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Introduction

With the rise of the digital age and the ever-growing advancements in technology, people
have been able to communicate and connect with one another on a scale that has never been seen
before. Various social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat have
allowed people to not only maintain their current relationships, but to form new ones as well.
Since its inception, the popularity and impact of social media has been rapidly expanding. In less
than two decades, Facebook has gone from a small website made for college students to interact,
to one of the leading faces in Big Tech, boasting 2.8 billion monthly users by the end of 2020
(Richter, 2021). Furthermore, in 2019, 70% of adults in the United States said that they used
social media, a number strikingly higher than the 5% who did so in 2005 (Allen, 2019). This
exponential growth in popularity has also come with an increase in influence. From homemade
YouTube videos blasting a then 13-year-old Justin Bieber into global stardom (Rizzo &
Schollenberger, 2021), an ice bucket challenge raising $115 million dollars for the ALS
association (ALS Association, n.d.), and now the meteoric rise of TikTok; there is no denying

that the impact of social media will continue to snowball.

As previously mentioned, almost three-quarters of adults today are on some form of
social media. Even so, the percentage of teenagers on social media is even higher than that of
adults. Surveys have shown that 90% of teenagers have used social media, of which 75% are
active and 51% use it daily (American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 2018).
Additionally, the teenage years are often considered some of the most impressionable years of
one’s life. Coupling this with daily and long-term use of social media, there is a great cause for
concern in regard to time spent on social media and its effects on self-perception and mental

health. As social media continues to grow and become more ingrained in people’s daily lives, it



is crucial to understand the harmful effects it can have and ways to prevent them. Through this
paper | hope to clearly frame the relationship between social media and the fear of missing out,
also known as FOMO. In doing so, | will analyze the current social media landscape and FoOMO,
discussing the link between the two, and then present ways in which social media companies and

their users can help protect themselves from FoMO.

Social Media Landscape

To understand how social media and FOMO are connected, it is necessary to first discuss
the landscape of social media. While the original goal of social media sites was to allow people
to keep up with friends and family around the world, modern-day social media culture has
shifted away from candid life updates to “highlight reels,” i.e., a collection of someone’s greatest
moments (Maples, 2022). Not even accounting for social media, people are more inclined to tell
their friends and family about good experiences and moments they are proud of. Naturally, this is
even more so the case on social media platforms, where users can portray themselves however,
they choose to. In determining whether this “highlight reel” culture is a positive or negative
aspect of social media; it mainly depends on the point of view being looked at. There are two
points of view to consider. The first being of the poster themselves, i.e., the person behind their
own account, choosing which moments of their life to share. The second perspective is that of

the audience, which in most cases is friends and family of the poster.

This act of presenting only one’s best self on social media can be boiled down to a form
of selective self-presentation (Kim & Baek, 2014). A study conducted by Gonzales and Hancock
(2011) took 63 university students, split them into three groups and had them fill out a survey.
All three groups were sat at a computer desk, but the first group had the computer on and opened

to their Facebook profile, the second group had a mirror on the desk, and the third group had the
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computer off and no mirror. The results of Gonzales and Hancock (2011) found that the exposure
to one’s own Facebook profile had a positive effect on reported self-esteem when compared to
the mirror group. These results also suggest that there is a positive correlation between selective
self-presentation and self-esteem in individuals (Gonzales & Hancock, 2011). Therefore, there is
a great benefit to this highlight reel culture in the eyes of the poster. It is understood that
reflecting on your best moments feels much better than looking back on any negative

experiences.

On the other hand, when considering the perspective of the viewer, highlight reel culture
can have a negative effect on mental health. If someone is consistenly exposed to curated feeds
of others living what seem to be the “perfect” life, it can create thoughts of doubt concerning
happiness and fulfillment in their own life. Most often, this doubt takes the form of upwards
social comparisons, where people begin to compare their day-to-day lives with what they see on
social media (Samra et. al, 2022). Over time, enough of these comparisons could have negative
effects on one’s own self-perception and well-being. In fact, one survey found that passive social
media usage, viewing other people’s photos, comments, updates, and etc., does have a positive
correlation with upward social comparisons among users and their friends, which in turn is

correlated with lower self-esteem (Wang et al., 2017).

