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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to explain a structural model of nomophobia based on
emotional self-awareness mediated by psychological distress among university students.
Methodology: A descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling
(SEM) was employed. The statistical population included students of the Faculty of Islamic
Education (Department of Psychology and Counseling) at Islamic Azad University, Karaj
Branch, during the second semester of the 2023—2024 academic year. A total of 250
students were selected through convenience sampling. Data collection instruments included
the Nomophobia Questionnaire (Yildirim & Correia, 2015), the Emotional Self-Awareness
Scale (Grant et al., 2002), and the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (Kessler et al.,
2002). Data analysis was conducted using SPS522 and AMOS, and model fit indices were
examined.

Findings: Emotional self-awareness significantly predicted psychological distress (B = -
0.37, p £0.001) and nomophobia (B = -0.54, p < 0.001). Psychological distress had a
positive direct effect on nomophobia ( = 0.65, p<0.001). The indirect effect of emotional
self-awareness on nomophobia through psychological distress was significant (§ = -0.24, p
< 0.001). Fit indices including x?/df = 2.25, RMSEA = 0.071, GFI = 0.99, CFI = 0.97
confirmed good model fit.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that emotional self-awareness reduces nomophobia
both directly and indirectly by decreasing psychological distress. Enhancing emotional skills
may therefore help reduce nomophobia among university students.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

The rapid expansion of smartphone technology has transformed daily life by reshaping communication patterns, academic functioning,
and emotional regulation among young adults. Although smartphones provide unprecedented access to information, social networks, and
educational resources, their excessive or dysregulated use has become a growing concern in behavioral research. One of the most
prominent emerging issues in this domain is nomophobia, defined as the fear or anxiety experienced when an individual is unable to
use or access their mobile phone (Yildirim & Correia, 2015). The global rise of nomophobia is well documented and has been consistently
associated with psychological, emotional, and behavioral difficulties in young populations (Ledn-Mejia et al., 2021; Tuco et al., 2023).
Studies reveal that young adults and university students are particularly vulnerable to nomophobia due to heightened academic pressures,
the pervasive role of technology in learning environments, and increased reliance on digital communication for social connectedness

(Aldhahir et al., 2023, Derbich et al., 2024).

Psychological distress—including symptoms of anxiety, depression, and emotional tension—has emerged as a significant correlate of
technology-related behavioral problems. This form of distress reflects an individual’s difficulty in coping with daily stressors and is
commonly assessed using population-level screening tools (Kessler et al., 2002). Research indicates that psychological distress predicts
maladaptive coping behaviors, including excessive smartphone dependence, increased digital checking behaviors, and emotional
overreliance on technology (Choi et al., 2019; Gémez-Salgado et al., 2020). During stressful circumstances such as the COVID-19
pandemic, young adults turned more frequently to smartphones for emotional regulation, intensifying the risk of digital dependence and
nomophobia (Kukreti et al., 2021). This association has been further observed across diverse contexts, such as among healthcare
workers, nurses, and the general population, demonstrating a consistent link between heightened distress and greater vulnerability to

nomophobic tendencies (Hussien, 2022; Rahme et al., 2021).

In addition to psychological distress, recent research underscores the importance of emotional self-awareness in explaining individual
differences in technology use. Emotional self-awareness refers to the ability to recognize, interpret, and evaluate one’s emotional states,
serving as a foundational component of adaptive emotional regulation (Mahna & Talab Pasand, 2016). Individuals with higher
emotional self-awareness are more capable of using constructive coping strategies in response to stress, whereas those with lower
awareness may rely disproportionately on external tools—such as smartphones—for distraction or emotional reassurance. Evidence
suggests that emotional self-awareness plays a protective role against behavioral addictions and technology overdependence (Kafi Nia &
Farhadi, 2020). In contrast, deficits in self-awareness increase vulnerability to maladaptive coping and compulsive digital behaviors,

thereby elevating the risk of nomophobia (Gohar & Munir, 2022).

