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Abstract 

 

This report is a constructive analysis of the ever increasing anxiety levels that come with the use 

of social media sites. It is intended to show what happens when people get too involved in social 

media and some of the signs that accompany it. Social Media Anxiety Disorder and the Fear of 

Missing Out are becoming more of an epidemic in today’s society. Most people do not even 

realize that there is an increasing problem associated with social media. 
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Introduction 

 

Turn on the computer, open an internet browser and go straight to Facebook or some 

form of social media. It is a routine that most of us are probably familiar with. Over the past five 

years or so, all sorts of social media platforms have been taking over our browsing time, and 

even time spent on cellular devices. This might include posting our whereabouts, activities, and 

how fascinating our lives are while the rest of the population sits back with a big jug of Ben and 

Jerry’s and feels sorry for themselves because they aren’t doing extremely fascinating things. 

This is something that is called “Fear of Missing Out.” 

“Fear of Missing Out” (otherwise known as FOMO) is a brand new phenomenon 

spreading across the world. It’s that little voice in one’s head that says, “get back on the internet! 

What if you’re missing something?” Fear of Missing Out is becoming such an issue that even 

nationally recognized research facilities are doing studies over how social media can affect our 

levels of stress. 

All of the information that was gathered came from Kansas State University's subscribed 

online databases and credible websites. The databases I used were the Academic OneFile, ERIC, 

and ProQuest. The keywords used in my searches were "Social Media," "Anxiety," "Social 

Media and Anxiety," "Fear of Missing Out," and "iDisorder." These articles were chosen based 

on the quality of the information given, and the uniqueness of the articles. They were also used 

based on what were full-text articles, scholarly journals and peer-reviewed text. These sources all 

clearly identify the main issue with social media and anxiety, the Fear of Missing Out. They also 

define all of the terminology surrounding this topic. 
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Social Media Begins  

 

Many studies have been conducted on various facets of 

social media and anxiety, Fear of Missing Out, social media 

overuse, and the psychological effects on one from the use of 

social media. In a study done by Hampton, Rainie, Lu, Shin, and 

Purcell (2015), they concluded that the average Facebook user is 15% 

more likely to be aware of stressful events in the lives of people they know. Technology is 

evolving in a way where people are more plugged into their devices than ever before. 

During a study performed in 2011 by Hampton, Goulet, Rainie, & Purcell, Facebook 

users were found to be more trusting, had more social support, revived “dormant” relationships, 

and were more politically engaged than those not using Facebook.  

The average Facebook user is going to use more than just Facebook. They likely use 

other platforms such as texting and emailing as well. With all of these notifications that keep 

phones buzzing, people are constantly reminded of all their friend’s and family’s social lives; 

hence, the beginning of social media and anxiety (Hampton, 2015). 

Fear of Missing Out 

Go to any college, take a general 

psychology course and the subject of 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is going to 

come in to play at some point in time. The 

FOMO or FOMD (Fear of Missing 

Documentation) fits into Maslow’s 

Figure 1: Facebook logo 

Figure 2: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
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Hierarchy in the third slot: the sense of belonging. 

“Welcome to the world of FOMO: Fear of Missing Out…It's the whole ‘keeping up with 

the Joneses’ phenomenon, only on a much larger scale, with everyone feeling as though we'll 

miss some earth-shattering news, or a coveted party invite, if we dare to log off” (Cohen, 2011). 

This isn’t saying that all people use social media just for these purposes. In fact, many people 

use social media to keep in contact with family and close friends. 

In an age dominated by social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter, we're plugged 

in like never before. We're consuming the latest news, gossip and fashion trends, 

connecting with friends old and new, networking like mad. It's all so easy and 

welcoming. And yet, it's leaving us feeling jealous, depressed, alone and anxious, thanks 

to a self-imposed need to be connected 24-7 (Cohen, 2011). 

Being completely immersed in social media is not always a bad thing though. Many people out 

there do that for a living; whether it be a professional blogger, a social media director, or other 

professions. These people usually seem to be more aware of their stress levels and how to control 

them better. 

In fact, according to Hampton, Rainie, Lu, et. al., they reported that women who use 

Twitter, email, and cellphone picture sharing, report lower levels of stress. However, those users 

who feel more stress are those whose use of digital technology is tied to higher levels of 

awareness of stressful events in others’ lives (Hampton, 2015). 

“Awareness of stressful events in others’ lives is a significant contributor to people’s own 

stress. The number of undesirable events associated with stress is greater for women than for 

men” (Hampton, 2015). The study found that women, who used social media, compared to those 

who are not on social media, got more stressed out about the psychological issues of those that 



SOCIAL MEDIA AND ANXIETY  7 

are close to her including the death of a child, partner or spouse (14% higher), hospitalized (5% 

higher) or that someone close was accused of a crime or arrested (11% higher). 

 In a 2015 study done by Hampton, Rainie, Lu, et. al., if a man has someone close to him 

get accused of a crime, or arrested, he is 15% more likely to be stressed and 12% more stressed if 

he sees someone close lose a job, or get a pay cut, compared to a man that is not active on social 

media sites. 

 Why is it that women tend to score slightly higher in stress levels than men do? It’s all 

being tied to something called the “cost of caring.” In a study conducted in 1984, Kessler and 

J.D. say that women are not pervasively more vulnerable to the effects of undesirable events. 

Female vulnerability is largely confined to "network" events: life events that do not occur to the 

focal respondent but to someone in his or her social network who is considered important. It is 

not so much that the female is experiencing stress because of her own life events, but it is more 

linked to the events that she encounters through the social media accounts of her friends. This 

just provides more evidence that stress is very contagious. During the study done in 2015 by 

Hampton, Rainie, Lu, et. al., they found that 

A woman with an average size network of Facebook friends is aware of 13% more 

stressful events in the lives of her closest social ties, compared with an equivalent woman 

who does not use Facebook. And that average woman user is aware of 14% more 

stressful events in the lives of her more-distant acquaintances (Hampton, 2015).  

