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ABSTRACT

Despite the increasing attention towards phubbing, little is known about the
association between being phubbed, vulnerable narcissism, and phubbing
behavior among adolescents, as well as the mediating role that empathy plays
in such associations. A total of 253 Indonesian adolescents (66.3% female)
filled in the measures of phubbing, being phubbed, vulnerable narcissism, and
empathy. The structural equation modelling results indicated that being
phubbed and vulnerable narcissism were negatively associated with empathy
and had positive effects on phubbing behavior. In addition, empathy was found
to have the largest negative effect on phubbing behavior. Regarding the
mediation models, the indirect effects analyses showed that empathy partially
mediates the association between being phubbed and phubbing. In contrast, no
significant indirect effect was observed for vulnerable narcissism through
empathy with phubbing. The results show the vicious cycle of phubbing: when
adolescents are phubbed, they will have less empathy and be more likely to
phub others. The findings imply that interventions to reduce phubbing should
primarily target empathy and interpersonal and personality factors
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Introduction

Phubbing refers to ignoring or rebuffing someone during face-to-face
social contact by focusing on a mobile phone rather than the person or
people present (Field, 2024; Karadag et al.,, 2015; Kii¢ & Celik, 2023).
Phubbing is, at its core, a disruption or displacement of social interaction in
which a mobile device replaces the social partner(s). Phubbing may seem
inconsequential, but previous studies indicate that it can undermine in-
person communication and relationship satisfaction, particularly among
adolescents who use smartphones extensively (Khare & Qasim, 2019;
Kryukova & Ekimchik, 2019).

Adolescents are especially prone to phubbing because of their
developmental stage, which is marked by strong peer influence, identity
formation, and incomplete maturation of the prefrontal cortex. This
neurobiological fact makes it harder to control impulses and makes them
more likely to be distracted by digital devices (Andrzejewski et al., 2011;
Huang et al., 2019). Furthermore, adolescents mostly use cell phones for
social connection and peer approval; checking their mobile phones during
conversations is a common peer behavior rather than an anomaly (David &
Roberts, 2017). This developmental environment makes phubbing more
common and perhaps more harmful to the growth of social abilities and
relationships. In addition, the intensive use of social media and other digital
services during adolescence can foster compulsive checking habits and
increase the likelihood of phubbing in everyday interactions (Franchina et al.,
2018).

On an interpersonal level, the harmful effects of phubbing extend
beyond momentary inconvenience. Repeated experiences of being phubbed
have been associated with feelings of rejection and insignificance, as well as
emotional distress (Knausenberger et al., 2022). From a social-exchange
perspective, such experiences may erode expectations of mutual attention
and reciprocity, prompting adolescents to withdraw or respond in kind by
phubbing others (Cropanzano et al., 2017). Over time, this can weaken trust
and reduce empathic concern within relationships (Btachnio & Przepiorka,
2019).
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Personality traits also predict phubbing. Vulnerable narcissism,
characterized by hypersensitivity to criticism, social insecurity, and
dependence on external validation, has been linked to increased phubbing
tendencies (Weinberg & Ronningstam, 2022). It has been demonstrated that
highly vulnerable narcissism is associated with an increased propensity for
phubbing, not merely to avoid real-world interactions while performing
controllable and curated activities, but also as a method of validation search
in online environments (Grieve & March, 2021; Miller et al., 2011). Thus, it
makes sense that asynchronous communication, such as online
communication, in which a person has time to manage self-presentation and
can minimize emotional risk, becomes more attractive than in-person
communication. In addition, vulnerable narcissists might also be less
concerned with others’ emotional needs and more inclined to prioritize
personal digital interests over person-to-person presence (di Giacomo et al.,
2023; Weinberg & Ronningstam, 2022). This predisposition is especially
relevant during adolescence, a critical developmental period marked by
heightened social sensitivity and identity exploration.

