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ABSTRACT 

In today’s hyperconnected society, Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) has emerged as a prominent psychological 

phenomenon particularly among young adults who are heavily engaged with social media. FOMO is often 

associated with negative psychological outcomes, including emotional well-being, online social anxiety, sleep 

disturbances and problematic digital behaviours. This study investigates the psychosocial factors contributing to 

FOMO among young adults by examining the roles of phubbing, social comparison, exhaustion, and loneliness.  

Using cross-sectional research design, data were collected through an online survey from 134 young adult social 

media platform users. The data were analysed using SmartPLS to examine the relationships between the 

psychosocial factors and to identify the most significant predictors of FOMO. The findings show that social 

comparison is the most significant predictor to FOMO. This finding supporting the perspective of Social 

Comparison Theory that individuals evaluate themselves based on other people lives as presented in social 

media.  Phubbing and loneliness also demonstrated positive but modest association with FOMO. On the other 

hand, the findings show that exhaustion does not significantly influence FOMO. The study highlights that 

academic fatigue and burnout may not directly influence this phenomenon as strongly as interpersonal and social 

behaviour. The interventions that promote digital mindfulness, better social relationships, and effective academic 

mechanisms are needed in helping young adults to mitigate FOMO. The findings provide valuable insights for 

policymakers, educators, and mental health professionals that should play their roles as psychosocial drivers of 

FOMO. The practical direction for prevention and intervention strategies should be offered to protect the well-

being of youth in digital environment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The emergence of social media has reshaped the way of the young adults communicate, interact, and perceive 

their social environments. Undoubtedly, digital platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook offer 

enormous opportunities for connectivity. Despite that, they also contribute to a psychological phenomenon that 

widely recognised as Fear of Missing Out (FOMO). FOMO is the widespread anxiety that others are having 

rewarding experiences without one’s participation, driving individuals to stay continually connected to social 

media platforms [1], [2], [3]. This fear is intensified by social media, where individuals are continuously exposed 

to ideal versions of other people lives [4]. For young adults, who are in a critical developmental phase, FOMO 

can result in emotional distress, compulsive phone usage, exhaustion, loneliness, and unhealthy social 

comparisons [5].  

There are lack of studies about FOMO that focus of Malaysian young adults. However, cultural and social 

contexts can shape how FOMO plays out. FOMO might look different or have stronger effects in more collective 
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societies like Malaysia, where the expectations of family and peer are strong. Due to that, it is important to study 

how FOMO affects Malaysian adult youths. Therefore, this study aims to explore the predictors of FOMO in 

social media use, focusing on the roles of phubbing, loneliness, social comparison, and exhaustion among 

Malaysian young adults. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Social Media and FOMO 

Social media has become a significant part of our daily life. Apart from the benefits given by social media like 

connecting and sharing with other people, it has also resulted to the “Fear of Missing Out” (FOMO), particularly 

among the young people. Studies show that the more time people spend on social media, the more likely they 

are to feel FOMO. FOMO can negatively impact how people view themselves, affecting things like self-esteem 

and confidence [6]. Moreover, it often extends beyond the online world. [7] found that FOMO can lead to 

problematic social media use (PSMU) and may contribute to behaviours like excessive amount of alcohol 

consumption among college students. FOMO has been linked to PSMU and social media addiction [8], [2], [9], 

[10].  

FOMO occurs when people’s basic demands for connection, competence, or independence are not met. When 

individuals rely on social media to fulfil these needs, it can lead to problematic use, low mood, and even sleep 

issues.  As a mental and emotional state, FOMO often becomes stronger when people feel stressed or face 

emotional challenges. This situation will encourage them to check the social information more often [11]. FOMO 

has been shown to mediate the relationship between social media use and outcomes such as negative emotions, 

reduced self-esteem, and sleep disturbances [12].   

FOMO can both a cause and a consequence of excessive use of social media. Individuals who already feel 

insecure or stressed are more prone to experience FOMO. As they succumb to these feelings, they become stuck 

in a cycle of compulsive checking, comparing, and worrying. Theories like social comparison, self-

determination, and compensatory internet use all highlight different sides of the same problem of FOMO. While 

FOMO meets our natural social needs, it frequently makes us feel worse. [12], [13]. 

