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Background and aim: Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) is consistently associated with problematic social media use
(PSMU). Moreover, previous studies have shown a significant association between FoMO, self-esteem, and social
comparison. However, there is a lack of studies that have investigated the relationship between, FoMO, social
comparison, self-esteem, and PSMU in an integrated model. The present study hypothesized that FOMO may
influence PSMU through the serial mediating role of social comparison and self-esteem.

Method: A cross-sectional survey study was conducted comprising 256 Italian university students (74.4% female),
aged 18 to 38 years (M = 23.05 years; SD = 3.58). The participants completed an online survey assessing the
variables of the study.

Results: Controlling for age and gender, the results showed positive associations between FoMO, social com-
parison, and PSMU, and a negative association between FOMO and self-esteem. Self-esteem was also negatively
associated with PSMU. It was also found that social comparison and self-esteem sequentially mediated the as-
sociation between FoMO and PSMU.

Conclusions: The present study contributes to understanding the mechanisms that underline the complex effects

of FoMO on PSMU.

1. Introduction

Social networking sites, such as Facebook, TikTok, and Instagram, are
web-based platforms that provide not only social interaction but also
information and entertainment (Kircaburun, Demetrovics, & Tosuntas,
2019; Kwak & Kim, 2023). The results of recent meta-analyses suggest a
strong association between problematic social media use (PSMU) among
young people and adverse mental health effects, notably increased
symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress (Huang, 2022; Shannon,
Bush, Villeneuve, Hellemans, & Guimond, 2022). Neither of these meta-
analyses found gender or age differences in PSMU prevalence. However,
results from other studies have noted that being female might be a risk
factor for developing PSMU (e.g., Aparicio-Martinez et al., 2020; Hylkila
et al., 2023), whereas other findings have indicated that males have a
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higher prevalence of internet addiction and gaming addiction than fe-
males (Meng et al., 2022; Su, Han, Jin, Yan, & Potenza, 2019). Another
recent meta-analysis, which included a sample of 27 independent cross-
sectional studies with a total of 67,407 adolescents (Mage = 15.5 years,
51.7% females), indicated positive, small-to-medium correlations be-
tween PSMU and engagement in risky behaviors generally, substance
use, and risky sexual behaviors (Vannucci, Simpson, Gagnon, & Ohan-
nessian, 2020).

A systematic review and meta-analysis on the global prevalence of
multiple subtypes of online addiction (e.g., smartphone addiction,
internet addiction, cybersex, and gaming addiction) in the general
population reported that individuals in lower-income countries, partic-
ularly from the South-East Asia region, reported higher levels of PSMU
(Meng et al., 2022). Another meta-analysis of 63 samples from 32
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countries (Cheng, Lau, Chan, & Luk, 2021) showed a pooled overall
prevalence of 24% worldwide, ranging from 14% in individualistic na-
tions to 31% in collectivistic cultures. However, the overall prevalence
was 5% when strict (monothetic) criteria were used. Another issue
related to online addictions concerns which age group might be more
susceptible to developing PSMU. According to the meta-analysis by
Cheng and et al. (2021), adolescent samples showed a notably higher
prevalence of PSMU (35%) compared to both university students (23%)
and adults from the community (19%). According to Casale, Akbari,
Seydavi, Bocci Benucci, and Fioravanti (2023), the recent increase in
social media use could be considered a temporary compensatory coping
strategy to face the negative effects of loneliness and social distance
during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown period. Based on these results,
it is evident that PSMU deserves further scientific attention.