Another factor suggested as important for social behavior is empathy.
In interpersonal interactions, empathy enables emotional insight and
engagement in prosocial actions; however, when it is undermined, the
opposite may take place (Eisenberg et al., 2010). Repeated acts of phubbing
may eventually reduce one’s empathic sensitivity and make one more
inclined to disregard others without paying much attention to their feelings
(Zhan et al., 2022). Repeated erosion of empathy not only undermines the
quality of social interactions but also increases the likelihood that individuals
will engage in phubbing. Thus, empathy is proposed as a mediator between
the experience of being phubbed and subsequent phubbing behavior. We
hypothesize that being phubbed reduces an individual's empathy, which in
turn increases their likelihood of engaging in phubbing behavior themselves
(Wu et al., 2024).

Current Study

Although phubbing is increasingly a widespread behavior among
adolescents, not much is known about the psychological processes that
sustain the two-way behavior. Past studies have shown that being phubbed
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often results in retaliatory phubbing (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018a,
2018b), but the reasons behind this phenomenon need more exploration. We
argue that the experience of being neglected by a phone user can weaken an
adolescent’s empathic concern, which, in turn, can predispose them to
phubbing others. Personality traits like vulnerable narcissism, which involve
hypersensitivity and social insecurity, are known to predict phubbing
(Weinberg & Ronningstam, 2022). However, these traits have not yet been
combined with empathy and experiences of being phubbed in a single model.

Therefore, the primary aim is to test a structural model where being
phubbed and vulnerable narcissism predict phubbing behavior, with empathy
as a mediator in these relationships. Specifically, we hypothesize that:

H1: Being phubbed will be negatively associated with empathy
H2: Being phubbed will be positively associated with phubbing.

H3: Vulnerable narcissism will be negatively associated with
empathy

H4: Vulnerable narcissism will be positively associated with
phubbing.

H5: Empathy will be negatively associated with phubbing.

H6: Empathy will mediate the relationship between being phubbed
and phubbing behavior.

H7: Empathy will mediate the relationship between vulnherable
narcissism and phubbing behavior.

Through these pathways, the present study will aim to explain
phubbing as a lack of empathy due to being phubbed or as a relatively
consistent personality vulnerability, thereby guiding specific intervention
measures to address adolescent digital behavior.

Method

Participants
The study sample consists of 253 Indonesian adolescents from

Jakarta (M, =17.51; SD =1.59, range = 14-21), primarily female (66.3%) and
Instagram users (36.4%).
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Measurements

Phubbing

The Phubbing Scale (Karadag et al., 2015) assesses phubbing habits,
characterized by an individual engaging with their mobile phone during
conversations with others, managing their mobile device, and avoiding
interpersonal engagement. Examples include “I am always busy with my
mobile phone when | am with my friends,” and “l feel incomplete without my
mobile phone”. Participants indicated their degree of agreement with the
items using a 7—point scale (1 — Strongly Disagree; 7 — Strongly Agree).

Being phubbed

To measure the experience of being phubbed, we use the Being
Phubbed Scale (Li, 2023), which is a shortened version of the Generic Scale
of Being Phubbed (GSBP) (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018a) The items
sample was as follows: “Others seem to be using their phones to go online,
“Others pay attention to their phones rather than talking to me,” and “Others
use their phones even though they know it irritates me.” Participants were
asked to rate on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 7 (Always).
Responses to all items were summed, with a higher total score indicating a
higher perceived level of being phubbed.

Narcissism

Hypersensitive Narcissism Scale (HSNS) (Hendin & Cheek, 1997) is
intended to assess vulnerable narcissism, a kind of narcissism marked by
hypersensitivity, defensiveness, and a propensity to perceive slights or
misunderstandings. The HSNS was measured on a 5-point rating scale (1 -
Strongly Disagree; 5 — Strongly Agree) to items like: “l feel that | am
temperamentally different from most people” and “I dislike being with a
group unless | know that | am appreciated by at least one of those present.”

