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An Examination of College Students’
Social Media Use, Fear of Missing Out,
and Mindful Attention

Jo Lauren Weaver and Jacqueline M. Swank

This study investigated problematic social media use (PSMU), the fear of missing out (FOMO), mindful at-
tention, self-esteem, and life satisfaction among 278 undergraduate students. Results indicated that PSMU
and FOMO negatively related to mindful attention, self-esteem, and life satisfaction. The mediation model
suggested that mindful attention inversely mediated the relationship between FOMO and PSMU. Thus,
FOMO predicted PSMU in users who were less mindfully attentive. We discuss the results, limitations,
implications, and recommendations for research.
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ocial media permeates college students’ lives, with the majority access-

ing platforms multiple times daily (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). Social

media is no longer an innovation, but a life fixture. Because of this pre-
dominance, it behooves college counselors to learn about the mental health
repercussions of social media among college students. The advent of social
networking sites (e.g., Facebook) began among college students, yet current
student users experience emergent effects of these platforms. Terminology
such as “FOMO” (fear of missing out) and “phubbing” (phone snubbing)
underlie the adverse by-products of social media as they negatively relate
to prosocial constructs, such as social connection (e.g., FOMO; Roberts &
David, 2019) and conversation intimacy (e.g., phubbing; Vanden Abeele et
al., 2019). Yet, social media can also be an avenue for building social capital
among college students (Kim & Kim, 2017), in that they can ostensibly con-
nect with others by clicking a button. However, with the accessibility of the
internet, innocuous social media use may become impulsive; dysregulated;
and, ultimately, problematic, resulting in deleterious effects.

Problematic Social Media Use

Problematic social media use (PSMU) is a dysregulated urge to use social
media, which negatively affects real-life relationships (Andreassen & Pallesen,
2014). Various terms (e.g., addiction, dependency, problematic use) describe
the uncontrollable impulse to use online media. The term problematic use
is preferable to addiction or dependency for the current study, as it implies
degrees of compulsivity yielding negative outcomes and avoids a premature
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diagnosis (Lee et al., 2017). Within a social-cognitive model, problematic use
is attributed to declining self-regulation and habit formation (LaRose, 2010).

Researchers have pointed to relationships between PSMU and various con-
structs in college students and young adults. In examining social media use
over time among individuals ages 17 to 19, Stockdale and Coyne (2020) found
a positive relationship between initial social media use to alleviate boredom
and socially connect and PSMU. Researchers also found college students with
higher levels of PSMU reported lower levels of life satisfaction (Wang et al.,
2016). Additionally, Lee-Won et al. (2015) found a positive relationship be-
tween college students’ problematic Facebook use, need for social assurance,
and social anxiety. Among college students, depression was also a predictor of
PSMU (Kircaburun et al., 2018). Thus, college counselors should consider
the relationships between PSMU and the aforementioned mental health con-
cerns when working with students because of the ubiquity of social media in
this population. Furthermore, researchers found young adults ages 17 to 25
with anxious attachment styles had higher levels of PSMU (Worsley et al.,
2018). This attachment style is associated with a need for social validation, so
these individuals may overuse social media to seek connection and relation-
ships without possibly fear-inducing face-to-face interactions (Worsley et al.,
2018). Also among young adults, researchers found a relationship between
body image and eating disorders likely due to the constant comparison of
one’s appearance with other users’ (Santarossa & Woodruft, 2017). With
increased, dysregulated social media use, individuals may become engrossed
in the lives of other users and fear missing out on the types of experiences
other users are discussing in online posts.

FOMO

FOMO is “a pervasive apprehension that others might be having rewarding
experiences from which one is absent” (Przybylski et al., 2013, p. 1841).
As with social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), individuals experienc-
ing FOMO compare their lives with others’ social media profiles and posts.
These users’ lives become less satistying because of upward social compari-
son. Yet, they spend increased time on social media (Baker et al., 2016) and
seek connection with others through viewing their profiles and recent posts.
Ultimately, social media can serve as a medium to satisfy the need to belong
(Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012). For college students, this can be enticing as
they navigate this social ecosystem.