B. Psychosocial Factors of FOMO 

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) is formed by various psychosocial elements that influences people's feelings, 

thoughts, and actions in digital environments. Phubbing, social comparison, exhaustion, and loneliness are the 

identified elements that lead to the beginning and development of FOMO. 

Phubbing is the practice of concentrating on one’s smartphone while ignoring others during face-to-face 

interactions. This act is closely related with FOMO because the individuals who experience FOMO are more 

likely to engage in phubbing behaviour as they prefer to staying connected to online interactions [14], [15], [16]. 

Studies indicate that FOMO can predict phubbing behaviour both directly and indirectly through its relationship 

with PSMU [2], [17]. The mediating role of FOMO in the relationship between boredom and phubbing suggests 

that individuals may use their phones to alleviate the negative feelings associated with boredom [16]. Phubbing 

is positively correlated with FOMO, according to empirical research, indicating that excessive mobile phone use 

increases social anxiety [15], [17]. 

Social comparison, especially upward comparison on social media, is another critical factor influencing FOMO. 

Upward social comparison, where individuals compare themselves to those perceived as better off, is particularly 

harmful. It is linked to lower life satisfaction and greater psychological distress [18], [19]. The tendency to 

compare oneself to others on social media can lead to feelings of inadequacy and anxiety, driving FOMO [18], 

[19], [20]. This situation has not only dragged them to FOMO but also drives them into reckless behaviour such 

as unnecessary shopping and overspending [13]. [21] argued that these comparisons strongly drive FOMO, 

resulting in increased envy, anxiety, and lowered self-worth. [22] found that frequent exposure to idealized 

online images fosters feelings of inadequacy, leading young adults to involve in constant trend participation. 
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Past research shows that individuals with a high tendency to compare themselves to others are more susceptible 

to FOMO and subsequent problematic social media use [13], [23].  

FOMO is often caused by study or working exhaustion. Exhaustion is when someone feels extremely tired 

physically and/or mentally until they unable to do their normal activities. Earlier studies mainly linked 

exhaustion to job burnout, but recent studies show its importance in academic and digital environments. In 

occupational context, several studies indicate a positive correlation between working exhaustion or burnout and 

FOMO. A study on nurses found that higher levels of job burnout were associated with increased FOMO. The 

study reveals that the stress and detachment from social and personal activities due to demanding work schedules 

contribute to FOMO [24]. Similarly, another study on Chinese employees showed that FOMO was positively 

associated with job burnout [25]. In academic context, the pressure to succeed academically may drive students 

to seek distraction and validation through social media, leading to increased FOMO [26]. [27] found that students 

with high FOMO report higher stress levels, as they struggle to balance academic responsibilities with online 

engagement. [28] suggested that while academic burnout can encourage self-reflection, unmanaged FOMO 

worsens emotional fatigue and weakens resilience. The relationship between study exhaustion and FOMO 

suggests that academic stress can intensify the desire to stay connected and updated on social media, further 

reinforcing problematic usage patterns [26], [29]. Research also indicates that social media fatigue, which is 

closely linked to exhaustion, can predict FOMO and unhealthy engagement patterns online.  

One of the main psychosocial aspects that associated with FOMO is loneliness because the individuals who feel 

lonely are more likely to turn to social media for emotional support, which can lead to development of FOMO 

[20], [30]. [31] showed that young adults who experience loneliness are more likely to rely on social media to 

meet social needs. However, these digital interactions often lack emotional depth, thereby intensifying feelings 

of isolation. [32] emphasized that individuals high in FOMO report higher levels of loneliness due to compulsive 

checking behaviours, which paradoxically increase social exclusion. Empirical studies consistently report that 

loneliness is positively correlated with FOMO and problematic social media use [1], [16]. 

These psychosocial factors reveal the complex causes of FOMO by demonstrating the ways in which cognitive 

interests, working or academic stress, emotional health, and interpersonal behaviours interact to influence a 

person's vulnerability to the disorder. The relationships in this study are also supported by the theoretical views. 