The dynamic evolution of social networking has made it challenging
to establish a formal definition (Banyai et al., 2017; Rhee, Bayer, Lee, &
Kuru, 2021). Empirical research now supports the idea that social media
interaction is a way of being and relating to others (Kuss & Griffiths,
2017). Congruent with the progression of social media use, several
studies have suggested that involvement with social media, if taken to
excess, can be considered problematic and (in a minority of cases) lead
to behavioral addiction, especially in connection with the perceived
need for some users to be constantly online (e.g., Akbari et al., 2023;
Foroughi, Griffiths, Iranmanesh, & Salamzadeh, 2022; Soraci et al.,
2023). Furthermore, as argued by compensatory internet use theory
(Kardefelt-Winther, 2014), many individuals go online to escape real-
life problems or alleviate dysphoric moods, and this sometimes leads
to negative outcomes for the individual. Therefore, the aim of the pre-
sent study was to explore the relationships between social comparison
and self-esteem in the association between fear of missing out (FoOMO)
and problematic social media use (PSMU). Findings regarding FoMO’s
associations with these variables have previously suggested mixed
findings. According to Tandon, Dhir, Almugren, AlNemer, and
Mantymaki (2021), the extant literature on FoMO offers a fragmented
view of this phenomenon. Indeed, little empirical research has explored
the serial mediating role of social comparison and self-esteem in the
relationship between FoMO and PSMU in an integrated model. There-
fore, the present study utilized a sample of Italian university students to
examine whether FoMO can significantly predict university students’
PSMU and explored whether social comparison and self-esteem would
significantly mediate this serial relationship. By exploring the mecha-
nisms through which FoMO affects social media behavior, the study
sought to provide additional insights regarding the development of
intervention and prevention programs aimed at promoting healthier
online habits and improving the overall psychological well-being of
individuals.

1.1. Fear of missing out and problematic social media use

In an online context, FOMO is defined as the anxiety stemming from
the possibility of not participating in rewarding online experiences,
leading individuals to feel compelled to constantly monitor their online
social interactions (Przybylski, Murayama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013).
This social phenomenon is also linked to the need-to-belong theory
(Baumeister, 2012), suggesting that FoMO is driven by uncertainty
about social belonging (Dogan, 2019). According to the compensatory
motivation perspective of self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci,
2000), basic psychological needs satisfaction is a key motivational
mechanism that drives individuals to engage in behavioral compensa-
tion when their needs are not satisfied. Therefore, the stronger the desire
to belong, the greater the likelihood of experiencing FOMO (Alutaybi, Al-
Thani, McAlaney, & Ali, 2020). Previous research has established direct
and indirect associations between FoMO and PSMU (e.g., Franchina,
Vanden Abeele, Van Rooij, Lo Coco, & De Marez, 2018).

In recent years, FOMO has been the subject of increasing empirical
research regarding social media use since social platforms are
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considered ideal tools for satisfying the desire to remain constantly
connected to what others are doing (e.g., Przybylski et al., 2013; Ser-
vidio, Koronczai, Griffiths, & Demetrovics, 2022). Individuals who
experience FoOMO about social interaction or rewarding experiences
within their real online social networks show a greater propensity for
poor self-regulation in their use of social media (Brailovskaia,
Truskauskaite-Kuneviciene, Kazlauskas, & Margraf, 2023). This
behavior is driven by the need to remain constantly connected to the
activities of their friends and to alleviate anxiety related to the percep-
tion of being socially excluded (Baker, Krieger, & LeRoy, 2016; Fior-
avanti et al., 2021).

Prior studies have also shown a positive association between FoMO
and problematic use of several social media platforms such as Facebook
(Btachnio, Przepiorka, Wolonciej, Bassam Mahmoud, Holdos, & Yafi,
2018), Instagram (Balta, Emirtekin, Kircaburun, & Griffiths, 2020),
WhatsApp, and Snapchat (Rozgonjuk, Sindermann, Elhai, & Montag,
2020), as well as nonspecific problematic social networking use (Fang,
Wang, Wen, & Zhou, 2020). Researchers have also explored whether
FoMO might selectively predict the relationship between individual
differences and PSMU. For example, Blackwell, Leaman, Tramposch,
Osborne, and Liss (2017) found that, even after accounting for the in-
fluence of extraversion, neuroticism, and attachment orientations,
FoMO uniquely predicted PSMU. Moreover, the results of a recent
literature review suggested the importance of identifying the influence
of FoOMO on personality variables such as the need for affiliation, among
others (Tandon et al., 2021). Although previous studies note that FoOMO
may increase the development of negative emotions and affectivity
associated with social deficiencies, such as rumination (Dempsey,
O’Brien, Tiamiyu, & Elhai, 2019), research has yet to investigate the
sequential relationships between FoMO, social comparison orientation,
self-esteem, and PSMU. Therefore, the present study examined the re-
lationships between these variables, to offer insights and practical im-
plications for future studies.