Keeping this highlight reel culture in mind, its common knowledge that social media is
designed to be addictive. Social media companies are always trying to figure out how they can
keep the average user on their platform for as long as possible. One approach many platforms
have taken is enabling users to “like” posts. People can say that they like a post by tapping a
“like” button, which will then increment the like counter on the post. When someone sees that

their post is being liked by a lot of people, their brain releases dopamine causing them to feel



good (Mcnamara, 2021). In essence, we now have social media culture that permeates the
illusion of people living “perfect” lives paired with a liking feature that is known to produce
dopamine in individuals who receive them. This combination can result in people spending
increased time on social media, which can then turn into social media addiction. Moreover,
studies have shown that social media addiction can increase the likelihood of developing mental

health disorders such as depression (Addiction Center, 2023).

The Fear of Missing Out

The fear of missing out, or FOMO, can be described as the feeling of anxiety or envy
caused by the belief that others are living better lives than you are (Scott, 2022). The rise of
social media has played a significant role in bringing awareness to FOMO, in part, due to the fact
that social media is often said to exacerbate FOMO in its users. Scheinfeld and VVoorhees (2022)
cites social media as the reason many people were still experiencing FOMO during the COVID-
19 pandemic, despite the isolation measures put in place. While it may be surprising to hear that
people were still experiencing FOMO during a time where people were told to stay inside, much
less partake in large social gatherings, the reason for it is just that. Because of the pandemic, one
of the only ways people could stay updated with one another was through social media. This led
to increased social media usage across all major platforms (Dixon, 2022). With this increase, you
saw many people watching their friends get together, i.e., despite the restrictions, which garnered
even more intense feelings of FOMO because, in a way, people felt like they were being punished
for being responsible (Scheinfeld & Voorhees, 2022). Scheinfeld and VVoorhees (2022) also
mention that this could have reduced the willingness in some people to follow safety protocols

because they felt like they were being excluded because of them. This helps to illustrate just how



much of an impact FOMO can have on someone, given that some would consider risking their

health and the health of others because of it.

While awareness of the term FOMO is in large part due to the growth of social media
over the past two decades, the core feeling of wanting to be included has been felt by people
every day, predating social media (Parmar, 2022). Laurence (2023) states that it is an innate
human desire to feel like you belong somewhere; people want to feel that they have a connection
with others. This is part of the reason some people will choose to go to events that they are
invited to but might not really want to go to (Laurence, 2023). Then, when social media is added
on top of this, you now have people seeing pictures and reading about events that they might not
have even been able to attend. In turn, this can cause people to spend even more time on social
media in order to feel like they are staying up to date and in the mix with what other people are
doing. A study published in 2021 found that there is a positive correlation between FOMO and
both social media use and problematic social media use, i.e., extensive, and uncontrolled use
(Fioravanti et al., 2021). This means that the more time someone spends on social media, the
higher the likelihood is that they will experience FOMO. Likewise, experiencing FOMO may also

lead to spending more time on social media.

FoMO has also been linked with a variety of negative emotions and behaviors. Those
who have FOMO may experience difficulties with sleeping, isolation from others, sadness, and
depression (Laurence, 2023). A research study by Baker et al. (2016) had college students
complete the Fear of Missing Out Scale (Przybylski et al., 2013), the Physical Symptoms
Checklist (Pennebaker, 1982), the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale
(Lewinsohn et al., 1997 as cited in Baker et al., 2016), and the Mindful Attention Awareness

Scale (Brown & Ryan, 2003 as cited in Baker et al., 2016). Additionally, the study asked



participants questions regarding their social media use, e.g., how much time they spend on social
media daily. In short, by assessing how students rated themselves on each of these items, Baker
et. al (2016) were able to conclude that people with higher levels of FOMO also exhibited more
negative physical and depressive symptoms, as well as less mindful attention. Knowing how
serious the consequences of FOMO can be, it is quite alarming to see just how many social media
users have experienced it. In 2013, a survey found that 56% of social media users had
experienced FOMO at some point (Mashable, 2013). This means that number of people who had

experienced FOMO on social media was greater than the portion who had not.