The Social Comparison Theory explains why people explains why people compare themselves to others in online 

environment, which reinforces FOMO when they see idealized depictions of other people's lifestyles [4]. While, 

Compensatory Internet Use Theory by [33] suggests that individuals use social media as a coping mechanism 

for stressors such as exhaustion and loneliness, which can intensify FOMO. Self-Determination Theory 

highlights the importance of relatedness, explaining why unmet social needs contribute to heightened FOMO 

[34]. Guided by these insights and based on the discussion, the following hypotheses are offered: 

H1: Phubbing, as a psychosocial factor, is positively associated with FOMO. 

H2: Social comparison, as a psychosocial factor, is positively associated with FOMO. 

H3: Exhaustion, as a psychosocial factor, is positively associated with FOMO. 

H4: Loneliness, as a psychosocial factor, is positively associated with FOMO. 

Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between the variables. 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
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METHODOLOGY 

This research used a quantitative approach through a cross-sectional research design to examine psychosocial 

factors (phubbing, loneliness, social comparison and exhaustion) and FOMO. Therefore, this section describes 

the measures and item designs, the respondents and data collection procedures. 

A. Measurement Instruments 

The items of the survey instrument were measured on a five-point Likert scales and it consisted of five measures, 

which was adapted from past studies. For each of variables (phubbing, social comparison, exhaustion and 

FOMO), four (4) items were adopted and modified to social media context based on [11], [35], [36], [37]. While 

three (3) items of loneliness were adopted from [38]. Pre-test procedures were carried out before data was 

collected. For content validity, the instrument was evaluated by experts to make sure that the assessment is 

relevant and in line with the goals of the study. For the inconsistency scores, Cronbach’s alpha reliability tests 

were higher than 0.7 for all constructs which shows a good reliability of the item measurement. 

B. Participants and Data Collection Procedures. 

The population of this study was young adult social media users. For this study, the individuals age between 18-

30 years can be categorised as young adults, aligning with the Federal Youth Policy in Malaysia. [39]. G*Power 

software was used to determine the sample size of this study.  Based on this tool, the minimum sample size 

required for this study was 95. Data were collected through Google Form. The participants were recruited 

through social media platform (WhatsApp, Instagram and Telegram) and a total of 134 responses were collected. 

The sample included 74 female respondents (55.2%) and 60 male respondents (44.8%). 73.9% of the 

respondents’ age were between 20 and 24 years old, 19.4% are between 25 to 30 years old and 6.7% between 

18-20 years old.  

FINDINGS  

Data analysis was conducted by using SmartPLS version 4 to test the hypotheses. The analysis included 

measurement model evaluation and structural model evaluation.  

A. Measurement Model 

All items were tested for internal consistency reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. The 

consistency validity and convergent validity were measured by using Cronbach’s Alpha (CA), Composite 

Reliability (CR), and Average Variance (AVE) as shown in Table 1. Based on the table, all CA values, ranged 

from 0.742 to 0.896 were exceeded the minimum value of threshold of 0.700. CR values ranged between 0.836 

and 0.933, confirming the internal consistency validity is good across all constructs [40].  Convergent validity 

was used to examine the degree to which items of the same constructs are correlated. Table 1 shows that all the 

AVE’s value ranging from 0.571 to 0.822 were reached the threshold of 0.5 as recommended by [41]. The values 

indicate that each construct explains more than 50% of the variance of its indicators, showing adequate 

convergent validity for all constructs.  Therefore, both reliability and convergent validity were established for 

all constructs, and the measurement model is reliable and valid. 

Table 1 : Reliability and Convergent Validity 

Measure Cronbach’s Alpha (CA) Composite Reliability (CR) Average Variance 

Extracted (AVE) 

FOMO 0.849 0.897 0.685 

Phubbing 0.742 0.838 0.571 

Social Comparison 0.888 0.922 0.748 

Exhaustion 0.896 0.927 0.762 

Loneliness 0.892 0.933 0.822 
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Discriminant validity was examined to ensure that the constructs are distinct from each other. As shown in Table 

2, all HTMT values are ranged between 0.304 and 0.666. Based on [40] and [42], HTMT values below 0.85 and 

0.9 are acceptable and it indicates that the measurement items are measure different concepts. Hence, the 

measurement items are suitable for hypothesis testing within the structural model. 