1.2. Social comparison, self-esteem, and problematic social media use

Social comparison generally serves the purpose of self-assessment by
individuals comparing themselves with the abilities and opinions of
others (Festinger, 1954). Individuals strive to belong to a group of
similar others (Baumeister, 2012). It has been proposed that the
visually-oriented nature of social media makes it easy for individuals to
quickly compare themselves to strangers and individuals they know
(Chae, 2017). Existing literature has shown that engagement in social
comparisons is positively associated with greater social media use
(Ozimek & Bierhoff, 2016). Previous findings have also shown that so-
cial comparison, especially when individuals compare social skills and/
or performance abilities (Yang & Robinson, 2018) is related to FoOMO
and social media use, and negatively associated with poor well-being
(Burnell, George, Vollet, Ehrenreich, & Underwood, 2019; Reer, Tang,
& Quandt, 2019). When individuals believe that most of their friends
differ from them, they may think that they have limited social support.

The relationship between frequent social comparison, especially
when individuals perceive themselves as disadvantaged and less able
than others, and negative well-being outcomes (e.g., such as decreased
self-esteem), can be understood through basic psychological mecha-
nisms. This type of unfavorable comparison induces a selective focus on
personal weaknesses in comparison to others, generating feelings of
insecurity and inferiority. Additionally, constant unfavorable compari-
son can cause a state of chronic stress because individuals constantly feel
under pressure to meet unrealistic standards or to compete with others.
This can contribute to a decrease in self-esteem because individuals may
internalize negative perceptions about themselves and doubt their
abilities and personal worth (e.g., Samra, Warburton, & Collins, 2022).
Therefore, it appears that social comparison works as a mediating var-
iable in studying FoMO and PSMU.

FoMO can be a significant antecedent that can shape social
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comparison dynamics (Tandon et al., 2021). Indeed, the constant worry
of missing out on key events or social moments on online platforms may
trigger a more frequent and intense social comparison process (Eitan &
Gazit, 2023; Servidio, Sinatra, Griffiths, & Monacis, 2021). FoMO can
fuel the desire to align with perceived social standards, leading in-
dividuals to examine and compare their lives with those of others
actively. Here, FOMO and social comparison can lead to more frequent
use of social media sites because individuals seek to bridge the perceived
gap between their experiences and those of others (Burnell et al., 2019;
Reer et al., 2019; Servidio et al., 2021). Therefore, FOMO can be a
precursor that contributes to creating a more intensive comparative
perspective, prompting individuals to seek confirmation and validation
through online interaction (Eitan & Gazit, 2023).

Moreover, research indicates that engaging in more social compari-
sons on social media is linked to lower self-esteem (Jiang & Ngien, 2020;
Lee, 2022; Yang & Robinson, 2018). How individuals compare them-
selves to their friends can also affect their self-esteem and the amount of
editing they do to their photos and posts to try to attract more attention
(Chae, 2017; Gioia, McLean, Griffiths, & Boursier, 2023). Results from
past studies underline that there is a negative relationship between so-
cial comparison and self-esteem (Jiang & Ngien, 2020). In another study
conducted by Wang et al. (2017), it was found that when people saw
their social media friends as more popular, their levels of self-esteem
were lower. It has been found that social media use may increase self-
esteem and as well as reduce it (Vogel, Rose, Roberts, & Eckles,
2014). Some have reported that high levels of self-esteem may protect
users from negative psychological consequences such as maladaptive
use of social media applications (Oberst, Wegmann, Stodt, Brand, &
Chamarro, 2017). Moreover, self-esteem could serve as a motivation for
individuals to use social media in particular ways. Research exploring
the association between social media use and self-esteem indicates that
individuals with lower self-esteem often exhibit higher levels of social
media activity (Bergagna & Tartaglia, 2018; Blachnio, Przepiorka, &
Pantic, 2016; Mann & Blumberg, 2022). However, other studies have
also suggested a negative association between self-esteem and PSMU
(Andreassen, Pallesen, & Griffiths, 2017; Lee, 2022). According to
Rosenberg (1965), self-esteem represents the positive or negative
orientation that individuals have toward themselves, encompassing the
general evaluation of individuals’ thoughts and feelings toward them-
selves. Moreover, individuals with robust self-esteem usually adopt a
balanced approach to the use of technology, deal with stressful situa-
tions constructively, and develop an optimistic outlook on life (Servidio,
Gentile, & Boca, 2018).

