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Abstract

This graduation research examines Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) and its relationship with
social media addiction among Saudi youth from a digital media perspective. The final version
adopts a descriptive-analytical literature-review design rather than a field questionnaire. Peer-
reviewed articles, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses were analyzed to clarify the FOMO
construct, its psychological and communication-related drivers, indicators of problematic social
media use, and the relationship between the two variables. Particular attention was given to
foundational research, high-level synthesized evidence, and studies conducted in Saudi university
settings. The reviewed literature consistently indicates a positive association between higher
FOMO and more intensive or problematic social media use, although the strength of this
association varies across samples, measures, and platforms. The analysis also indicates that
features of digital environments, including notifications, temporary content, algorithmic
recommendations, social metrics, and continuous content flows, may reinforce repeated checking
among users who are more sensitive to missing events or interactions. The research concludes
that problematic social media engagement is best understood through the interaction between
user motivations and platform design. It recommends stronger digital media literacy, attention
management, healthier notification practices, and further Saudi research using broader samples

and longitudinal or experimental designs.

Keywords: Fear of Missing Out, FOMO, social media addiction, problematic social media use,

digital media, Saudi youth.
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Chapter One: General Framework of the Study

1.1 Introduction

Social media platforms have become an essential part of young people's everyday lives. They
are used for interpersonal communication, entertainment, news, education, shopping, professional
networking, and content creation. Alongside these benefits, the expansion of social media has
been accompanied by psychological and behavioral phenomena associated with continuous
connectivity. One of the most prominent is Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), which refers to concern
that other people may be having rewarding experiences, interactions, or opportunities while the
individual is absent. This concern can encourage users to monitor social media repeatedly and, in

some cases, contribute to problematic patterns of use.

Digital media differs from traditional media because content does not end at a fixed broadcast
time or publication cycle. Social feeds are continuously refreshed through stories, short-form
videos, live streams, notifications, trending topics, and personalized recommendations. This
structure can create a persistent sense that something new may be missed whenever the user
disconnects. FOMO is therefore relevant not only as a psychological construct but also as a
digital media issue connected to platform design, audience attention, and patterns of media

consumption.

The Saudi context is particularly relevant because social platforms occupy a visible role in the
everyday communication practices of young people. Their use extends across social interaction,
entertainment, news, education, commerce, and content production. Research conducted among
university students in Saudi Arabia has also reported positive associations between FOMO and

social media addiction, making the topic locally relevant as well as theoretically important.

1.2 Research Problem

The continued growth of social media use among Saudi youth creates a need to understand the
factors that may contribute to excessive or poorly controlled engagement. The research problem
is therefore to analyze the relationship between FOMO and social media addiction or problematic

social media use and to interpret that relationship through published scientific literature.
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The study does not assume that a high number of hours online automatically constitutes
addiction. Intensive use may be related to study, employment, communication, or content
creation. More meaningful indicators include difficulty controlling use, persistent mental
preoccupation, discomfort during disconnection, repeated unsuccessful attempts to reduce use,

and interference with sleep, concentration, work, study, or relationships.

1.3 Research Questions

1. How does the scientific literature explain Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) in social media

environments?
2. What are the main indicators of social media addiction or problematic social media use?

3. What type of relationship has previous research identified between FOMO and social media

addiction?
4. What implications can be drawn from the literature for Saudi youth and the field of digital
media?

1.4 Research Objectives

1. To explain the concept, causes, and manifestations of FOMO in digital environments.

2. To analyze the concept and indicators of social media addiction and problematic social media

use.

3. To review scientific evidence concerning the relationship between FOMO and problematic

social media engagement.
4. To analyze Saudi-relevant studies and compare them with international research trends.

5. To provide recommendations that support healthier and more balanced social media use.

1.5 Significance of the Study

« It contributes to digital media research concerned with audience behavior and attention

mechanisms.
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* It organizes scientific evidence on FOMO and problematic social media use within a coherent

analytical framework.

« It highlights the connection between platform features, notifications, continuous content, and

user habits.

« It offers practical implications for digital literacy and digital well-being initiatives.