Empathy

Empathy is measured using the Empathy Quotient (EQ) (Loewen et
al., 2010). The empathy measurement scale is measured on a 5—-point rating
scale (1 — Strongly Disagree; 5 — Strongly Agree) on items: “I am good at
predicting how someone will feel” and “I find it hard to know whatto doin a
social situation.”
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Data Analysis

Participants were recruited via convenience sampling through flyers
inviting voluntary participation in the study. Data were collected via online
questionnaires in May-June 2024. Structural equation modeling using
SmartPLS 4 (Ringle et al.,, 2024) was applied. We used bias—corrected
bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples to obtain confidence intervals for path
coefficients and indirect effects. Paths were considered significant when
95% bias—corrected confidence intervals did not include zero. Validity,
reliability, collinearity, effect sizes, and model fit indices were evaluated in
accordance with established guidelines. This study adhered to the ethical
guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki.

Results

Measurement Model

The measurement model was evaluated following the procedure
recommended in the relevant literature; it demonstrated high validity and
reliability, as confirmed by several statistical indices. These results validate
that the constructs and their indicators are ready for subsequent structural
modeling.

Convergent Validity and Reliability

Convergent validity was assessed by ensuring the Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) exceeded the minimal threshold of .5 for all constructs. This
indicates that the constructs may account for 50% or more of the variation in
their indicators, thereby affirming convergent validity (Hair et al., 2019).
Reliability of being phubbed, empathy, vulnerable narcissism, and phubbing)
was deemed satisfactory. The values of rho_c ranged from .774 to .869,
indicating that the composite reliability was above .7, affirming internal
consistency. Table 1 summarizes the convergent validity and composite
reliability information.
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Table 1

AVE and Composite Reliability

Constructs Composite )
o Average variance extracted (AVE)
reliability (rho_c)

Being Phubbed .869 .526
Empathy .839 .566
Phubbing .839 .569
Vulnerable narcissism 774 .533

Discriminant Validity

The Heterotrait—-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) criterion was used to ensure
discriminant validity. Since all of the HTMT values (Table 2) were below the
threshold (0.85), it was concluded that constructs are distinct, thereby
further supporting discriminant validity (Henseler et al., 2015).

Table 2

The Matrix of Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)

Constructs Being Empathy  Phubbing Vulnerable

Phubbed narcissism
Being Phubbed
Empathy .403
Phubbing 467 .383
X::Zi:g:i 271 421 429

Collinearity

We found no evidence of serious multicollinearity; all Variance
Inflation Factor (VIF) values (Table 3) were far below the critical VIF (i.e., > 5).
For example, "being phubbed to phubbing" had a VIF of 1.13, suggesting that
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the fixed—effects regression estimates were stable and reliable (Kalnins &
Praitis Hill, 2023).

Table 3

The Multicollinearity Indices

Path VIF

Being phubbed > empathy 1.037
Being phubbed - phubbing 1.133
Empathy > phubbing 1.180
Vulnerable narcissism > empathy 1.037
Vulnerable narcissism > phubbing 1.093

f-square Effect Sizes

The f-square values were used to assess the strength of the
relationships between constructs (Table 4). Being phubbed exerted a small
effect on both empathy ( = 0.093) and phubbing ( = 0.093). Additionally,
the direct effect of empathy on phubbing was small (f2 = 0.024). The indirect
effects within the vulnerable narcissism model were similarly minimal;
specifically, the statistical strength of these isolated pathways remained
relatively weak, including the pathways involving empathy (f = 0.055) and
phubbing (f = 0.041). These results are presented in Table 4.