College students reported experiencing FOMO later in the week and day
(Milyavskaya et al., 2018). Consequently, college freshmen with increased
FOMO reported having poorer sleep (Adams et al., 2017). Additionally,
researchers found FOMO in college students was positively associated with
social media intensity and negatively related to social connection and subjective
well-being (Roberts & David, 2019). Moreover, college students’ psychologi-
cal needs satisfaction was negatively associated with FOMO (Xie et al., 2018).
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FOMO also negatively correlated with emotional well-being and relationship
quality (Stead & Bibby, 2017). Furthermore, college students experiencing
FOMO indicated increased maladjustment to college life (Alt, 2018). Hence,
FOMO is associated with somatic, psychological, and relational difficulties in
college students, which is notable for college counselors working with students
exhibiting these symptoms, and increased social media use. With FOMO,
users tend to become engrossed with the content on their screen instead of
the present moment surrounding them, thus possibly limiting their present-
moment connections or mindful attention (Baker et al., 2016).

Mindful Attention

Brown and Ryan (2003) defined mindful attention as “attention to and
awareness of, what is occurring in the present moment” (p. 824). Mindful
attention is associated with an overall greater sense of well-being (Brown &
Ryan, 2003).

Scholars have identified a number of benefits of mindful attention for
college students, and mindfulness-based interventions have attempted to
enhance mindful attention to address a myriad of presenting problems in
college students (e.g., depression, anxiety, interpersonal problems; Byrne
et al., 2013). Among college students, mindful attention related to higher
self-esteem and lower social anxiety (Tan et al., 2016). Researchers also
found mindfulness was positively associated with trust and social support
in college students exposed to trauma with low to moderate posttraumatic
stress disorder symptoms (Kuhl & Boyraz, 2017). Additionally, mindful at-
tention predicted use of self-regulation behavior (Kadziolka et al., 2016) and
negatively predicted eating disorder symptoms (Meyer & Leppma, 2018)
among college students. Furthermore, regarding online behaviors, college
students experiencing FOMO (Baker et al., 2016) were less mindfully at-
tentive. Researchers have suggested that college counselors use mindfulness-
based interventions to address a variety of presenting problems (e.g., social
phobia [ Brady & Whitman, 2012]; grief [ Newton & Ohrt, 2018]). Although
there are no known studies on mindful attention and PSMU in college
students, Kircaburun et al. (2019) found a negative relationship between
these constructs in adolescents. Thus, rescarch is needed to examine these
constructs, as well as FOMO and self-esteem.

The Current Study

In this study, we examined the relationships between PSMU, FOMO, mind-
ful attention, self-esteem, and life satisfaction among college students. We
sought to expand on previous research by investigating a mediation model of
PSMU, FOMO, and mindful attention. Also, we examined college students’
social media use (e.g., frequency, preference, number of accounts). Thus, we
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sought to understand further college students’ PSMU and its association with
other constructs, while contributing to the literature regarding the prevalence
and effects of social media use among this population. We examined the
following four hypotheses:

Hypothesis I: There is a positive relationship between FOMO and
PSMU.

Hypothesis 2: There is a negative relationship between FOMO and mindful
attention, self-esteem, and life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3: There is a negative relationship between PSMU and mindful
attention, self-esteem, and life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 4: Mindful attention mediates the relationship between
FOMO and PSMU.

Method

Participants

The participants were 278 undergraduate college students attending a large
university in the southeastern United States. They ranged in age from 18 to
53 years old (M = 20.5, SD = 5.4). Regarding gender, 247 (88.9%) identi-
fied as female, 29 (10.4%) identified as male, and one (0.4%) did not provide
a response. Regarding race/ethnicity, 197 (70.9%) identified as White, 40
(14.4%) as Hispanic/Latino, 21 (7.6%) as Asian/Pacific Islander, 10 (3.6%)
as African American, nine (3.2%) as multiracial, and one (0.4%) as Native
American. For class standing, 64 (23.0%) identified as freshmen, 36 (12.9%)
as sophomores, 48 (17.3%) as juniors, and 128 (46.0%) as seniors. A major-
ity of participants (z = 194, 69.8%) reported a grade point average (GPA)
between 3.5 and 4.0 on a 4.0 scale. Half of the participants (7 = 139,50.0%)
reported involvement in one to two extracurricular activities. (Percentages in
this section do not total 100 because of rounding.)