1.6 Study Boundaries

* Thematic boundary: FOMO and its relationship with social media addiction or problematic use.

* Population focus in the reviewed literature: young people and university students, with

particular attention to Saudi settings.

* Knowledge boundary: peer-reviewed studies, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses directly

relevant to the topic.

* Temporal boundary: foundational and recent literature available during preparation of the final

project.

1.7 Key Terms

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO): a recurring concern that other people may be having rewarding
experiences or interactions without the individual, accompanied by a desire to remain

continuously connected with what others are doing (Przybylski et al., 2013).

Social media addiction / problematic social media use: a pattern of excessive or poorly
controlled social media engagement that may interfere with daily functioning. The term
'problematic use' is also used because the literature does not treat every form of intensive use as a

clinical addiction (Andreassen, 2015).

Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework

2.1 Development of the FOMO Concept

FOMO gained substantial academic attention after Przybylski et al. (2013) presented an

influential motivational, emotional, and behavioral account of the construct and developed a scale
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that has subsequently been used widely. The core idea is that an individual may believe that
others are experiencing rewarding events in their absence, which produces a desire to remain

connected to what other people are doing.

The spread of smartphones has made the behavioral response to this feeling immediate.
Instead of waiting for a later conversation or news update, a user can open a social application
within seconds. Social media therefore provides an environment in which FOMO can be
repeatedly activated, temporarily relieved through checking, and then activated again by new

information.

2.2 Factors Associated With FOMO

The literature suggests that FOMO does not arise from a single cause. Needs for belonging
and social connection, social comparison, uncertainty about what others are doing, and the desire
to remain informed can all contribute. Platform characteristics may amplify these motives: a
notification redirects attention, disappearing content suggests a limited opportunity to view
something, live streams occur in real time, and recommendation systems ensure that new content

is available whenever the user returns.

* The need for belonging and maintenance of social relationships.

* Continuous social comparison with the selectively presented lives of others.
* Concern about missing news, trends, opportunities, or social interactions.

* Push notifications and alerts that repeatedly redirect attention.

» Temporary content such as stories and live streams.

* Algorithmic recommendations and effectively endless content feeds.

2.3 Everyday Manifestations of FOMO

FOMO may be expressed through frequent behaviors such as checking a phone without a clear
purpose, reopening an application shortly after closing it, immediately responding to
notifications, feeling uneasy when Internet access is unavailable, or having difficulty

concentrating because of thoughts about online activity. These behaviors do not by themselves
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establish a disorder, but they illustrate a pattern in which the user becomes highly sensitive to the

possibility of missing digital events.

From a media perspective, these behaviors show that audience engagement is not always the
result of deliberate content selection. In some circumstances it is a rapid response to platform
cues and social uncertainty. This makes FOMO relevant to the study of attention, engagement

metrics, and audience behavior.

2.4 Social Media Addiction and Problematic Use

The literature discusses social media addiction within the broader field of technology-related
behavioral problems. Andreassen (2015) emphasizes the importance of distinguishing intensive
engagement from patterns characterized by loss of control and conflict with everyday life. Many
researchers therefore use the term problematic social media use to avoid labeling every high-

frequency user as addicted.

* Persistent mental preoccupation with social platforms.

* Difficulty reducing the amount or frequency of use.

* Repeated return to the platform despite attempts to stop.
* Tension or discomfort when access is unavailable.

* Interference with study, work, sleep, or relationships.

» Repeated use of social media to escape negative emotional states.

2.5 Theoretical Relationship Between FOMO and Problematic Use

The relationship can be understood as a reinforcement cycle. A user worries that something
important may be missed and checks the platform. The check produces new information, social
feedback, or short-term relief from uncertainty. That relief can reinforce the checking behavior,
and the same concern later returns. Repetition may gradually transform deliberate checking into a

strong habit.

Meta-analytic evidence supports this theoretical relationship. Fioravanti et al. (2021) found

positive associations between FOMO, social networking site use, and problematic social
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networking use across multiple independent samples. Akbari et al. (2021) similarly found that
FOMO plays a meaningful role in Internet-related use, although the strength of the association

varies across contexts and populations.