Findings from other studies have highlighted an association between
individuals with low self-esteem and an increased inclination to utilize
social media platforms (Ahmed, Nayeem Siddiqua, Alam, & Griffiths,
2021; Andreassen et al., 2017; Jan, Soomro, & Ahmad, 2017; Mann &
Blumberg, 2022). The results of these studies indicate that engaging in
social media activities supports individuals not only validating their self-
esteem but can also lead to a temporary boost in self-esteem. Self-esteem
plays a mediating role in the complex interplay between FoMO and
PSMU (Gori, Topino, & Griffiths, 2023). FOMO, as a constant fear of not
living up to the experiences of others, can further erode self-esteem
(Sommantico, Ramaglia, & Lacatena, 2023). This feeling of inferiority
may drive individuals to seek refuge in compulsive social media use,
seeking approval and reinforcing their self-esteem through online social
feedback (Liu et al., 2017).

Consequently, it seems reasonable to posit that individuals who are
active on social media for immediate enhancements in self-esteem may
exhibit lower baseline levels of self-perception. Given that FoOMO ap-
pears to be a predictor of PSMU (Franchina et al., 2018; Gori et al.,
2023), previous studies have shown a significant negative association
between FoMO and self-esteem (Vogel et al., 2014), and social com-
parison (Servidio et al., 2021; Yang & Robinson, 2018). Therefore, the
present authors believe that FOMO may influence PSMU through the
serial mediating role of social comparison and self-esteem.
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Consequently, for the present study, it was hypothesized that (i) FoOMO
would have a positive association with social comparison ability, a
negative relationship with self-esteem, and a direct positive effect on
PSMU (H;), (ii) social comparison ability would mediate the relation-
ship between FoMO and PSMU (Hy), (iii) self-esteem would mediate the
relationship between FoMO and PSMU (Hs), and (iv) social comparison
ability and self-esteem would serially mediate the relationship between
FoMO and PSMU (H,). The model based on these specific hypotheses is
presented in Fig. 1.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Participants and procedures

The study comprised 256 participants who were daily social media
users. The age of the participants ranged from 18 to 38 years (M = 23.05
years; SD = 3.58). Three-quarters of the participants were female
(74.4%). They were all undergraduate students enrolled in humanistic,
psychological, and social sciences degrees. Participants were enrolled
through online recruitment by distributing a link to the survey hosted on
the LimeSurvey platform via the authors’ social media accounts. Before
answering the questions, participants were briefed on the study’s
objective, and each participant provided informed consent. The present
study was conducted according to the ethical standards of the Italian
Psychological Association and approved by the first author’s university
ethics committee (2022-UCALPRG-0039494).

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Demographics characteristics

Participants provided demographic information including gender,
age, education level, and daily time spent on social media (e.g., Face-
book, Instagram).

2.2.2. Fear of Missing Out Scale (FoMOS)

The 10-item FoMOS (Przybylski et al., 2013; Italian version: Casale &
Fioravanti, 2020) was used to assess FoMO. Items (e.g., “I fear others have
more rewarding experiences than me”) are rated on a five-point scale
ranging from 1 (Not at all true of me) to 5 (Extremely true of me). The total
score ranges from 10 to 50 and a higher score indicates greater FoOMO.
Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was adequate (a« = 0.67).

2.2.3. Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES)

The 10-item RSES (Rosenberg, 1965; Italian version: Prezza, Trom-
baccia, & Armento, 1997) was used to assess self-esteem. Items (e.g.,
“On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”) are rated on a four-point scale
from O (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly agree). The total score ranges from
0 to 30, and higher scores indicate greater self-esteem. Cronbach’s alpha
in the present study was very good (a« = 0.83).