Table 4

The Measure of Effect Size

Path f-square
Being Phubbed > empathy 0.093
Being Phubbed - phubbing 0.093
Empathy > phubbing 0.024
Vulherable narcissism > empathy 0.055
Vulnerable narcissism - phubbing 0.041
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Model Fit

Fit statistics confirmed that the model was appropriate as a
measurement model. The Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR)
was .078, which is consistent with recommended values for good model fit.
Other fit indices, including X* = 312.652 and the Normed Fit Index (NFI) =
.708, indicated an acceptable fit to the data, although the NFl value suggests
that there is room for improvement (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Overall, the measurement model had good reliability and validity with
no collinearity issues. Additionally, model fit indices and f~square effect
sizes corroborate the appropriateness of the model to investigate structural
relationships.

Structural Model

Direct Effects

Being phubbed had a significant negative direct effect on empathy (B
=-0.286, p <.001; 95% CI [-.418, -.161]); at the same time, being phubbed
also had a positive direct effect on phubbing (8 = 0.290, p < .001; 95% CI
[.153, .425]). The path analysis revealed significant direct effects of
vulnerable narcissism on both empathy (B =-.219, p =.001; 95% CI [-.355,-
.088]) and phubbing (B =0.189, p =.004; 95% CI [.065, .321]). Also, empathy
was negatively associated with phubbing (B = -0.150, p < .05; 95% CI: [-
0.277,-0.018]). Table 5 presents the direct effects.

Overall, the measurement model had good reliability and validity with
no collinearity issues. Additionally, model fit indices and f-square effect
sizes corroborate the appropriateness of the model to investigate structural
relationships.
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Table 5

Direct Effects
Path B p 95% ClI
Being Phubbed > Empathy -0.286 <.001 [-.418,-.161]
Being Phubbed - Phubbing 0.290 <.001 [.153, .425]
Vulnerable Narcissism > Empathy -0.219 .001 [-.355, -.088]
Vulnerable Narcissism > Phubbing 0.189 .004 [.065,.321]
Empathy > Phubbing -0.150 <.05 [-.277,-.018]

Specific Indirect Effects

The findings (Table 6) showed that empathy mediators significantly
influenced the relationship between being phubbed and phubbing (B = 0.043;
p <.05; 95% CI[.006, .091]). On the other hand, vulnerable narcissism had
no discernible indirect impact on phubbing through empathy (B = 0.033, p =
.093; 95% CI[.004, .081]).

Total Effects

The relationships among the variables were comprehensively
examined through total effects analysis. The direct and indirect pathways
contributing to the relationship between being phubbed and phubbing
behavior demonstrated that being phubbed had a more substantial total
effect (B =0.333, p <.001) than its direct effect alone. The cumulative effect
of vulnerable narcissism on phubbing was = 0.221 (p <.001), representing
the sum of its direct effect and the non-significant indirect effect through
empathy. The positive effects of both being phubbed and vulnerable
narcissism on phubbing also support the premise that social and personality
dynamics predict maladaptive behaviors.
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The indirect effects further highlight empathy's mediating role;
however, this mediating effect was stronger on the path originating from being
phubbed than on the path originating from vulnerable narcissism, consistent
with studies highlighting empathy as an essential mediator of many social
and behavioral outcomes. In conclusion, the significant path coefficients,
mediated pathways, and total effects demonstrate that the structural model
provides a robust framework for exploring the influences of being phubbed,
empathy, and personality traits.

Power Analysis

A post hoc power analysis was conducted with a sample size of 253
and a significance level (a) of .05, yielding a power of .80 for detecting a
medium effect size (£ = 0.15). The power analysis was conducted using a
simulation—based web application. Figure 1 presents the power curve with
dashed lines marking the target power and its corresponding sample size.

Figure 1

Power Analysis and Sample Size

Power

'
|
253

o

) Sample Size
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Discussion

This study investigated how adolescents' experiences of being
phubbed, their vulnerable narcissism, empathy, and their own phubbing
behavior were related to each other in a structural model. The results showed
that phubbing and vulnerable narcissism were correlated with lower
empathy and higher phubbing. Moreover, phubbing was inversely correlated
with empathy. According to mediation analysis, empathy only somewhat
mediated the link between being phubbed and teenagers' phubbing behavior;
ithad no noticeable effect on the relationship between vulnerable narcissism
and phubbing.