2.6 The Attention Economy and Platform Design

Digital media analysis requires attention to the environment in which user behavior occurs.
Infinite scrolling, autoplay, push notifications, disappearing stories, social metrics, and
personalized recommendations all increase opportunities for repeated engagement. These features
are not proof of addiction by themselves. However, they can create an environment in which a
user who is already sensitive to missing information or social interaction has many prompts to

return.

This relationship between psychological motivation and technical design is central to the
present research. It moves the discussion beyond a simple question of individual self-control and

toward a broader understanding of how media systems organize attention and engagement.

2.7 Potential Consequences

Problematic patterns of social media use have been discussed in relation to sleep disruption,
reduced concentration, distraction, conflict with everyday obligations, and emotional strain.
Systematic reviews of FOMO research also emphasize its relevance to well-being and
problematic digital behavior rather than treating it as a temporary or trivial feeling (Tandon et al.,

2021).

2.8 Conceptual Framework

Explanatory Variable: Fear of Missing Out (FOMO)

\
Outcome Under Analysis: Social Media Addiction / Problematic Social Media Use

Chapter Three: Previous Studies and Literature Analysis

3.1 Przybylski et al. (2013)

27



This foundational study offered one of the most influential operational definitions and
measurements of FOMO. It linked the construct to motivational, emotional, and behavioral
correlates and provides the conceptual foundation for the explanatory variable in the present

study.

3.2 Alt (2015)

Alt examined university students and connected FOMO with media engagement and academic
motivation. The study demonstrates that FOMO is relevant to everyday academic and media

practices rather than being limited to entertainment-oriented use.

3.3 Blackwell et al. (2017)

This study examined several personality and psychological factors and identified FOMO as an
important predictor of social media use and addiction. Its findings directly support the
proposition that the fear of missing social experiences may contribute to problematic

engagement.

3.4 Wegmann et al. (2017)

The authors focused on online-specific FOMO and Internet-use expectancies and showed that
these variables contributed to symptoms of Internet-communication disorder. The study is useful

because it connects FOMO with expectations about what digital communication will provide.

3.5 Fioravanti et al. (2021)

This meta-analysis synthesized 33 independent samples involving 21,473 participants. It found
robust positive associations between FOMO and both social networking site use and problematic
social networking use. The importance of the study lies in its ability to assess consistency across

a large body of evidence rather than relying on a single sample.

3.6 Tandon et al. (2021)

This systematic literature review analyzed 58 empirical studies of FOMO among social media

users. It identified considerable variation in conceptualization and measurement and called for
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multidisciplinary approaches that connect FOMO with well-being, addiction-related behavior,

and digital media practices.

3.7 Akbari et al. (2021)

This systematic review and meta-analysis synthesized 86 effect sizes representing 55,134
participants. The authors found that the strength of the association between trait FOMO and
Internet use varied across studies, illustrating both the importance of FOMO and the influence of

context, measurement, and population characteristics.

3.8 Zhang et al. (2023)

This meta-analysis examined the association between FOMO and mobile phone addiction
across a large body of studies and reported a positive relationship. Although mobile phone
addiction is broader than social media use, the findings reinforce the role of FOMO in

compulsive digital behavior.

3.9 Al-Abyadh (2025) - Saudi University Context

Al-Abyadh studied 470 students at Prince Sattam Bin Abdulaziz University using the Fear of
Missing Out Scale and the Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale. The study found a positive
correlation between FOMO and social media addiction. It also used a quasi-experimental
component and reported lower FOMO and addiction scores following a guidance and counseling
intervention in the experimental group. This study is especially relevant because it directly

addresses the two variables in a Saudi university setting.

3.10 Alshowkan and Shdaifat (2025) - Saudi Nursing Students

Alshowkan and Shdaifat examined nursing students in Saudi Arabia and investigated
personality traits, FOMO, and social media addiction. The final sample included 411 participants.
The study reported varying levels of FOMO and social media addiction and provides additional
local evidence that FOMO is an important variable when examining social media behavior

among Saudi university students.

