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1. Research problem

A review of previous literature reveals a lack of integrated understanding of the relationship
between social exclusion, fear of missing out (FOMO), smartphone addiction, and compulsive
buying, especially among young people who are highly engaged with smartphones. Most ex-
isting studies focused on only two variables at a time—such as the relationship between Fo-
MO and smartphone addiction, or between addiction and compulsive buying—without devel-
oping a comprehensive model that shows how these factors interact in sequence.

First, there is a shortage of studies that combine Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and
Compensatory Internet Use Theory (CIUT) to explain how social exclusion can lead to prob-
lematic behaviors such as smartphone addiction and compulsive buying. While each theory
has been used separately in past research, very few studies have integrated them to better un-
derstand digital consumer behavior.

Second, self-control as a moderating factor has not been fully explored. Although some
studies have linked low self-control with high smartphone or social media use, its role in
shaping the relationship between FOMO and smartphone addiction has not been clearly inves-
tigated.

Third, most existing studies were conducted in Western or Asian countries, while there is
a clear lack of research focusing on university students in developing countries like Egypt,
even though they are among the most digitally active and psychologically affected groups.

Finally, many previous studies were cross-sectional and did not examine how these be-
haviors may develop or change over time—for example, how long-term experiences of social
exclusion may lead to harmful consumer habits.

- Therefore, this study aims to fill these research gaps by developing a compre-
hensive model linking social exclusion to compulsive buying, mediated by FoMO
and smartphone addiction, while also examining the moderating role of self-control
between FOMO and smartphone addiction.

2. Hypotheses development

2.1 Relationship between social exclusion and compulsive buying:
Social exclusion influences an individual's behavior, leading to behavioral adjustments
in various ways, with some individuals responding differently across diverse situations
(Zhang et al., 2024). According to self-determination theory (SDT), socially excluded indi-
viduals whose basic psychological needs are unmet often seek alternative means of compen-
sation, with consumption behavior serving as a common way to fulfill these unmet needs
(Yue et al., 2023). Consumers with a relatively high level of social exclusion are likely to
have continuous shopping and purchasing more things than they need. In other words, the
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sense of social exclusion may act as a driving force and trigger uncontrollable motives behind
compulsive buying behavior. Previous studies have indicated that social exclusion is positive-
ly correlated with compulsive buying behavior (Mert & Tengi Limoglu, 2023; Han, 2020;
Harnish & Bridges, 2015). While Zhang et al., (2024) highlighted that social exclusion is pos-
itively correlated with impulsive purchasing behavior. Moreover, Yue et al., (2023) confirmed
that social exclusion can significantly and positively predict impulsive buying. Thus, individ-
uals who were excluded often exhibit compulsive behaviors. Therefore, this study proposes
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis (H1): Social exclusion is positively impact on compulsive buying.

2.2 Relationship between social exclusion and fear of missing out:

Social exclusion featured as the feeling of being disregarded and isolated by social
groups, oftentimes lead to negative emotions (Yue et al., 2023). People who are afraid of
being social excluded usually have continuous motivation toward need to belong, high
level of self-esteem, and desire of dominance of their surroundings (Holte et al., 2022).
On the other hand, it has been showed by various studies that FOMO can arise as a result
of negative experiences such as social exclusion and social comparison (Zhang et al.,
2024; Franchina et al., 2018).

Alabri, (2022) found that individuals who have social exclusion threats may face
negative situations that result in the experience of FOMO. Holte et al., (2022) indicated that
social exclusion is positively related to FOMO and people who are socially excluded their ex-
perience increases instead of FOMO. Alabri, (2022) discovered that experience of FOMO is
predicted by Fear of social exclusion. Therefore, based on the findings linking social exclu-
sion with social existence, it can be inferred that social exclusion may predict individuals re-
warding experiences of FOMO. Therefore, we hypothesis:

Hypothesis (H2): Social exclusion is positively correlated with FOMO.