Being Phubbed and Its Twofold Impact

The empirical findings showed a substantial negative direct influence
of being phubbed on empathy, showing that a person who is phubbed
commonly reports lower values of empathic concern. This finding is
consistent with research demonstrating that experiences of social exclusion
diminish empathic concern and impair the ability to adopt others'
perspectives (David & Roberts, 2021). Phubbing may interfere with
emotional attunement and the development of interpersonal distance,
leading to a decreased tendency to open up to others' emotions.

Furthermore, being phubbed exerted a substantial positive direct
effect on phubbing behavior. This finding suggests a pattern of behavioral
mimicry, wherein individuals who frequently experience phubbing tend to
replicate the behavior toward others. Such a pattern is closely aligned with
reciprocity and social modeling theories. This pattern is consistent with
reciprocity or modelling processes. Adolescents who frequently experience
being phubbed may learn that using one's phone during face-to-face
interactions is acceptable. They are therefore more likely to reproduce this
behavior themselves (Fryling et al., 2011; Hofmans & van den Bos, 2022).
Aside from this direct influence, our study showed that being phubbed had a
significant total influence on phubbing much more than the direct effect
alone. This points to other psychological processes partially mediating the
connection. Our findings especially support the theory that reduced empathy
acts as a major mediator along this route.
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The Mediating Role of Empathy

Empathy had a small but statistically significant mediating effect in
the relationship between being phubbed and phubbing. This suggests that
reduced empathy is one pathway through which repeated experiences of
being phubbed increase the likelihood of phubbing. Adolescents who are
frequently phubbed may gradually become desensitised to this behavior, see
it as normal, and feel less motivated to attend to others’ emotional needs,
which in turn makes them more willing to phub others (Chotpitayasunondh &
Douglas, 2016). Consistent with the studies, reduced empathy has also been
linked with the probability of developing relationally abusive or self-oriented
behaviors (Euler et al., 2017; Jiang et al., 2021).

There was no mediating effect in the relationship between
vulnerability, narcissism, and phubbing, as the indirect effect was not
significant. Despite the negative correlation between vulnerable narcissism
and empathy, as well as the positive correlation with phubbing at the direct
effect level, the mediating role of empathy might not be enough to unveil such
arelationship. One possible explanation is that phubbing among those with a
high level of vulnerable narcissism is not empathic failure but rather a cause
of affect or defensive withdrawal (Dickinson & Pincus, 2003).

Individuals with vulnerable narcissism are characterized by being
hypersensitive to criticism, insecurity, and the dependent nature of self-
worth based on other people's approval (Zeigler-Hill et al.,, 2011). In
interaction settings, they tend to have anxiety and feel ashamed and end up
isolating themselves or developing avoidance tendencies (Heyde et al,,
2023). Phubbing provides such people with an easy way to avoid face-to—
face communication that may be threatening; it gives them greater control
over their personal presentation and minimizes the chances of experiencing
vulnerability or criticism. Thus, it is not a lack of empathy but rather a self-
protective and defensive maneuver (Fegan & Bland, 2021). This suggests that
phubbing is not solely a negative interpersonal deficit; it can also serve a
functionalrole for the individual. For vulnerable narcissists, retreating into the
digital world acts as an emotion regulation strategy to manage social anxiety
and protect a fragile self-concept, albeit at the cost of relational quality.
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Narcissistic Vulnerability and Problematic Digitalization

Notably, vulnerable narcissism had a significant direct impact on
phubbing, but not a significantindirectimpact on phubbing via empathy. Such
a difference points to the idea that, in the case of vulnerable narcissists,
phubbing is a direct emotion regulation issue and is no longer a symptom of
decreased empathy. Although vulnerable narcissists do show decreased
empathy, it is not an empathic deficit but defensive withdrawal and anxiety
management that are the major factors influencing their phubbing behavior.
This implies that empathy—focused intervention might not be an effective
treatment method in this subgroup and that interventions aimed at treating
the underlying social anxiety and weak self-concept (e.g., mentalization-
based therapy or acceptance and commitment therapy) might be more
effective instead.