Procedure

Following institutional review board approval, we recruited participants (7
= 75) from an undergraduate research pool in the College of Education.
Individuals in the research pool have the opportunity to participate in stud-
ies for course credit, with participation tracked through an online portal.
We also recruited participants through online and face-to-face classes in
the College of Education for an extra credit opportunity. For the online
participants (7 = 110), a hyperlink directed them to an informed consent
form. After agreeing to participate, they were instructed to complete the
instruments through the online survey platform Qualtrics (https://www.
qualtrics.com/). For face-to-face participants (# = 93), we gave them a
paper informed consent form and paper copies of the instruments.
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Instruments

Demographic questionnaire. The demographic questionnaire consisted of 18
questions. These questions included basic personal qualities: age, gender, and
race/ethnicity. Additional questions included a focus on class standing, GPA,
extracurricular activities, interactions with friends, social media accounts, rates
of social media use, and use of mindfulness.

FOMO. We measured FOMO using the 10-item Fear of Missing Out Scale
(Przybylski et al., 2013). Respondents rate each item on a 5-point Likert-type
scale ranging from 1 (not at all true of me) to 5 (extremely true of me). Total
scores range from 10 to 50, with higher scores reflecting greater feelings of
missing out. Sample items include “It bothers me when I miss an opportunity
to meet up with friends” and “I fear others have more rewarding experiences
than me.” Researchers reported strong validity and internal consistency (o =
.89; Przybylski et al., 2013). The Cronbach’s alpha for the Fear of Missing
Out Scale in this study was .86.

PSMU. We measured PSMU using the Social Media Use Questionnaire
(Xanidis & Brignell, 2016), which was developed based on gambling addic-
tion symptoms described in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (5th ed.; American Psychiatric Association, 2013) and other
instruments to assess dysregulated, dependent social media use. The ques-
tionnaire consists of nine items, which are rated on a 5-point Likert-type
scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (always). Total scores range from 0 to 36,
with higher scores indicating PSMU. Examples of items are “I lose track
of time when using social media sites” and “I use social media sites when I
am in the company of friends.” Researchers reported a Cronbach’s alpha of
.87 and strong construct and concurrent validity (Xanidis & Brignell, 2016).
In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .84.

Mindful attention. We measured mindful attention using the Mindful
Attention Awareness Scale (Brown & Ryan, 2003). The scale consists
of 15 self-rated items about day-to-day experiences (e.g., “I tend to
walk quickly to get where I’m going without paying attention to what
I experience along the way”). Respondents rate each item on a 6-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (almost always) to 6 (almost never). Total
scores range from 15 to 90, with higher scores suggesting greater trait
mindfulness. Researchers reported Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .80 to
.89 (Brown & Ryan, 2003; MacKillop & Anderson, 2007). In this study,
the Cronbach’s alpha was .88.

Life satisfuction. We measured life satisfaction with the Satistaction With Life
Scale (Diener et al., 1985). The scale comprises five items, which are rated on
a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Total scores range from 5 to 35, with higher scores indicating greater life
satisfaction. A sample item is “The conditions of my life are excellent.” Pavot
and Diener (2008) reported acceptable validity, with Cronbach’s alphas rang-
ing from .79 to .89. The Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .88.
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Self-esteem. We used the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) to assess
self-esteem. The scale consists of 10 items, which are rated on a 4-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Five of these items
are positively worded (e.g., “I am able to do things as well as most people”), and
five are worded negatively (e.g., “At times, I think I am no good at all”). The
negatively worded items are reverse coded. Total scores range from 10 to 40,
with higher scores indicating higher levels of self-esteem. Sinclair et al. (2010)
reported Cronbach’s alphas for the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale ranging from
.84 to .95. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .85.