The literature also reveals that nomophobia is influenced by a wide range of psychological, interpersonal, and contextual variables.
Personality traits such as neuroticism, impulsivity, and social anxiety have been found to heighten susceptibility to smartphone dependence
and nomophobia (Khan et al., 2021; Uguz & Bacaksiz, 2021). Social factors—including loneliness, low self-esteem, and fear of missing
out—Ilikewise contribute to heightened risk, especially among young adults navigating academic and social pressures (Hamzaa et al.,
2024; Mozafari & Ghayrati, 2023). A number of studies highlight that nomophobia not only affects emotional health but also impacts
sleep quality, academic performance, and daily functioning (Alizadeh et al., 2020; Ayala et al., 2025). Systematic reviews further
indicate that nomophobia has become a global concern with significant implications for public health, lifestyle, and digital well-being

(Notara et al., 2021; Notara et al., 2023).

Despite the growing body of research, a notable gap remains regarding the combined role of emotional self-awareness and
psychological distress in predicting nomophobia within university student populations. Although studies have independently linked
these constructs to nomophobia, few have examined their integrated structural relationship. Additionally, limited research has
used structural equation modeling to evaluate the direct and indirect pathways among these variables, despite the suitability of SEM
for testing complex behavioral models (Davari & Rezazadeh, 2018). Considering the importance of emotional functioning in shaping

technology-related behaviors, exploring these pathways is vital for developing effective interventions to promote healthy smartphone use.



Given the rising prevalence of nomophobia among students glo

ionally (Sheikh et al., 2024), and considering the ¢
difficulties (Abdoli et al., 2023; Elhai

ruct and evaluate a stru

evidence linking nomophobia with psychological distress and emotion

Mechraoui et al., 2023; Panova & Carbonell, 2018), the present study a1
nomophobia based on emotional self-awareness, mediated by psychologica

behavioral science and higher education health research, enabling a more comprehensive

underlying nomophobia.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling to examine the relationships among emotional
self-awareness, psychological distress, and nomophobia among university students. Participants were selected using convenience sampling
from undergraduate and graduate programs. Data were collected through standardized questionnaires measuring emotional self-
awareness, psychological distress, and nomophobia. All instruments demonstrated acceptable reliability indices. Statistical analyses

included descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and SEM using AMOS software. Model fit was assessed through indices such as

RMSEA, CFl, GFI, and x?/df. Ethical considerations included informed consent, confidentiality assurance, and voluntary participation.
Findings

Findings indicated that emotional self-awareness had a significant negative direct effect on psychological distress, meaning higher
emotional self-awareness predicted lower levels of distress. Emotional self-awareness also showed a significant negative direct effect on
nomophobia. Additionally, psychological distress demonstrated a strong positive direct effect on nomophobia. The indirect path from
emotional self-awareness to nomophobia through psychological distress was statistically significant, confirming the mediating role of
distress. The structural model exhibited good fit, with x2/df below 3, RMSEA below 0.08, and CFI and GFI above 0.95. Overall,
emotional self-awareness accounted for meaningful variance in both psychological distress and nomophobia, and the full model explained

a substantial portion of variance in nomophobia.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings emphasize the critical role of emotional self-awareness in predicting both psychological distress and nomophobia, confirming
that individuals with stronger emotional insight exhibit lower vulnerability to distress and reduced dependence on smartphones for
emotional support. Psychological distress emerged as a significant mediator, demonstrating that distress intensifies nomophobic behaviors
and contributes to the development of dysfunctional reliance on mobile devices. These results suggest that nomophobia is not solely a

technological concern but also deeply intertwined with emotional processes and coping patterns.

The results align with broader behavioral literature suggesting that maladaptive technology use often stems from deficits in emotional
regulation. The mediating role of distress highlights the importance of addressing emotional well-being to reduce problematic smartphone
behaviors. Furthermore, the high model fit indicates that the proposed structural model is theoretically robust and applicable to university

student populations.

In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive framework demonstrating that emotional self-awareness is a key protective factor

against nomophobia, both directly and indirectly through psychological distress. Improving emotional competencies among students may

reduce psychological vulnerability and promote healthier digital habits.
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