Previous work also supports the robust link between vulnerable
narcissism and phubbing. This relationship was partially mediated by
preference for online social interaction, yet vulnerable narcissism had a large
direct effect on phubbing (Grieve et al., 2021). Such findings imply that
individuals high on vulnerable narcissism do not phub only because they
prefer online communication; rather, something about the vulnerable
narcissistic style itself seems to be driving phone-focused behavior in face-
to-face settings. Further, in another study, vulnerable narcissism was directly
related to increased phubbing and indirectly through social anxiety and
problematic social media use (Li et al., 2024). Once again, the direct route
was also large, which implies that vulnerable narcissism is also a strong risk
factor for phubbing.

Protective Factor of Empathy

In our study, empathy appeared to be a protective factor, as it was
negatively associated with phubbing behavior. This result aligns with the
studies stating that increased empathic capacity correlates with higher
social presence, interpersonal attentiveness, and digital etiquette (Chavira
Trujillo et al., 2022; Overgaauw et al., 2017). In an era where mobile
technology is deeply entrenched in daily life, individuals with higher levels of
empathy are better equipped to resist digital distractions and remain engaged
in face-to-face interactions (Carrier et al., 2015). Furthermore, this mitigating
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effect of empathy on phubbing underscores the importance of empathy-
building interventions as a strategy to promote healthier technology use and
curb socially disruptive behaviors.

Synthesis and Implications of Findings

Taken together, these findings characterise the role of interpersonal
experiences (being phubbed) and personality disposition (vulnerable
narcissism), combined with socio-emotional functioning (empathy) about
phubbing. The findings underscore the interdependent and cyclical nature of
phubbing correlations, in which the experience of neglect serves as both a
diminishing factor in altruistic sensitivity and a precursor to its recurrence.
Furthermore, the different routes of vulnerable narcissism show that the
maladaptive behavior in digital contexts can also be personality-attributable
vulnerability and may not necessarily involve a social-cognitive mechanism
such as empathy.

Clinically, these results suggest that a one-size-fits-all strategy for
reducing phubbing behavior is inadequate. Instead, interventions should be
individualized to the underlying cause: (a) empathy-focused treatments (e.g.,
perspective-taking activities, social emotional learning programs) for
youngsters whose phubbing stems mostly from less empathy brought on by
being phubbed; and (b) emotion regulation and anxiety management (e.g.,
mentalization-based interventions, acceptance and commitment therapy)
for vulnerable narcissists who use phubbing as a defensive coping
mechanism to control social anxiety and protect fragile self-concept.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the structural model may serve as a useful basis for
explaining the psychological antecedents of phubbing, several limitations
warrant attention. To begin with, the cross-sectional nature of our study does
not allow causal interpretation; only a future longitudinal study could enable
us to examine the temporal sequences. Second, self-report measures might
introduce a specific bias, social desirability bias, or subjective misreporting.
Third, the salience of these relationships may be moderated by cultural
context — testing in heterogeneous populations may clarify whether these
processes are culture-specific or generalizable. The small hormed fit index
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(NFI) indicates that the index may be improved, as NFl is both sample-size
and model-dependent. This suggests possible model misspecification (e.g.,
correlated residuals or unmodeled latent factors), which can bias path
estimates upward, increase Type | error rates, and reduce replicability across
samples. Future studies should test alternative specifications, such as
improved item parceling, cross-loadings, or Bayesian SEM, to address
residual variance not captured by the current structure. Future studies
should employ longitudinal or real-time methods and examine the role of
moderators such as cultural norms, attachment styles, or emotional
regulation strategies.
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