Mitigation

It has been established that there is a definitive link between social media, FOMO, and
negative effects on someone’s well-being. But what can be done to help prevent social media
users from feeling FOMO? One thing that users can do for themselves is set daily time limits on
the social media platforms they use. Currently, some of the major social media platforms already
have a built-in feature that allows users to set a daily time limit for themselves. Once they reach
the time limit, they will receive a notification in the app. The three figures below show how to

set a daily time limit on Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok.



How do | set a daily time limit on Instagram? (8 Copy link

Android App Help Computer Help iPhone App Help Mobile Browser Help

You can set a reminder to let you know when you've spent a certain amount of time on Instagram
throughout the day.

Set a daily time limit reminder
1. Tap g or your profile picture in the bottom right to go to your profile.
2. Tap = in the top right, then tap @ Your activity

3. Tap Your Activity, then tap Time spent.
4. Tap Set daily time limit.
5. Choose an amount of time and tap Done.

You can also see how much time you spend on Instagram or turn on reminders to take breaks
while scrolling through Instagram.

Note: The daily time limit is a reminder for longer periods of time added up during the day, while
the reminder to take breaks is for shorter periods of uninterrupted time spent on Instagram.

Figure 1. Instagram's guide on setting a daily time limit (Instagram, n.d.).

How you can manage the time you spend on

(W Copy link
Facebook opyin

Android App Help  iPhone App Help  iPad App Help ~ Computer Help

Your Time on Facebook shows you the average time per day you spend using the Facebook app
on your device. Time spent on Facebook starts when you open the app and ends when you close
it or switch to using another app on your device.

To see Your Time on Facebook
1. Tap — in the bottom right of Facebook.
2. Tap Settings & Privacy.
3. Tap Your Time on Facebook.
You'll see the average time per day you spend using the Facebook app on your device. You'll also

see a visual representation of how much time you've spent using the app over the past 7 days. Tap
to see the total time that you spent on a specific day. Keep in mind these numbers are estimates.

Daily Time Reminders

You can set a reminder to let you know when you've spent a certain amount of time on Facebook
on your device.

To set a daily time reminder:
1.Tap = in the bottom right of Facebook.
2. Tap Settings & Privacy, then select Your Time on Facebook.
3. Tap See Tools.
4. Tap next to Daily Time Reminder
5. Choose an amount of time.

6. Tap Set Reminder.

Figure 2. Facebook's guide on setting a daily time limit (Facebook, n.d.).



What is daily screen time on TikTok?

Daily screen time is a screen time management setting that allows you to manage your app usage.
It lets you set a daily screen time limit so that you get notified when you reach that time on TikTok.
You can turn this setting on and off at any time. If you're aged 13 to 17, the setting is turned on by
default to 1 hour.

To manage daily screen time:

1. In the TikTok app, tap Profile at the bottom.

2. Tap the Menu button at the top.

3. Tap Settings and privacy.

4. Tap Screen time, then tap Daily screen time.

5. Follow the steps in the app to set or edit a daily time. You can choose from several options or
set a custom time.

You'll be notified if you reach your daily screen time and you can choose to close the app or enter
a preset passcode to return to TikTok.

Daily screen time is also available in Family Pairing.

Figure 3. TikTok's guide on setting a daily limit (TikTok, n.d.).

As of 2022, the average social media user spends 147 minutes on social media each day
(We Are Social et al., 2022). This number is more than four times the 30-minute limit suggested
by Hunt et al. (2018). Hunt et. al (2018) conducted a study in which University of Pennsylvania
students were split into two groups, one tasked with restricting their use of Facebook, Instagram,
and Snapchat to 10 minutes per platform, totaling 30 minutes total per day, and the other group
acting as the control, using social media as normal. The study ran over the course of four weeks
with a survey being sent out to the participants at the end of each week. The survey was meant to
examine the well-being of each participant through the use of various scales and questionnaires
relating to mental health. This survey was similar to the one used by Baker et al. (2016) given
that both used the Fear of Missing Out Scale (Przybylski et al., 2013), as a way of measuring
FoMO. After the four weeks were over, the results found that the strict 30-minute daily limit had
a profound impact on levels of FOMO, loneliness, and depressive symptoms. When looking at

FoMO specifically, the results showed a large decline in both groups. In fact, one participant said



that the study made them feel “a lot more positive about themselves” and that not comparing
their life to others had a “much stronger impact” than they initially expected. While the 30-
minute daily limit used in this study is by no means an end all be all, it does reinforce the idea
that reducing your time spent on social media can be greatly beneficial to your mental health and

reduce FOMO.

