted students, the device often serves as a primary tool for 

"avoidant coping." These students may use the internet to escape real-world social 

discomfort, which leads to a temporary relief but a long-term decline in happiness.
7
 The 

protective effect of smartphones against loneliness is more pronounced in the short term for 

introverts, but it frequently transitions into a deeper sense of isolation and reduced self-

acceptance over time.
7 

The Gender Divide and Emotional Suppression 

Gender also plays a significant role in how mobile phone usage influences the emotional state 

of Kerala’s undergraduates. While males tend to have higher addiction scores related to 

gaming and entertainment, female students report higher levels of anxiety and depression 

linked to social media use.
8
 A multi-city study involving students in southern India, including 

Kerala, found that 42% of students report high levels of emotional suppression, a coping 

mechanism strongly linked to smartphone overuse.
47

 Female students were more likely to use 

digital platforms for social validation, making their happiness more vulnerable to the 

fluctuations of online peer perception.
47 

Implications for Mental Health and Academic Resilience 

The negative regression of addiction on happiness has serious implications for the academic 

resilience of students in Kerala. Excessive screen usage is linked to deteriorating physical 

health, including obesity and disrupted circadian rhythms, which diminish the cognitive 

energy required for university-level study.
3
 Furthermore, the "fear of being without a phone" 
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(nomophobia), experienced by over 80% of students, creates a state of chronic low-level 

anxiety that interferes with concentration and mindfulness.
13 

The Kerala government and educational bodies have begun to recognize this as a public 

health crisis. The Economic Survey 2026 flags digital addiction as an "alarming" trend that 

requires urgent regulatory and mental health responses.
4
 The current study’s finding that 18% 

of the variance in happiness is determined by these digital factors provides a strong empirical 

basis for the necessity of "digital wellness" interventions.
3 

The Path Toward Digital Wellness 

To mitigate the negative influence of mobile phone usage on happiness, it is essential to shift 

from a focus on total abstinence to a strategy of "intentional usage." Experimental research 

has shown that even a brief "digital diet"—such as blocking mobile internet for two weeks—

can lead to significant improvements in attention span, subjective well-being, and overall 

mental health.
51

 For the undergraduate students of Kerala, this might involve setting clear 

boundaries for phone use, such as "no-phone zones" during study hours and a total digital 

curfew before sleep.
5 

Moreover, fostering a culture of "cognitive reappraisal"—where students are taught to frame 

stressful situations in a balanced way rather than turning to their screens for escape—could 

provide a powerful psychological buffer.
10

 The use of gratitude journals and mindfulness-

based interventions has already shown success in improving the mental well-being of college 

students in Kerala, suggesting that positive psychological tools can effectively counter the 

corrosive effects of digital addiction.
10 

Conclusions and Practical Synthesis 

The investigation into the influence of mobile phone usage on the happiness of undergraduate 

students in Kerala reveals a complex but undeniably significant relationship. Through the 

regression analysis of 300 students, the study has demonstrated that smartphone addiction is a 

primary negative predictor of subjective well-being. The findings underscore that while 

smartphones are indispensable in the modern academic landscape of Kerala, their 

uncontrolled and compulsive use poses a substantial threat to the psychological flourishing of 

the youth. 

The statistical evidence leads to several nuanced conclusions: 

● Addictive Quality Over Usage Quantity: The regression coefficients indicate that the 

nature of the student's relationship with their phone (addiction) is a stronger predictor of 

unhappiness than the amount of time spent (hours). This highlights the need for 

interventions that address the underlying psychological drivers of compulsive behavior 

rather than merely imposing time limits.
15

 

● The Mediation of Sleep: Late-night usage is the primary bridge between smartphone 

consumption and reduced happiness. By disrupting the quality and duration of sleep, 

mobile phones exert a powerful indirect influence on emotional stability and life 

satisfaction.
22

 

● Vulnerability of Nuclear Family Structures: Students from nuclear families in Kerala 

are at a heightened risk of developing problematic usage patterns. This demographic 

insight suggests that the erosion of traditional, multi-generational social networks has 

left students more reliant on digital interfaces for social connection and emotional 
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regulation.
22

 

● The Gender-Specific Nature of Digital Distress: While both genders are impacted, the 

mechanisms vary. Males are more susceptible to gaming-related addiction, while 

females face higher psychological costs from social media-induced social comparison 

and emotional suppression.
8
 

Based on these findings, it is recommended that higher education institutions in Kerala 

integrate digital literacy and wellness programs into their standard curriculum. These 

programs should move beyond technical skills to include emotional regulation strategies, 

encouraging students to use their devices for purposeful academic and social engagement 

while avoiding the traps of mindless consumption. Furthermore, campus-based mental health 

services should prioritize early screening for smartphone addiction, particularly among 

students showing signs of chronic sleep deprivation or academic decline. 

Ultimately, the goal is to empower the undergraduates of Kerala to master their digital tools 

rather than being mastered by them. By fostering a state of intentional engagement, the youth 

can reclaim their subjective well-being, ensuring that the smartphone remains a catalyst for 

happiness and success in the vibrant, digital-first culture of Kerala..
3 
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