Statistical Analysis

We conducted an a priori power analysis using G*Power (Version 3.1.9.3;
Faul et al., 2009) to determine the sample size needed for the analyses. The
minimum sample size was 95 for the correlations and 68 for the mediation
model to detect a medium effect size (power = .80; Cohen, 1992) using a
.05 alpha level. We used SPSS (Version 25) to analyze the data. We screened
the data for missing values and excluded participants (# = 19) who did not
complete the survey. Of these excluded participants, 16 did not answer any
questions on the instruments. We calculated descriptive statistics for the
research variables as well as the demographic questions. We conducted pre-
liminary analyses (e.g., assessing normality, linearity, and multicollinearity and
checking for outliers), and only the assumption of normality was violated. We
assessed the normality of each variable by using the Shapiro-Wilk test, calcu-
lating skewness and kurtosis, and visually investigated histograms and normal
quantile-quantile plots. The data for three (FOMO, self-esteem, life satistac-
tion) out of five variables violated the assumption of normality. Nonetheless,
the use of Pearson’s correlations when data are not normally distributed in
large samples (N > 30) is supported by the central limit theorem (Chang et al.,
2006; Feller, 1945). Thus, we conducted a Pearson’s correlation to investigate
the relationships between the variables. However, for the mediation model, we
used a bootstrapping approach (Preacher & Hayes, 2008), because of the viola-
tion of normality, to determine whether mindful attention served as a mediator
between FOMO and PSMU. Bootstrapping is an extension of the Sobel test
(Baron & Kenny, 1986; Sobel, 1982), which measures the indirect effect of an
independent variable on a dependent variable to the null hypothesis of zero.
Unlike other approaches, this test of mediation does not rely on the assumption
of the results being normally distributed (Preacher & Hayes, 2004).

Results

We used descriptive statistics to investigate participants’ use of social media and
mindfulness. Regarding communicating with friends, 270 participants (97%)
used text, 194 (70%) used voice call, 193 (69%) used FaceTime, 219 (79%)
used Snapchat, 201 (72%) used Instagram, 176 (63%) used Facebook, 104
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(37%) used Twitter, and nine (3%) used other platforms. Participants who indicated
other used GroupMe, WhatsApp, or video games to communicate with friends. A
majority of participants (7 = 144, 52%) reported having four or more social media
accounts. Additionally, 86 participants (31%) reported accessing at least one of their
social media accounts 10 or more times daily, with 238 (86%) accessing within the
1st hour of waking and 251 (90%) before falling asleep. Regarding the social media
account they log on to most often, 107 participants (39%) reported Instagram,
84 (30%) reported Snapchat, 60 (22%) reported Facebook, and 25 (9%) reported
Twitter. Furthermore, 134 participants (48%) used mindfulness.

Results of the Pearson’s correlations are presented in Table 1. There was a sta-
tistically significant, moderate positive correlation between PSMU and FOMO
(r= .48, p < .01). There was a statistically significant, small inverse correlation
between PSMU and life satisfaction (#=-.12, p < .05), PSMU and self-esteem (7
=-.14, p < .05), and PSMU and mindful attention (7 = —.30, p < .01). Regard-
ing FOMO, there was a statically significant, small inverse relationship between
FOMO and life satisfaction (7 = —.29, p < .01), self-esteem (7 = —.21, p < .01),
and mindful attention (7 = —.36, p < .01). Additionally, there was a statistically
significant, small positive correlation between life satisfaction and self-esteem
(7 = .36, p < .01) and mindful attention (» = .21, p < .01). Finally, there was a
statistically significant, small positive correlation between self-esteem and mindful
attention (7 = .30, p < .01).

We conducted tests of mediation using the Preacher and Hayes (2004, 2008)
bootstrapping approach to investigate mindful attention as a possible mediator for
FOMO and PSMU. We found FOMO had a significant indirect effect on PSMU
through mindful attention with a 95% bias-corrected and accelerated confidence
interval of .01 to .08. Results of the bootstrapping analysis are presented in Table
2 and Figure 1.