2.3 Relationship between fear of missing out and smartphone addiction:

According to self-determination theory (SDT) and compensatory internet use theory
(CIUT) which suggest that individual psychological needs entail autonomy, competence, re-
lationships (Przybylski et al., 2013), which can explore the drive for smartphone excessive
use between adolescents and adults. Smartphone usage provides them presence through
smartphone app and platforms (He & Zeng, 2024). Daily disappointment of main psychologi-
cal needs and intensive smartphone use drivers may result in high levels of FOMO and
smartphone addiction (Zhang et al., 2024).

Prior studies provide evidence that FOMO is a key predictor of smartphone addiction,
although the number of studies is limited and the contexts vary. He & Zeng, (2024) revealed
that FOMO is positively related to smartphone addiction. In addition, Li et al., (2021) high-
lighted that there is a close relationship between FOMO and smartphone addiction. Other re-
searchers have explored the connection between FOMO and problematic smartphone use (EI-
hai et al., 2020; Panova & Carbonell, 2018), as well as linking FoMO with compulsive social
media use (Joshi M., 2023; Zhang et al., 2024). Thus we hypothesis that:

Hypothesis (H3): FOMO has a significant relationship with smartphone addiction.

2.4 Relationship between smartphone addiction and compulsive
buying:

Smartphone are an essential tool for many people, particularly young adults. They
spend a lot of time to keep social relationships, manage work and daily education, which lead
to increase purchasing goods through offers and advertisements (Jimenez et al., 2024). Prior
studies on smartphone addiction showed that the high level of addiction result in the excessive
smartphone usage. This may be triggered by symptoms and behaviors of smartphone addic-
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tion as a result of uncontrollable desires (Nikolinakou., et., 2023). Chopdar et al. (2022) stat-
ed a significant and positive impact of smartphone addiction on the frequency of purchasing
on smartphone app, where it can be explained that intensive mobile usage may boost compul-
sive buying tendencies of consumers. Choi et al., (2019) found that social media addiction,
internet addiction and smartphone addiction are all highly associated with compulsive buying.
Nikolinakou et al., (2023) pointed that impulsive buying is positively predicted by social me-
dia addiction. Mason et al., (2022) asserted that smartphone addiction is positively related to
online compulsive buying on Generation Z consumers. Jimenez et al., (2024) highlighted that
smartphone addiction boosts the compulsive app downloading tendency for younger Gen Z
consumers. Thus, it supports the hypothesis of a positive association between smartphone ad-
diction and compulsive buying. Thus we hypothesis that:

Hypothesis (H4): Smartphone addiction has appositive impact on compulsive buying.

2.5 The role of FOMO and smartphone addiction as serial media-
tion:

According to Self-Determination Theory (SDT), social exclusion undermines individuals’
basic psychological need for relatedness, prompting compensatory behaviors to restore emo-
tional equilibrium. Compensatory Internet Use Theory (CIUT) similarly explains that indi-
viduals may turn to digital technologies to cope with negative emotions resulting from social
disconnection.

Empirical studies have shown that social exclusion is significantly associated with in-
creased levels of FOMO, as individuals seek to remain socially connected and avoid feelings
of being left out (Zhang et al., 2024). FOMO, in turn, has been found to predict problematic
smartphone use and addiction, as individuals frequently check their devices to maintain virtu-
al social presence (Elhai et al., 2020). Furthermore, smartphone addiction has been linked to
compulsive buying behaviors, as excessive smartphone use often exposes individuals to mar-
keting cues, online shopping platforms, and impulsive consumption (Nikolinakou., et., 2023).
Thus, based on theoretical reasoning and empirical evidence, we proposed that:

Hypothesis (H5): FOMO and smartphone addiction act as serial mediators through which so-
cial exclusion leads to compulsive buying behavior.