Table 2: HTMT Results 

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 

1. FOMO 
     

2. Phubbing 0.445 
    

3. Social Comparison 0.666 0.481 
   

4. Exhaustion 0.420 0.304 0.483  
 

5. Loneliness 0.560 0.305 0.633 0.646   

 

B. Structural Model 

To test the hypothesises, a structural model was run to examine the relationship between the independent 

variables (phubbing, social comparison, exhaustion and loneliness) and dependent variable (FOMO). This model 

was evaluated by examining the value of path coefficients, t-value, p-value, effect sizes (f2) and R2. A 

bootstrapping procedure with 5000 resamples and a one-tailed test with a significance level of 0.05 was used to 

test the significance of the hypothesis’s relationships. Table 3 shows the results of hypothesis testing. 

Table 3 : Hypothesis Testing 

Hypothesis Path 

Coefficient 

Standard 

Error 

t-value p-

values 

LLCI, 

ULCI 

LLCI, 

ULCI 

Effect 

Size (f2) 

H1: Phubbing -> FOMO 0.137 0.073 1.884 0.030 0.036 0.272 0.027 

H2: Social Comparison -

> FOMO 

0.410 0.095 4.311 0.000 0.234 0.547 0.175 

H3: Exhaustion -> 

FOMO 

0.045 0.096 0.473 0.318 -0.109 0.206 0.002 

H4: Loneliness -> FOMO 0.212 0.113 1.872 0.031 0.034 0.405 0.042 

 

R2 (FOMO) = 0.422        Adjusted R2 (FOMO) = 0.404   

The result explained 42.2% of the variance in FOMO (R2=0.422, Adjusted R2=0.404), indicating moderate 

explanatory power [40]. The small difference between R2 and Adjusted R2 suggests that the model’s predictors 

make a significant contribution to explain FOMO. As shown in Table 4, all hypotheses are supported except H3. 

Among all the psychosocial factors, social comparison was the most significant factors (β = 0.410, p < 0.001, f² 

= 0.175), followed by loneliness (β = 0.212, p = 0.031, f² = 0.042) and phubbing (β = 0.137, p = 0.030, f² = 

0.027). On the other hand, exhaustion did not significantly predict FOMO (β = 0.045, p = 0.318, f² = 0.002). The 

results indicate that FOMO is primarily driven by social and interpersonal factors rather than fatigue. 

Table 4: Hypothesis Result 

Hypothesis Result 

H1: Phubbing, as a psychosocial factor, is positively associated with FOMO. Supported 
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H2: Social comparison, as a psychosocial factor, is positively associated with FOMO. Supported 

H3: Exhaustion, as a psychosocial factor, is positively associated with FOMO. Not Supported 

H4: Loneliness, as a psychosocial factor, is positively associated with FOMO. Supported 

 

DISCUSSION 

This study examines the psychosocial factors of FOMO among young adults. Phubbing, social comparison, 

exhaustion and loneliness are the focus of this study. The findings indicate that the model explained 42.2% of 

the variance in FOMO, reflecting a moderate level of explanatory power [40].  Social comparison has highly 

significant positive effect, strongly increases FOMO with largest effect size. Phubbing and loneliness have 

significant positive effect on FOMO. Phubbing slightly increases FOMO with small size effect while loneliness 

moderately increases FOMO with a small effect size.  

A. Social Comparison as the Strongest Predictor   

The results show that social comparison had a strong positive impact on FOMO (β = 0.410, p < 0.001, f² = 

0.175). This finding supports social comparison theory [4], which suggests that people assess themselves by 

looking at others. In the context of social media, frequent exposure to idealized images of peers leads to upward 

comparisons. This can heighten feelings of exclusion and FOMO [2]. Previous studies consistently indicate that 

people who often engage in social comparison are more susceptible to FOMO. They are likely to see others 

enjoying rewarding experiences that they do not have [45], [46].  This study extends the previous findings by 

showing that social comparison is the most powerful factor compared to the other psychosocial factors. It shows 

that young adults can easily be influenced by the actions of their peers or people around them. 