Discussion

In this study, we examined social media use, including the most used plat-

forms, number of accounts, methods of communicating with friends, and

frequency of use. We also investigated the relationships between PSMU,
TABLE 1

Pearson’s Correlations for the Study Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5
1. Problematic social media use —

2. Fear of missing out 48** —

3. Life satisfaction -12* —.29** —

4. Self-esteem —-.14* —21* .36** —

5. Mindful attention -.30** -.36** 21 .30** —
Note. N = 278.

*p<.05."*p < .01.
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TABLE 2

Summary of Mediation Results

Path B SE B 95% ClI
FOMO — PSMU? .37 .04 .48™*
FOMO — MA -.58 .92 -.36"**
MA - PSMU -.07 .02 —.15**
FOMO — PSMUP .33 .04 A3
FOMO ~ MA -~ PSMU .04 .02 .06™* [.01, .08]

Note. N = 278. AR? = .23, p < .001. Cl = confidence interval; FOMO = fear of missing out
(independent variable); PSMU = problematic social media use (dependent variable); MA =
mindful attention (mediator).

aTotal effect. PDirect effect.

**p<.01.**p < .001.

FOMO, mindful attention, life satisfaction, and self-esteem among college
students. Snapchat and Instagram were the most popular platforms among
participants. This reflects the younger generation’s notable shift away from
Facebook (Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Perrin & Anderson, 2019), with the
sample’s mean age being 20.5 years old. As with previous research indicat-
ing that American social media users have a median of three to eight social
media platforms (Smith & Anderson, 2018), the majority of participants in
our study reported having four or more social media accounts.

In this study, Snapchat was the most popular social media platform for com-
municating with friends, which is consistent with previous research (Smith
& Anderson, 2018). Social media users within the age group of 18 to 24
reported using these platforms multiple times per day (Perrin & Anderson,
2019), and the majority of our participants reported accessing these platforms
10 or more times daily. A majority of participants also reported accessing their
accounts upon waking and before falling asleep, which researchers found could
impede sleep hygiene, especially in first-year college students experiencing
FOMO (Adams et al., 2017).

_ 3 Mindful _ g
' / Attention \
Fear of Problematic
Missing Out .| Social Media Use
A3Fx*
FIGURE 1

Path Analysis of the Mediation Model

**p<.01."*p <.001.
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Regarding Pearson’s correlations, there was a positive relationship between
FOMO and PSMU, supporting Hypothesis 1. Researchers have found increased
use of social media for individuals with greater levels of FOMO (Baker et al.,
2016), as well as the relationship between FOMO and other constructs related
to PSMU, such as social media addiction and problematic smartphone use (Liu
& Ma, 2018). Additionally, there was support for Hypothesis 2, in that FOMO
was negatively correlated with mindful attention, self-esteem, and life satisfaction.
The inverse relationship between FOMO and life satisfaction aligns with previous
findings (i.e., Przybylski et al., 2013) and the idea that the psychological needs
of those experiencing FOMO are not being met (Xie et al., 2018). Furthermore,
other researchers have found that individuals experiencing higher levels of FOMO
have lower levels of self-esteem (Buglass et al., 2017) and are less mindfully atten-
tive (Baker et al., 2016). Hence, lower levels self-esteem could be explained by a
greater need for approval and increased sensitivity to social inclusion experienced
by individuals with higher levels of FOMO (Lai et al., 2016).

We found support for Hypothesis 3, in that PSMU was negatively correlated
with mindful attention, self-esteem, and life satisfaction. The inverse relationships
between PSMU and self-esteem and between PSMU and life satisfaction are con-
sistent with previous studies (i.e., Andreassen et al., 2017). Individuals with lower
self-esteem use social media with a myriad of motivations (e.g., building social
capital), yet they generally receive less positive feedback and attention than other
users (Btachnio et al., 2016). Moreover, individuals with higher levels of PSMU
and lower levels of life satistaction could be motivated to use social media as a
means to alleviate negative feelings. Furthermore, individuals with higher levels
of PSMU are less mindfully attentive, which is consistent with related studies
(i.e., Kircaburun et al., 2019). Hence, chronic social media use coincides with a
decreased connection with the present moment.