2.6 The role of self-control as a moderator:

Self-control is the inner ability to resist and manage one's actions and behaviors in re-
sponse to impulses (Koc et al., 2023). People with low self-control tend to be highly linked to
smart phones and SNS, and their inability to regulated smartphone use due to FOMO (Zhang
et al., 2024; Li et al., 2021). In contrast, individuals with high self-control demonstrate the
ability to resist and manage the impulse of continuously checking and updating their
smartphones and social media applications (Kumar & Kumar, 2024). Moreover, people will
be mindful and conscious of the possible negative consequences of smartphone addiction us-
age comprising FOMO to accomplish their responsibilities and long goals (Meng & Xyan,
2023). In addition, Koc, et al., (2023) examined the self-control as a moderator variable be-
tween FOMO and social media compulsive use. In line with this Kumar & Kumar, (2024)
self-control has between found to have a negatively significant effect on the relationship be-
tween FOMO and the compulsive use of social media. Lower levels of self-control forecasted
higher levels of FOMO, which in turn demonstrated higher levels of smartphone addiction.
Thus, we hypothesis that:

Hypothesis (H6): Self-control moderates the relationship between FoMO and
smartphone addiction.



Sampling

This is a survey study employing a river sampling technique, in which data were col-
lected at one point in time. The study population consists of Egyptian university students.
The present study relied on online sampling calculators to determine the sample size,
which resulted in a target of 384 Egyptian university students. Data collection took ap-
proximately two months. A total of 367 questionnaires were received. The next stage in-
volved data cleaning, which is an essential part of the process, as erroneous or incon-
sistent data can significantly affect the analysis outcomes (Hellerstein, 2008). The num-
ber of complete and usable responses is 367 out of the 384 target, resulting in a response
rate of 95.6%. Accordingly, the analysis was conducted based on a final sample of 367
responses.

Discussion of results

Based on self-control determination theory (SDT) and compensatory internet use theory
(CIUT), the study aimed to examine the influence of social exclusion on compulsive
buying using a serial mediation study. In this research, fear of missing out (FOMO) and
smartphone addiction are examined as mediating variables, while self-control functions
as a moderating factor. The analysis employed SPSS and AMOS 24 software to conduct
a serial mediation analysis, incorporating the moderator effect into the model. Data were
collected via an online questionnaire from a sample of 367 university students in Egypt.
The empirical findings support all the proposed hypotheses.

Firstly, the results regarding the direct effect reveal a significant and positive relation-
ship between social exclusion and compulsive buying behavior (H1). This finding
strengthens our understanding of how social exclusion can lead to compulsive purchas-
ing tendencies. It aligns with earlier studies (Mart & Tengi Limoglue, 2023; Handa,
2020; Harnish & Bridges, 2015), which also found that individuals who experience so-
cial exclusion are more likely to engage in compulsive buying. While some previous re-
search has concentrated on the link between social exclusion and impulsive buying be-
havior (Zhang et al., 2024; Yue et al., 2023), this study emphasizes the compulsive buy-
ing. Secondly, the analysis shows a significant connection between social exclusion and
FoMO (H2). This finding is consistent with prior research by Alabri (2022) and Holte et
al. (2022), supporting the notion that individuals facing social exclusion may experience
negative emotional outcomes, such as FOMO. In addition, our study aligns with Zhang et
al., (2024) and Franchina et al., (2018) which indicated that experience of FOMO is pre-
dicted by fear of social exclusion.