B. Loneliness and Phubbing as Significant Predictors   

The study also found that loneliness positively predicted FOMO (β = 0.212, p = 0.031, f² = 0.042). It was 

supported by multiple studies that found a positive relationship between loneliness and FOMO [47]. A study of 

Vietnamese undergrad students revealed that loneliness is positively associated by both personal and societal 

aspects of FOMO [48]. Lonely people may turn to social media to fill unmet social needs. However, this can 

ironically increase their sense of being excluded from real-world interactions [21].  Cultural and environmental 

factors can also influence the relationship between loneliness and FOMO. [48] highlighted that uncertainty 

avoidance and independent thinking can affects the strength of the association between loneliness and FOMO. 

The studies in Asian countries like Vietnam and China indicates the positive relationship between loneliness and 

FOMO and this relationship is often mediated by additional factors such as social anxiety and smartphone 

addiction [48][49]. On the other hand, even though the studies from other regions also found the positive 

relationship between loneliness and FOMO but they are focusing more on the role of cultural variation in 

moderating the relationship [47].  

Phubbing was also a significant, though weaker predictor of FOMO (β = 0.137, p = 0.030, f² = 0.027). This 

supports earlier studies that found positive relationship between phubbing and FOMO [50]. Heavy smartphone 

uses and ignoring face-to-face interactions can increase feelings of social disconnection and trigger FOMO [35]. 

Although the effect size is small, the finding aligns with the previous evidence that smartphone overuse and 

phubbing behaviours are both the causes and consequences of FOMO [16][50]. 

Thus, both loneliness and phubbing contribute to FOMO, but their impact is smaller compared to social 

comparison. This suggests that social and behavioural factors play a secondary role.   

C. Exhaustion as a Non-Significant Predictor   

Interestingly, the findings of this study reveal that exhaustion did not significantly predict FOMO among young 

adults (β = 0.045, p = 0.318, f² = 0.002). One possible explanation is that FOMO is more closely tied to social 

and relational factors, such as social comparison, sense of belonginess and social disconnection [11]. In contrast, 

exhaustion often results in self-unwinding and disengagement from social and digital activities [51]. When 
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people are exhausted, they may prioritize recovery such as sleeping, avoiding screens, reducing social 

commitments, rather than actively monitoring others’ activities online, which would otherwise trigger FOMO 

[52]. The non-significant result indicates that FOMO is less about energy levels and more about social-

psychological factors such as loneliness, social comparison, and smartphone-related habits.  

CONCLUSIONS 

This study examined the psychological and behavioural factors that predict fear of missing out (FOMO) among 

young adults, focusing on loneliness, phubbing, social comparison, and exhaustion. Using SmartPLS, the 

findings showed that the model accounted for 42.2% of the variance in FOMO, which indicates moderate 

explanatory power. Among the predictors, social comparison was the strongest and most significant factor 

affecting FOMO. This highlights how upward comparisons on social media shape feelings of exclusion and 

missed experiences. Loneliness and phubbing also served as significant predictors, but their impacts were 

weaker. These results show that feelings of disconnection and behaviours related to smartphone use can worsen 

the experience of FOMO. On the other hand, exhaustion did not significantly affect FOMO. This suggests that 

FOMO mainly results from social and relational dynamics instead of academic or working pressure. The findings 

support the importance of social comparison theory [4] and self-determination theory [34] in understanding 

FOMO. Practically, the study points to the need for interventions that address excessive social comparison and 

digital dependency while encouraging meaningful offline connections to reduce loneliness. Overall, the study 

contributes to the growing understanding of FOMO by identifying its key predictors for young adults. It also 

provides valuable insights for educators, counsellors, and policymakers in crafting strategies to promote healthier 

digital engagement. 
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