With the approach of limiting your time spent on social media, the responsibility falls on
the user to adhere to the limitations they have set. However, social media companies themselves
can also introduce new features on their platforms that would help safeguard users from FOMO.
One approach would be to implement functionality that encourages users to be more authentic,
thus helping to reduce highlight reel culture. An example of this would be the app, BeReal,
which refers to itself as: “A new and unique way to discover who your friends really are in their
daily life” (BeReal, n.d.). Launched in 2020, the app functions differently than traditional social
media sites like Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter (Cavender, 2022). The entire focus of BeReal is
to, like its name suggests, “be real.” According to the app’s store page, at a random time each
day, the app sends out a notification that it is “Time to BeReal” (BeReal, 2023). Users are then
given 2 minutes to take a photo, which are then all posted at the same time, allowing them to see
what all of their friends are doing at that exact time (BeReal, 2023). The figure below is a
screenshot taken from BeReal’s page in the App Store, which provides a visual on how the app

actually looks.

10
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Figure 4. BeReal visualization taken from the App Store (BeReal, 2023).

Unlike other social media sites, BeReal offers no editing tools and does not even allow users to
post photos taken from outside the app (Cavender, 2022). This means that anything posted on the
platform is a glimpse into that person’s “real life.” Furthermore, the app does not allow any
passive social media usage, i.e., you must post your own photo before being able to see anyone
else’s (Cavender, 2022). This is another benefit because as mentioned earlier, passive social
media usage does tend to cause upward social comparisons, which then have a correlation with
lower self-esteem (Wang et al., 2017). BeReal’s authentic approach towards social media has
garnered them a lot of success. Since the beginning of 2022, BeReal’s number of monthly
downloads jumped from 760 thousand in January 2022 to 14.7 million in September 2022
(Sensor Tower, 2022). This proves that there is a very real desire among social media users for

more features that promote “real life”” on these platforms. Not only that, but this type of
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functionality can work towards promoting positive mindsets among social media users, rather

than inducing more social comparisons.

Conclusion

The creation of social media has provided countless people with a way to maintain their
connections with friends and family in a way that they otherwise could not do without. For
many, social media has become a part of their daily lives. Each day millions of people login to
their various social media profiles and check for updates from people that they know. While
there is no denying the benefits that social media provides, there is a very real concern regarding

the current social media landscape and the fear of missing out (FOMO) in its users.

The research in this paper has shown that the current “highlight reel” culture present in
social media can have wide-ranging effects on its users. On one hand, highlight reel culture has
been shown to improve the self-esteem of the poster. But on the other hand, highlight reel culture
has been shown to cause users to compare their lives to what they see on their feeds. This, in
turn, has the potential to induce FOMO in social media users. Over time, elevated levels of
FoMO can lead to unhealthy social media usage and other negative effects on one’s well-being
such as depression. Both social media companies and its users have a responsibility to
themselves to work towards preventing FOMO. For example, users can take on this responsibility
by being cognizant of the time they spend on social media, setting limits on themselves when it
begins feeling like too much, and social media companies can work to introduce features that
help users to do this. Additionally, social media companies can create features that promote more

authenticity, which would help to reduce the pressure to portray a “perfect” life.
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In short, the goal of this paper was to present the relationship between the two in such a
way that is easily understandable, while also placing emphasis on the need for solutions. | think
that the relationship between social media and FOMO is one that is particularly important, but in
my experience, not often discussed. As someone who has grown up during the rise of social
media, | have seen and experienced firsthand, just how much of an effect FoMO can have on the
way someone views themselves. Because of that, this topic was especially important to me, and |

hope to see more efforts made to reduce FOMO in the future.
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