Thirdly, the study investigated the relationship between the FoMO and the
smartphone addiction (H3). The result supports (SDT) and (CIUT) theories, which sug-
gested that individuals with FOMO are stimulated to use smartphones application to re-
lieve negative feeling and fulfill their psychological needs for external stimulation
(Przybylski et al., 2013). This is in alignment with the findings of previous researches
which revealed that there is a close relationship between FOMO and smartphone addic-
tion (He & Zeng, 2024, Li et al., 2021). Other studies such as Elhai et al., (2020) and
Panova & Carbonell, (2018) have confirmed a connection between FOMO and problem-
atic smartphone use. While existing studies have primarily focused on the relationship
between FOMO and compulsive social media use (Joshi M., 2023; Zhang et al., 2024).
Additionally our study confirms the positive relationship between smartphone addiction
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and compulsive buying (H4). The relationship supported from Choi et al., (2019) that
found a significant and positive linkage between smartphone addiction and compulsive
buying. Due to the intensive mobile usage and transition from offline to online, consum-
ers spent long time on social media, which impact on frequency of purchasing on
smartphone app and boost compulsive buying tendencies of consumers (Chopdar et al.,
2023). In addition, the results are consistent with Mason et al., (2022) and Jimenz et al.,
(2024) which asserted that smartphone addiction is positively related to online compul-
sive buying on Generation Z consumers. Whereas, a study by Nikolinakou et al., (2023)
pointed that impulsive buying is positively predicted by social media addiction. Moreo-
ver, our study confirms the serial mediation effect proposed in (H5), which proposed that
fear of missing out FOMO and smartphone addiction sequentially mediate the relation-
ship between social exclusion and compulsive buying behavior. The results indicate that
individuals who experience social exclusion are more likely to develop FOMO, which in
turn increases their susceptibility to smartphone addiction, ultimately leading to higher
levels of compulsive buying. This finding aligns with previous research by Franchina et
al. (2018) and Elhai et al. (2020), who emphasized the role of FOMO and smartphone
overuse as mechanisms through which social and emotional vulnerabilities translate into
problematic digital behavior.

Finally, the research confirmed that self-control acts as a moderator in the in the rela-

tionship between FOMO and the smartphone addiction (H6). This result aligns with a
previous study by Kumar and Kumar (2024), which demonstrates that individuals with
lower levels of self-control are more likely to experience FOMO, potentially leading to
smartphone addiction and, subsequently, compulsive buying. In line with this result, Koc
et al., (2023) mentioned that the self-control acts as a moderator between FOMO and so-
cial media compulsive use. Thus, through current study investigation, it is explored that
social exclusion has a significant positive impact on compulsive buying among Egyptian
university students, with FOMO and smartphone addiction employed as consecutive me-
diators in this association. Additionally, the research demonstrates self-control as a piv-
otal moderator, self-control negatively significant moderating the connection between
FoMO and compulsive buying.

5. Research recommendation

This study examined the psychological and behavioral mechanisms through which social ex-
clusion contributes to compulsive buying among university students in Egypt, guided by Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) and Compensatory Internet Use Theory (CIUT). The findings
confirmed that social exclusion significantly predicts compulsive buying behavior, with fear
of missing out (FOMO) and smartphone addiction serving as sequential mediators. Moreover,
self-control moderated the relationship between FOMO and smartphone addiction, indicating
that individuals with higher self-control are less likely to develop addictive smartphone be-
haviors even when experiencing FOMO.

Theoretically, this research advances the integration of SDT and CIUT by demonstrat-
ing how unmet psychological needs caused by social exclusion can manifest through digital
dependency and problematic consumption patterns. It also expands current models by intro-
ducing a serial mediation framework, offering a more holistic view of how emotional and be-
havioral mechanisms interact in the digital age. Furthermore, the identification of self-control
as a moderator provides new insights into individual-level buffers that may reduce the impact
of FOMO on smartphone addiction.

Practically, the study offers valuable implications for educators, policymakers, and digi-
tal well-being advocates. University counseling services may benefit from early intervention
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strategies that address students’ emotional responses to social exclusion. Additionally, aware-
ness campaigns that promote digital self-regulation and resilience may help reduce the risk of
compulsive digital consumption. Finally, the findings may inform app developers and mar-
keters to consider ethical design practices that minimize addictive features targeting vulnera-
ble youth.

- Overall, this research not only addresses significant theoretical gaps but also of-
fers practical pathways for enhancing digital well-being among university students,
particularly in developing countries where digital engagement continues to rise. Fu-
ture studies may build upon this model to explore long-term behavioral outcomes and
test interventions aimed at fostering healthier digital habits.
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