In support of Hypothesis 4, the relationship between FOMO and PSMU was
meditated by mindful attention, with decreased mindful attention explaining el-
evated PSMU in those experiencing FOMO. The results of the mediation analysis
may be interpreted using FOMO theory (Przybylski et al., 2013), which suggests
that social media users experience a cycle of use. Specifically, users may experience
FOMO and associated negative affects (e.g., social envy; Reagle, 2015) and at-
tempt to alleviate these symptoms by increasing their social media use, which in
turn engenders more FOMO. Lack of mindful attention strengthens the relation-
ship between FOMO and PSMU, likely due to low self-regulation. By contrast,
individuals who practice mindful attention and awareness are able to self-regulate
their attention and orientation to the present moment (Malinowski, 2008). In the
FOMO cycle, individuals become preoccupied not in their own present moment
but in the moments that other users have depicted through posts. Eventually, the
FOMO cycle leads to one’s social media use becoming dysregulated and problematic.

Implications for College Counselors

In this study, social media was a significant aspect of college students’ lives.
College counselors should consider asking clients questions about their social
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media use during their intake screening (e.g., frequency, favorite platform,
likes /dislikes of social media). They could also explore clients’ experiences
using social media to connect with peers and the campus community during
sessions (e.g., friending a classmate, learning about campus events through
social media posts). Additionally, the majority of participants used these
platforms before bed and upon waking. Scholars have reported one’s social
media use affects sleep hygiene (Adams et al., 2017). Hence, college coun-
selors working with students who report sleep difficulties could inquire as to
whether the students are using social media during these hours. Counselors
may then explore students’ need to access social media at this time and work
with them to find an alternative bedtime routine.

Itis also noteworthy that students who reported greater levels of PSMU also
indicated a higher frequency of FOMO, as well as lower levels of self-esteem,
life satisfaction, and mindful attention. This increased use could be a desire
for social connection without the inherent risk of rejection and vulnerability.
Hence, college counselors can work to build rapport and create a safe space
to explore students’ feelings of self-esteem and life satisfaction in relation to
their social media or online use. Counselors can also educate students on the
effects of overusing and misusing these platforms and can promote intentional,
mindful social media use. Furthermore, we found being mindfully attentive
attenuates the path from FOMO to PSMU. Hence, college counselors could
work to improve problematic users’ mindful attention. Counselors may use
a mindfulness-based intervention to help users increase their mindful atten-
tion and awareness to possibly ameliorate the negative effects of FOMO and
PSMU. For example, Weaver and Swank (2019) outlined a mindfulness-based
intervention for adolescent social media users. College counselors could use
this as a guide for applying mindful principles to social media use.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the results of this
study. The sample consisted of students from a large public university in the
southeastern United States. In addition, the participants were predominantly
female and White. These factors limit the generalizability of the results. Fu-
ture research should include participants from different regions of the United
States and diverse groups. Researchers might also investigate causality with
these constructs through a study using an experimental design. This may
include examining the effectiveness of an intervention designed to address
maladaptive social media use (i.e., Weaver & Swank, 2019), while also exam-
ining well-being (e.g., self-esteem) in conjunction with social media—related
constructs (e.g., FOMO).

Conclusion

Social media is ubiquitous among college students, with the majority report-
ing accessing these platforms multiple times daily. We aimed to contribute to
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existing research on the potential negative effects of dysregulated, excessive
social media use among college students. College students’ PSMU and FOMO
inversely related to mindful attention, self-esteem, and life satisfaction. Col-
lege counselors may wish to explore these constructs with clients reporting
increased social media use and symptoms of FOMO. Additionally, mindful
attention inversely mediated the relationship between FOMO and PSMU.
Thus, college counselors might consider using mindfulness to ameliorate their
clients’ PSMU and FOMO.
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