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Objective: This study aimed to explain a structural model of nomophobia based on
loneliness mediated by psychological distress among university students.
Methodology: The research was descriptive-correlational using a structural equation
modeling (SEM) approach. The statistical population included all students of the
Faculty of Islamic Education, Department of Psychology and Counseling, Islamic
Azad University, Karaj Branch, during the second semester of the 2024-2025
academic year. Based on Klein’s theoretical framework, 250 students were selected
through convenience sampling. Data were collected using Yildirim and Correa’s
(2015) Nomophobia Questionnaire, Russell’s (1996) Loneliness Scale, and Kessler et
al.’s (2002) Psychological Distress Scale. Data were analyzed using SPSS 22 and
AMOS 23. Model fit was assessed using indices such as y?/df, GFI, AGFI, CFI, NFI,
and RMSEA.

Findings: Results indicated that loneliness had a significant positive effect on
psychological distress (f =0.59, p <0.001) and that psychological distress significantly
predicted nomophobia (B = 0.65, p < 0.001). Loneliness also directly predicted
nomophobia (B = 0.47, p <0.001). Bootstrap analysis confirmed a significant indirect
effect of loneliness on nomophobia via psychological distress (B = 0.38, p < 0.001).
Model fit indices (y*/df = 2.258, GFI = 0.99, CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.071) indicated
good model adequacy.

Conclusion: Loneliness directly and indirectly through psychological distress
contributes to higher levels of nomophobia among students. These findings highlight
the importance of preventive and therapeutic interventions focused on reducing
loneliness and psychological distress to mitigate nomophobia and promote mental
well-being in academic environments.

Keywords: Loneliness;, Nomophobia; Psychological distress; Students; Structural
model.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In the digital era, smartphones have become an integral part of human life, reshaping
communication, cognition, and even emotional regulation. According to global research, mobile phone
usage continues to rise dramatically in developing countries, illustrating the pervasive influence of
technology in shaping modern social structures (Poushter et al., 2018). However, this deep integration of
technology has led to the emergence of new psychological phenomena, notably nomophobia—the
irrational fear or anxiety of being without a mobile phone (Shambare et al., 2012; Yildirim & Correia, 2015).
Nomophobia has been conceptualized as a behavioral addiction associated with the excessive need for
digital connection and constant accessibility. As Rodriguez-Garcia et al. describe, this phobia manifests
through anxiety, restlessness, and discomfort when individuals are unable to access their devices
(Rodriguez-Garcia et al., 2020).

From a psychological standpoint, nomophobia shares characteristics with other anxiety-related
disorders and behavioral addictions, such as compulsive internet use and fear of social disconnection
(Walsh et al., 2010). The ubiquity of smartphones has blurred the boundary between empowerment and
dependency, transforming them into what some scholars call “the addiction of the 21st century” (Shambare
et al., 2012). Central to understanding this phenomenon is the role of loneliness—a subjective feeling of
social disconnection that has been shown to influence both mental health and technology use. Loneliness,
as Courtin and Knapp note, reflects a perceived gap between desired and actual social interactions, leading
to emotional distress (Courtin & Knapp, 2015). Andrews and Roque further argue that digital connectivity
paradoxically amplifies loneliness, as virtual interactions often lack the emotional depth of real human
contact (Andrews & Roque, 2024).

Empirical evidence supports this theoretical link between loneliness and problematic mobile phone
use. Peper and Harvey demonstrated that digital addiction significantly increases loneliness, anxiety, and
depression (Peper & Harvey, 2018). Similarly, Gezgin et al. found that Turkish adolescents who reported
higher loneliness levels also displayed stronger nomophobic tendencies (Gezgin et al., 2018). Durak’s study
among adolescents revealed that social media overuse and internal locus of control are major predictors
of nomophobia (Durak, 2018), confirming that digital reliance often emerges as a coping mechanism against
emotional emptiness. These studies suggest that loneliness does not merely coexist with nomophobia—it
actively contributes to its development.