Fig. 1. The proposed research model. Note. FOMO = Fear of Missing Out.
IOWA = Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure. SE = Self-esteem.
PSMU = Problematic Social Media Use.
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2.2.4. Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM)

The INCOM (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999; Italian version: Ruggieri,
Ingoglia, Bonfanti, & Lo Coco, 2021) is an 11-item scale measure of an
individual’s tendency to make social comparisons. However, for the
present study, only the six-item ‘ability’ sub-scale which concerns per-
formance was used. Items (e.g., “I often compare myself with others with
respect to what I have accomplished in life”) are rated on a five-point scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The total score
ranges from 6 to 30, and higher scores indicate a greater tendency to
make social comparisons. Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was
good (a = 0.78).

2.2.5. Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS)

The six-item BSMAS (adapted from Andreassen, Torsheim, Brunborg,
& Pallesen, 2012; Italian version: Monacis, de Palo, Griffiths, & Sinatra,
2017) was used to assess PSMU. Items (e.g., “Over the past 12 months,
have you spent a lot of time thinking about social media or have you planned
to use them?”) are rated on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1
(never) to 5 (very often). The total score ranges from 6 to 30, and higher
scores indicate a greater risk of PSMU. Cronbach’s alpha in the present
study was good (o = 0.77).

2.3. Data analysis

The data analysis comprised four steps. First, descriptive statistics for
the study variables were calculated using SPSS v.28. More specifically,
mean scores, standard deviations, normality statistics, and Pearson
bivariate correlations were calculated. All the analyses controlled for
age and gender (Reer et al., 2019). Second, a solution based on item
parceling was derived by applying a balanced procedure to combine
high and low inter-correlations values (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, &
Widaman, 2002; Sterba & Rights, 2016). Therefore, three items
parceling for each of the constructs (i.e., FOMO, and Rosenberg self-
esteem) were generated. Third, to test the study’s hypotheses, struc-
tural equation modeling (SEM) was conducted using the lavaan R
package (Rosseel, 2012). Fourth, an alternative model was estimated
because of the study’s correlational nature.

The y2 test of difference was further used to determine whether the
model presented in Fig. 1 provided a better model fit than a non-
mediated model in which FOMO independently predicted, social com-
parison, self-esteem, and PSMU, without social comparison and self-
esteem mediating PSMU. All the models were estimated with the
maximum-likelihood parameter with robust standard errors (MLR). The
fit of the tested models was assessed using the following multiple fit
indices (Kline, 2016): (a) comparative fit index (CFI) > 0.95, (b) Tucker-
Lewis Index (TLI) > 0.95, (c) root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) < 0.06, and (d) standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR) < 0.08. The comparison with the models was conducted by
computing robust y? difference statistic (Ay?) using the ANOVA func-
tion. Before estimating path coefficients with SEM, and following the
study conducted by Lee (2020), an independent sample t-test was con-
ducted to control for gender effects, since no significant gender differ-
ences were found in social comparison and self-esteem.

3. Results
3.1. Preliminary analyses

Participants indicated that, on average, they spent a daily amount of
2.65 h on Facebook (SD = 2.53), 3.93 h on Instagram (SD = 2.96), and
5.19 h on WhatsApp (SD = 3.60). Moreover, there were no gender dif-
ferences except for PSMU in which females scored significantly higher
than males on the BSMAS (Table 1). The correlation analysis indicated
that PSMU was positively and significantly associated with FoMO and
social comparison (supporting H;). On the other hand, self-esteem was
negatively and significantly associated with FOMO, social comparison,
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Table 1
Difference between males and females in relation to the study variables.
Male Female
M SD M SD t-test
Fear of missing out 1.95 0.45 1.93 0.48 ns
Social comparison ability 2.84 0.71 2.87 0.85 ns
Self-esteem 3.06 0.43 2.98 0.44 ns

Problematic social media use 2.04 0.58 2.38 0.76 —3.32%%x

Note. ""p < 0.001.

and PSMU (Table 2).