3.11 Comparison Across Studies
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The majority of reviewed studies agree on the direction of the relationship: higher FOMO
tends to be associated with greater intensity of social media use or higher indicators of
problematic use. The main differences concern the size of the relationship, the definition of
addiction, the type of platform, and the characteristics of the sample. Meta-analyses demonstrate
that the association is not limited to a single country or population, while Saudi studies provide

locally relevant evidence.

The comparison also shows that many studies use cross-sectional designs. Such designs
establish association but cannot independently establish direct causation. FOMO may encourage
repeated platform use, while intensive exposure to social information may itself strengthen
FOMO. The possibility of reciprocal influence is therefore important when interpreting the

evidence.

3.12 Research Gap

Despite the large psychological literature, there remains a need for a stronger digital media
perspective that connects user motivations with platform architecture and the attention economy.
Saudi evidence is also smaller than the international literature and is concentrated largely in
university samples. Future research can therefore broaden the population, compare different

platforms, and examine how specific design features interact with FOMO.

Chapter Four: Literature-Based Research Methodology

4.1 Research Design

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical review of the literature. This approach is suitable for
describing the main concepts, comparing published findings, identifying patterns across studies,
and drawing evidence-based conclusions about the relationship between FOMO and problematic

social media use.

4.2 Information Sources

The research relies on peer-reviewed journal articles, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses

directly related to FOMO, social media use, social media addiction, problematic digital behavior,
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and relevant Saudi university populations. Priority was given to foundational studies that
established the construct, synthesized evidence that evaluates multiple samples, and recent

research with direct relevance to Saudi settings.

4.3 Study Selection Criteria

* The study had to address FOMO directly.

+ It had to examine social media use, problematic use, addiction, or a closely related digital

behavior.
* The source had to be a scientific publication whose bibliographic details could be verified.
* Systematic reviews, meta-analyses, foundational studies, and recent evidence were prioritized.

* Saudi studies were included when they directly contributed to the research question.

4.4 Analytical Procedure

The literature was organized into themes: the definition of FOMO, factors associated with it,
indicators of problematic social media use, evidence concerning the relationship between the
variables, Saudi findings, methodological limitations, and implications for digital media. The
analysis then compared areas of agreement and disagreement and considered the strength and

limitations of the evidence.

4.5 Methodological Considerations

The study does not treat all evidence as methodologically identical. A meta-analysis that
synthesizes dozens of independent samples provides a broader evidential base than a single cross-
sectional study. The analysis also recognizes that the terms social media addiction and
problematic social media use are not always defined in exactly the same way and that statistical

correlation does not automatically demonstrate causation.

4.6 Absence of a Field Questionnaire

This study follows a literature-based analytical design and therefore does not use a

questionnaire, a field sample, or primary participant data. Numerical findings are reported only
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when they come from cited published studies, which keeps the method consistent with the

purpose of the research.

Chapter Five: Findings and Discussion

5.1 Finding One: A Repeated Positive Association

The clearest finding from the literature is the repeated positive association between FOMO
and intensive or problematic social media engagement. This direction appears in individual
studies, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses. The repetition across different samples increases
confidence that the relationship is not an isolated result. Fioravanti et al. (2021) found robust
associations across 33 independent samples, while Akbari et al. (2021) demonstrated that FOMO

has a meaningful relationship with Internet-related use even though effect sizes vary.

5.2 Finding Two: FOMO Is Important but Not Sufficient

The literature does not suggest that FOMO alone explains every case of problematic social
media use. Personality, loneliness, anxiety, social motives, habits, self-regulation, and platform
characteristics can also influence engagement. FOMO is therefore best interpreted as an

important factor within a broader system of psychological, social, and technological influences.

5.3 Finding Three: Platform Design Matters

The analysis indicates that digital platforms provide conditions that can support repeated
checking. Content feeds have no natural endpoint, notifications redirect attention, stories can
disappear, live content is time-sensitive, and recommendation systems continuously provide new
material. These mechanisms may be particularly influential for users who are already concerned

about missing events or interactions.