Psychological distress has been recognized as another key variable mediating the relationship
between loneliness and behavioral addiction. Distress is typically defined as an emotional state
characterized by anxiety, depression, and emotional dysregulation (Choi et al., 2019). As Chowdhury et al.
found, individuals with low distress tolerance are more likely to adopt maladaptive coping strategies such
as technological overuse (Chowdhury et al., 2018). Teasdale and Antal similarly noted that high distress levels
impair cognitive focus and promote avoidance behaviors (Teasdale & Antal, 2016). In the context of
nomophobia, psychological distress may serve as an intermediary mechanism, translating feelings of
social emptiness into compulsive digital behaviors. Studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic
revealed that distress arising from isolation and uncertainty increased digital dependency, particularly
among young adults and students (Goémez-Salgado et al., 2020).



Numerous cross-cultural investigations have confirmed the relevance of these relationships.
Hussien’s research in Saudi Arabia demonstrated a significant positive correlation between loneliness and
nomophobia (Hussien, 2022), while Aldalalah identified similar patterns among Jordanian students, linking
nomophobia to psychological loneliness and diminished academic engagement (Aldalalah, 2020). In Iran,
Mozaffari and Gheirati found that loneliness and low self-esteem predicted nomophobic behaviors in
young adults (Mozaffari & Gheirati, 2023). Parallel findings were observed by Abdoli et al., who reported that
nomophobia among university students is strongly associated with anxiety and depression (Abdoli et al.,
2023). Collectively, these studies highlight the global nature of this psychosocial issue.

At the same time, emotional self-awareness and regulation have been identified as protective
factors against distress and addiction. Bassi et al. emphasized that low emotional self-awareness
contributes to psychological distress and, consequently, increases vulnerability to behavioral dependence
(Bassi et al., 2023). Similarly, Bentley et al. found that insufficient social support during the pandemic
exacerbated the relationship between loneliness and distress (Bentley et al., 2022). The absence of social and
emotional coping mechanisms thus strengthens the reliance on mobile technology for temporary relief.

Recent studies have also explored demographic and contextual moderators. Sheikh et al. found
that the prevalence of nomophobia is significantly higher among younger adults and women in Saudi
Arabia (Sheikh et al., 2024). Terzi et al. reported that adolescents with lower eHealth literacy showed higher
nomophobia levels (Terzi et al., 2024), and Lai et al. demonstrated that in older adults, smartphone addiction
indirectly affects sleep quality through loneliness and depression (Lai et al., 2025). Furthermore, Soraci et
al. revealed that fear of missing out (FoMO) and psychological distress mediate the relationship between
life satisfaction and problematic smartphone use (Soraci et al., 2025). These converging results emphasize
the need to model nomophobia as a multifactorial phenomenon, influenced by loneliness, emotional
distress, and psychological needs for connectivity.

Given the intertwined nature of these constructs, the current study aimed to develop and test a
structural model of nomophobia based on loneliness with the mediating role of psychological distress
among university students in Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a descriptive-correlational design using the structural equation modeling
(SEM) approach. The statistical population consisted of all students enrolled in the Faculty of Islamic
Education, Department of Psychology and Counseling, at Islamic Azad University, Karaj Branch, during
the second semester of the 2024-2025 academic year. A total of 250 students were selected using non-
probability convenience sampling, consistent with Klein’s theoretical recommendation of a minimum
sample size of 200 for SEM analysis.

Three validated instruments were employed: (1) the Nomophobia Questionnaire developed by
Yildirim and Correa (2015), comprising 20 items across four subscales (inaccessibility of information,
loss of comfort, communication inability, and loss of connection); (2) the UCLA Loneliness Scale
(Russell, 1996), with 20 items assessing subjective social isolation; and (3) the Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale (Kessler et al., 2002), measuring emotional distress and anxiety symptoms.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 22 and AMOS version 23. Pearson correlation tests
examined bivariate relationships, and structural equation modeling assessed the proposed mediation
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model. Model fit was evaluated using multiple indices, including ¥?/df, GFI, AGFI, CFI, NFI, and
RMSEA.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that participants reported moderate-to-high levels of nomophobia (M
= 62.18, SD = 11.53), loneliness (M = 24.13, SD = 3.95), and psychological distress (M = 11.24, SD =
3.33). Among subscales, the highest mean score was observed for “communication inability,” suggesting
that fear of losing interpersonal connectivity was the strongest dimension of nomophobia.