3.2. Mediation analyses

The SEM model fit the data adequately, robust 32 (153, N = 256) =
214.35,p = 0.001, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.03,
0.05], SRMR = 0.05 (Fig. 2). The model accounted for 30% of the
variance in participants’ PSMU. The results partially confirmed the hy-
pothesized indirect effects of FOMO on PSMU (Table 3). More specif-
ically, it was found that FOMO was indirectly related to PSMU through
the mediating role of social comparison (supporting Hy). Self-esteem did
not mediate the association between FoMO and excessive social media
use, therefore, H3 was not supported. Moreover, the direct path of FoOMO
on PSMU was not significant. On the other hand, FOMO was indirectly
associated with problematic social media engagement through the
sequential mediation effects of social comparison and self-esteem (sup-
porting Hy). Overall, the result of the mediation analysis indicated a
fully mediated effect.

Based on the results of the SEM analysis, FOMO had a significant
positive and direct effect on social comparison (8 = 0.54, SE = 0.16, t =
3.21, p < 0.001). Social comparison was significantly positively asso-
ciated with PSMU (8 = 0.23, SE = 0.12, t = 1.94, p < 0.05). A significant
negative association was found between social comparison and self-
esteem (f = -0.32, SE = 0.08, t = -2.44, p < 0.05). Finally, self-esteem
was significantly negatively associated with PSMU (§ = -0.29, SE =
0.15, t =-3.08, p < 0.01). Moreover, an alternative non-mediated model
was tested. Although the non-mediated model provided sufficient fit to
the data (robust;{z (158, N = 256) = 232.42, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.94, TLI
= 0.93, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.03, 0.05], SRMR = 0.06), after
comparing the two models, the results showed that the non-mediated
model fitted the data worse (A)(Z(S) = 17.84, p < 0.01). Therefore, the
first model was selected as the final model.

4. Discussion

The present study examined the serial mediation effect of social
comparison and self-esteem in the relationship between FoMO and
PSMU. The results supported H;, Hy and H4 (but not Hs). The results of
the SEM analysis, in line with previous literature (e.g., Ozimek &
Bierhoff, 2016; Reer et al., 2019; Servidio et al., 2021), showed that
FoMO was a positive and significant predictor of social comparison,
supporting H;. The constant anxiety of missing interesting online social
events can trigger a more frequent and intense process of social com-
parison. FoMO fuels the desire to conform to perceived social standards,
prompting individuals to actively evaluate and compare their own lives
with those of others. This reciprocal relationship between FoMO and
social comparison often leads to more frequent use of social media
because individuals seek to bridge the perceived gap between their own
experiences and those of others. The results of the SEM, supporting Ha,
suggested that social comparison mediated the relationship between
FoMO and PSMU. The present study’s result pertained to the mediation
effect of social comparison since it explained 32% of the variance. FoOMO
emerged as a precursor that contributed to a more intense comparative
perspective, prompting individuals to seek confirmation and validation
through online social interactions (Eitan & Gazit, 2023). In other words,
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Table 2
Pearson correlations and descriptive statistics of the study variables.
M SD 1 2 3 4 5
Fear of missing out 1.93 0.47
Social comparison ability 2.85 0.82 1.00
Self-esteem 3.00 0.44 -0.26"" 1.00
Problematic social media use 2.29 0.73 0.30""" —0.21"" 1.00
Age 23.5 3.58 0.11* 0.10 —0.00 1.00
Gender - - 0.01 -0.08 0.20" -0.11

Note. Gender is a point bi-serial correlation (1 = male, 2 = female). *p < 0.05. "'p < 0.01. ""p < 0.001.

Fig. 2. Standardized results of the hypothesized model. The dashed lines indicate non-significant paths. Latent factors are presented in the circle. For clarity, item
factor loadings, which were significant at p < 0.001, are omitted. Note. FOMO = Fear of Missing Out. IOWA = Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure.
SE = Self-esteem. PSMU = Problematic Social Media Use. *p < 0.05. ~p < 0.01. “"p < 0.001.