Statistical Analysis 

For this project, a self-conducted survey took place with many demographical questions, 

but the majority of the survey was to explore people’s social media use and where FOMO really 

originates from. Also, another goal was to try to get a feel for the levels of people’s social media 
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obligation by age, gender, major, military involvement, and number of social media sites used on 

a daily basis.  

In this self-conducted study at Kansas State University Salina, the data supports what has 

already been proven. The research 

concluded that 71% of the females 

polled felt either somewhat 

obligated or extremely obligated to 

be on social media just because their 

friends were using it. This helps to 

give me insight to the “cost of 

caring” and how females are more 

susceptible to it than males. For 

males, the number was much 

smaller. Out of all the males polled, 

only 41% of them said they 

were somewhat obligated or 

extremely obligated to use 

social media just because 

their friends were using it. 

 Of course, this 

number differentiates with 

age. Out of the females that 

were polled between the ages 
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of 18-24, 22% felt more obligated to use social media because their friends do than females in 

the age group of 45-54. General knowledge tends to show that the younger generation is going to 

be more socially active with their friends, and this research helps to show that. Now as for males, 

it was a complete turnaround. Out of the males that were polled between the ages of 18-24, 41% 

of them felt more obligated to use social media because of their friends and males in the 45-54 

age group were at 80%. 

 Getting to the root of FOMO was what the study was all about. When asked, “do you use 

social media to keep from missing out on things? (social events, etc.) ,” here is how the age 

groups laid out: 

Table 1: Age vs. % use social media for FOMO 

# of participants per group Age % use social media for FOMO 

70 18-24 81% 

13 25-34 54% 

7 35-44 83% 

9 45-54 44% 

2 55-64 50% 

 

There is no clear link between age and using social media for FOMO. Here is the data 

from gender when related to FOMO: 

Table 2: Gender vs. % use social media for 

# of participants per group Gender % use social media for FOMO 

24 Female 79% 

77 Male 72% 

 

While seven percent may seem very marginal and small, it is supporting evidence to what 

is called the “cost of caring.” In order to see if there was any statistical difference between the 

numbers or not, a two-tailed unpaired T-Test was ran. The critical value was p <= 0.05; but the 

results that came back were p <= 0.20568535. This shows that there was little statistical 
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difference between the two. All throughout the independent study, females tend to score higher; 

whether it is about FOMO or just 

using social media because their 

friends are using it. 

 In the independent study 

performed on campus, the 

question “how many social media 

sites do you use on a daily 

basis?” was asked. The results 

that came back raised new 

questions and began new thought 

processes.  

 

Table 3: Number of Sites Used Daily vs. % use social media for FOMO 

Number of Sites Used Daily % use social media for FOMO 

1-2 60% 

3-4 94% 

5-6 100% 

6+ 75% 

 

 Notice the data trend that occurs; it appears that the more social media sites one uses, the 

more they are likely to be using them because they have the Fear of Missing Out. In order to see 

if this was true, a Pearson’s R Correlation test was implemented. The comparison was the 

number of social media sites used daily vs. FOMO. The results came back with a number of -

0.360242271. This means that the relationship is very weak; again this could be due to the 

sample size, but not so fast. 
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Figure 5: Number of participants separated by age. 
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 In a study conducted by Hampton, Rainie, Lu, et. al., stress is not associated with the 

frequency of people’s technology use, or even how many friends’ users have on social media 

platforms (Hampton, 2015). This goes right back to the “cost of caring.” Previous data shows 

that most people show stress because they see it through social media, not because of the number 

of sites that they use. 

 According to Beck in 2013, there is a strong strategy to keeping FOMO at bay. This 

strategy is: 

A powerful way to fight FOMO is to recognize that the fabulous life you think you're 

missing doesn't in fact exist. Our media, including social media, present an endless 

montage of momentary highs disguised as everyday activities. But evaluating other 

people's real experience by their carefully curated onscreen images is like trying to 

navigate with binoculars that show only mountain peaks (Beck, 2013). 

Keeping in mind that everything on the internet is filtered it key. As Beck said in 2013, when 

you feel FOMO coming on, remind yourself that practically every image you see on practically 

any screen is likely misleading. Whether the images were created by individuals (Facebook 

posts, vlogs, e-mailed snapshots) or by professionals (commercials, reality shows, Web sites), 

they tend to capture moments of artificial jollity (Beck, 2013). 

 Someone people believe that they have to live life so that everyone will notice them. 

Why? Just remember that what is on the computer is usually doctored. Don’t get jealous just 

because someone is visiting a spot that is very popular. Turn off the cell phone, log off of the 

computer, and forget about it. The FOMO can be nipped away just as easily as it comes on by 

just stopping. “Stop and rejoice in the knowledge that since FOMO is generated by your own 

mind, it can be halted there without one iota of physical effort” (Beck, 2013). 
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Conclusion 

The research in this analytical report has studied how what the Fear of Missing Out is, 

anxiety and stress that ultimately comes from social media, and how to take the FOMO out of 

people’s lives. While the research is very basic and only in the beginning stages, I foresee much 

more to come in the future. The FOMO is brand new and will not be going away any time soon, 

so I predict much more research will be done in the future. I truly believe that the FOMO can be 

diminished if people just take time to learn about it, where they will encounter FOMO, and how 

to fight it off. If people were to take the time to learn about the Fear of Missing Out, we will 

definitely see a slowdown in the near future. 
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