The structural model demonstrated an acceptable fit: ¥?/df = 2.258, GFI = 0.99, AGFI = 0.98, NFI
=0.98, CFI=0.97, and RMSEA = 0.071. Path coefficients revealed that loneliness significantly predicted
psychological distress (f = 0.59, p <0.001) and nomophobia ( = 0.47, p < 0.001). Psychological distress
also exerted a significant direct effect on nomophobia (B = 0.65, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of
loneliness on nomophobia via psychological distress was statistically significant (B = 0.38, p < 0.001),
confirming the mediating role of distress. Bootstrap analysis supported the robustness of this mediation
effect.

Gender and age analyses indicated that female students and younger participants (aged 18-22)
scored slightly higher on nomophobia and distress indices, though these differences were not statistically
significant. The findings collectively confirmed that loneliness directly and indirectly contributes to higher
levels of nomophobia through increased psychological distress.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study provide robust empirical evidence for the theoretical model linking
loneliness, psychological distress, and nomophobia among university students. Consistent with prior
research, loneliness emerged as a significant predictor of nomophobic behaviors, underscoring the role of
emotional and social deficits in the development of technological dependence. The finding that
psychological distress mediates this relationship suggests that individuals who experience heightened
loneliness may suffer emotional dysregulation, prompting them to seek comfort and connection through
their smartphones.

This process can be understood within the framework of social compensation theory, which posits
that individuals deprived of social fulfillment in the real world turn to digital environments to satisfy
unmet emotional needs. The mediating role of distress also aligns with cognitive-behavioral models of
addiction, which view excessive smartphone use as a maladaptive coping mechanism to manage negative
affect. From this perspective, nomophobia functions not only as a behavioral addiction but also as an
emotional regulation strategy that temporarily alleviates anxiety and sadness while reinforcing
dependency in the long term.

The study’s results parallel those of Valenti et al., who demonstrated that difficulties in emotional
management and interpersonal relationships contribute to nomophobia through feelings of loneliness.
Similarly, Hamzaa et al. observed that nomophobia among nursing students is associated with
psychological alienation and fear of missing out, reflecting the interplay between emotional vulnerability
and technological overuse. The present findings further extend this literature by empirically confirming
that psychological distress bridges the gap between loneliness and nomophobia, supporting a
multidimensional model of this phenomenon.



Moreover, the high goodness-of-fit indices suggest that the structural model adequately captures
the dynamic interaction between emotional and behavioral factors. These results also lend support to the
argument that nomophobia should be conceptualized as a psychosocial syndrome rather than merely a
technological dependency. Loneliness acts as the emotional antecedent, distress serves as the cognitive—
affective mediator, and compulsive smartphone engagement represents the behavioral outcome.

From a clinical standpoint, these findings carry significant implications. Interventions aiming to
reduce nomophobia must move beyond restricting phone usage and instead address underlying
psychological drivers such as loneliness and distress. Programs that enhance emotional intelligence,
promote real-world social engagement, and teach stress management skills may mitigate the compulsion
to seek digital reassurance. Likewise, educational institutions should integrate digital well-being initiatives
to encourage balanced smartphone habits and reduce social isolation among students.

At a societal level, the results underscore the paradox of hyperconnectivity: while smartphones
offer unprecedented access to information and social networks, they can simultaneously foster emotional
detachment and dependence. This duality mirrors what Andrews and Roque describe as the “paradox of
digital connectivity,” where technology amplifies both connection and disconnection. As digital
environments continue to dominate communication, understanding the psychological mechanisms driving
nomophobia becomes increasingly vital for public health and educational policy.

Finally, this study contributes to the growing body of literature emphasizing the
interconnectedness of mental health and digital behavior. By empirically validating the mediating role of
psychological distress, it highlights the importance of mental health interventions in curbing technology-
related anxieties. Addressing emotional needs and fostering authentic interpersonal relationships may be
the most sustainable path toward reducing nomophobia and its psychological consequences.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrates that loneliness significantly predicts nomophobia
both directly and indirectly through psychological distress. The structural model confirms that the
emotional void caused by perceived social disconnection fuels distress, which in turn drives individuals
toward compulsive smartphone use. Understanding this cycle provides a crucial foundation for developing
effective preventive and therapeutic strategies in educational and clinical settings, ensuring that
technology serves as a tool for empowerment rather than emotional dependency.
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