Table 3

Estimates of total, direct, and indirect effects on problematic social media use.
Pathway B SE z P p
FoMO -> PSMU
Total 0.34 0.13 2.52 0.012 0.35
Direct effect 0.16 0.12 1.31 0.19 0.17

FoMO —> IOWA -> SE —>PSMU
Indirect effect 0.05 0.02 1.99 0.047 0.05

FoMO —> IOWA —>PSMU
Indirect effect 0.12 0.06 1.99 0.046 0.13

FoMO —> SE —> PSMU
Indirect effect 0.01 0.02 0.38 0.704 0.01

Note. FOMO = Fear of Missing Out. PSMU = Problematic Social Media Use.
IOWA = Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure. SE = Self-esteem.

people high in FOMO were associated with a higher level of social
comparison. Therefore, in line with previous studies, individuals who
are inclined to compare themselves with others are more likely to
frequently encounter information shared by others, including positively
skewed details about their recent rewarding experiences and activities
(Przybylski et al., 2013; Reer et al., 2019). Consequently, they may more
frequently perceive that others are faring better or enjoying more ful-
filling experiences, which constitutes a fundamental aspect of the FoOMO.

The results of the SEM analysis indicated that self-esteem was
negatively associated with PSMU. Previous studies (e.g., Andreassen
et al., 2017; Jan et al., 2017) have reported a significant association
between low self-esteem and increased social media use. These findings
suggest that individuals use social media to cope with personal issues,

serving to compensate for personal deficiencies, particularly low self-
esteem. This behavior is perceived as a quick-fix strategy, temporarily
boosting individuals’ moods by allowing them to adopt an alternate
social identity, distinct from their real-life selves. For instance, some
individuals could experience feelings of inferiority and may turn to so-
cial media as a refuge, seeking approval and fortifying their self-esteem
through online social feedback. Therefore, when individuals have low
self-esteem, they may engage in excessive social media use to compen-
sate for these deficiencies.

However, the results of the mediation analysis indicated that self-
esteem did not appear to play a mediating role in the relationship be-
tween FoMO and PSMU when taken individually. This finding did not
support Hg, which is inconsistent with previous studies (Gori et al.,
2023; Sommantico et al., 2023). This result could be due to several
factors, including the type of sample recruited (i.e., university students),
socio-cultural factors of the participants, as well as the effects of
different variables. For example, FoMO and boredom proneness have
been found to partially mediate the relationship between psychological
distress and PSMU (Malik et al., 2023). Overall, these mixed findings
suggest the importance that future research should explore the longi-
tudinal association between FoMO, personality variables and PSMU.
Moreover, the present study’s findings provide evidence to support the
social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) which has implications for
how people use social media applications. Additionally, the results of a
recent study (Li, Koning, Finkenauer, Boer, & Van Den Eijnden, 2024)
indicated that FOMO was not associated with life satisfaction. This
suggests that the potential effects of FOMO could be relatively narrow in
scope when other variables are present. Indeed, one approach to
reducing FoMO and its social consequences might be to consider the role
of social comparison in relation to self-esteem, which could affect how
individuals engage in the use of social media applications.

Furthermore, as seen in other studies (e.g., Yang & Robinson, 2018),
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social comparison is a negative predictor of self-esteem. When evalu-
ating individual competence and comparing skills in a social context, the
likelihood of experiencing a competitive mindset is significantly high.
Consequently, friends (or other signifiers) on social media can be
perceived as a stress factor, representing a potential threat to an in-
dividual’s self-esteem. Indeed, in the serial mediation model, when self-
esteem was taken together with the social comparison ability, it
contributed to mediating the relationship between FoMO and PSMU,
supporting Hy. Previous studies have found that individuals who are
prone to engage in online social comparison by using social media ap-
plications report low levels of self-esteem (Jiang & Ngien, 2020; Lee,
2022; Yang & Robinson, 2018). According to Tesser’s (1988) theory of
self-evaluation maintenance, engaging in upward social comparisons on
social media applications may trigger negative emotions, subsequently
reducing individuals’ self-esteem. As outlined in previous research (e.g.,
Vogel et al., 2014), how an individual compares their abilities can affect
their self-esteem. Individuals with a balanced approach to the use of
technology maintain robust self-esteem (e.g., by using social comparison
in a positive way to improve themselves), whereas individuals who use
social media in an unbalanced way, such as excessive, frenzied, and
constant social comparison, may inhibit self-esteem (Mann & Blumberg,
2022; Yang & Robinson, 2018).