5.4 Finding Four: Saudi Evidence Follows the International

Direction

Saudi university research is consistent with the broader international pattern. Al-Abyadh

(2025) reported a positive correlation between FOMO and social media addiction among 470
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students at Prince Sattam Bin Abdulaziz University. Alshowkan and Shdaifat (2025) also
investigated FOMO and social media addiction among nursing students in Saudi Arabia.
Together, these studies indicate that the relationship identified internationally is relevant to Saudi

university populations, while also showing the need for research beyond university settings.

5.5 Discussion From a Digital Media Perspective

The findings suggest that FOMO can function as a motivation to return to a platform, while
platform design makes that return easy, immediate, and potentially rewarding. A user who
worries about missing something can check an application within seconds and is likely to
encounter new content, social feedback, or recommendations. This interaction between

motivation and media architecture helps explain why repeated checking can become habitual.

Social content also presents selected moments from other people's lives. Repeated exposure to
such content can intensify social comparison and create the impression that other users are
continually participating in valuable experiences. FOMO is therefore related not only to the
amount of content available but also to the social meaning of that content and the way platforms

rank, recommend, and display it.

This interpretation is especially relevant to digital media because engagement metrics often
measure clicks, views, time spent, reactions, and return frequency without explaining why a user
returns. FOMO offers one possible explanation for a portion of that engagement. It also
demonstrates why high engagement should not automatically be treated as a purely positive

communication outcome.

5.6 Limitations of the Findings

* Many available studies are cross-sectional and therefore cannot establish direct causality.
* Definitions and measurement tools for addiction and problematic use vary across studies.

» Saudi evidence remains concentrated among university students, limiting generalization to all

Saudi youth.

* Social media platforms change rapidly, so design features and user habits may evolve faster

than the research literature.

33



* The present study synthesizes published evidence and does not generate new field data.

Chapter Six: Conclusions and Recommendations

6.1 Conclusions

1. FOMO is an important concept for understanding a meaningful part of audience behavior on

social media platforms.

2. Scientific evidence repeatedly identifies a positive association between FOMO and

problematic or addiction-like social media use.

3. Time spent on social media should not be equated with addiction without considering loss of

control and interference with everyday functioning.

4. Digital platform features can reinforce repeated checking, particularly among users who are

highly sensitive to missing events or interactions.
5. Available Saudi studies generally follow the direction of international evidence, while broader

local research remains necessary.

6.2 Recommendations

* Develop digital awareness campaigns that explain FOMO in accessible language and connect it

with everyday checking habits.

* Encourage users to disable unnecessary notifications and establish deliberate platform-free

periods.
* Include attention management and digital well-being within media literacy programs.

* Encourage educational institutions to address the relationship between late-night platform use,

concentration, and sleep.

» Promote more responsible practices in the use of notifications, temporary content, and

engagement prompts.

* Conduct future Saudi research using non-university samples and comparisons between different

social platforms.
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* Use longitudinal and experimental research designs to clarify the direction of causal

relationships.

6.3 Suggestions for Future Research

Future studies could compare FOMO across platforms whose communication structures differ,
such as short-video applications, image-centered platforms, messaging-based networks, and
public discussion platforms. Longitudinal designs could examine whether FOMO predicts later
problematic use or whether intensive use predicts later increases in FOMO. Experimental studies
could also test whether reducing notifications, hiding social metrics, or introducing planned

periods of disconnection changes checking behavior.

Saudi research could be expanded beyond university students to include employed young
adults, content creators, secondary-school populations where ethically appropriate, and users
from different regions. Such work would improve the ability to distinguish patterns that are

specific to student life from patterns that characterize Saudi digital culture more broadly.

6.4 Final Conclusion

The research concludes that Fear of Missing Out is more than a popular expression associated
with smartphones. It is an established research construct that helps explain why some users feel
compelled to remain continuously connected with social media. Systematic reviews, meta-
analyses, and Saudi-relevant studies repeatedly support a positive relationship between FOMO
and problematic social media use. From a digital media perspective, this relationship emerges
through the interaction between psychological motivation and platform architecture. Healthier
digital engagement therefore requires awareness of user motives, stronger attention-management

habits, and a critical understanding of the design features that sustain continuous engagement.
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