Finally, the results of the present study indicated a non-significant
direct association between FoMO and PSMU. When social comparison
and self-esteem were included in the mediation model, the direct effect
of FoMO on PSMU was not significant. Although this outcome is
inconsistent with previous findings (see Fioravanti et al. [2021] for a
review), a recent longitudinal study suggested a unidirectional associ-
ation whereby FoMO increased PSMU during mid-adolescence, but not
vice versa (Li et al., 2024). Additionally, the results of another prior
study did not find support for a longitudinal association between
problematic smartphone use and FoMO one year later (Lo Coco et al.,
2020). The present study’s findings suggest that FoMO does not neces-
sarily have a direct influence on the PSMU, but appears to act serially
through social comparison and individuals’ self-esteem. This could
imply that the way people perceive themselves in relation to others and
their self-esteem may influence PSMU in response to the fear of losing
social events or connections (Steinberger & Kim, 2023). Moreover, in
other studies (Lee, 2022; Sekscinska & Jaworska, 2022; Servidio et al.,
2021) which have explored the relationship between FoMO, social
comparison, and self-esteem, it has been observed that individuals who
are exposed to the viewing of social content regarding events in which
they were not active participants (e.g., being an non-invited individual),
manifest increased levels of FoMO.

These feelings by individuals who believe they have been left out and
are missing something important, are associated with an increase in
social comparisons, in which individuals compare themselves to the
experiences posted by their friends, fueling feelings of self-inadequacy
and personal discomfort (Steinberger & Kim, 2023). Therefore, social
comparison has been shown to negatively influence individuals’ self-
esteem, leading to a decrease in positive self-perception. Therefore,
some individuals with low self-esteem tend to seek gratification and
validation through social media interaction (Uram & Skalski, 2022).
This behavior, fueled by the combination of FOMO and low self-esteem,
can lead to PSMU, which is characterized by increased time spent online
and compulsive behaviors, such as constantly updating the feed and
seeking external approval (Kim, Schlicht, Schardt, & Florack, 2021).
This interpretation is supported by the observation that FoMO can
trigger a series of emotional and behavioral reactions (e.g., anxiety),
which in turn influence the individual’s interaction with social media,
particularly in relation to self-perception and self-esteem (Tandon et al.,
2021). Therefore, it is also plausible that, in some cases, FOMO may not
directly affect PSMU, but rather, may influence self-esteem and social
comparisons, which in turn may lead to PSMU.

The findings of the present study must be considered in the context of
specific limitations. Firstly, the participant sample consisted exclusively
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of a small convenience sample of the Italian student population and was
predominantly female. Secondly, all data were self-report, and are
therefore subject to the potential influence of social desirability factors
on participants’ responses to the survey items. To validate the initial
results, further research involving larger and more representative sam-
ples of Italian participants is essential. This could include a nationally
representative sample with a more balanced gender distribution to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the variables under
investigation. Thirdly, the cross-sectional nature of this study limits the
understanding of any inference regarding the cause-effect relationship
among the study variables. Future studies could examine possible dif-
ferences in social comparison strategies and different ways of using so-
cial media. Furthermore, the serial mediation model could also be
replicated in other ‘technological addictions’, such as addiction to
smartphones and videogames.

5. Conclusions

The present study expands the current literature relating fear of
missing out use by examining the mediating role of social comparison
and self-esteem in predicting PSMU. The analysis showed that FoMO
was associated with increased levels of social comparison, and in turn
with PSMU. Moreover, self-esteem was negatively related to PSMU, but
it did not mediate the relationship between FoMO and problematic use
of social media. However, these results are to be taken cautiously due to
the study’s inherent limitations. Overall, the findings highlight the
importance of examining the associations between various aspects of
FoMO and PSMU alongside the mediating effects of social comparison
and self-esteem among Italian university students.
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