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ABSTRACT

This study examined the role of fear of missing out (FoMO) in predicting students’
social appearance anxiety, with social loneliness as a mediator. Using a descriptive—
correlational design, data were collected from a convenience sample of 430
university students in Tehran through validated questionnaires measuring FOMO,
social loneliness, and social appearance anxiety. The data were analyzed using
structural equation modeling. The results indicated that fear of missing out was
significantly associated with social appearance anxiety, both directly and indirectly
through social loneliness, indicating partial mediation. The fit indices of the
proposed model and the estimated direct and indirect effects supported the
hypothesized relationships. The findings highlight the importance of interpersonal
and emotional mechanisms in explaining the psychological outcomes associated
with online experiences and suggest that interventions targeting fear of missing out
Syndrome and improving social relationships may contribute to reducing social
appearance anxiety among university students.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The rapid expansion of social networking platforms has significantly
transformed the way university students communicate, establish interpersonal
relationships, and evaluate themselves in relation to others. Although online
social environments provide opportunities for interaction and social
connection, they may also create psychological pressures by exposing
individuals to continuous streams of social information, idealized
representations of appearance, and perceived expectations regarding
participation in social activities. One psychological phenomenon that has
received increasing attention in this context is the fear of missing out (FOMO)
syndrome. FoMO refers to a persistent concern that others may be
experiencing rewarding social events without oneself being present,
accompanied by a desire to remain continually connected with social

networks and interpersonal activities.

University students may be particularly vulnerable to FOMO because this
developmental period involves substantial changes in social identity,
interpersonal relationships, and self-evaluation. Constant exposure to other
individuals’ social experiences may increase social comparison and concerns
about personal acceptance. One potential psychological consequence of these
processes is social appearance anxiety, which refers to anxiety and concern
regarding how one's physical appearance is evaluated by others in social
situations. Individuals experiencing greater appearance-related concerns may
become excessively attentive to how they look, fear negative evaluation, and

avoid situations in which their appearance may be judged.

Social loneliness may provide an important mechanism linking FOMO to
social appearance anxiety. Although individuals experiencing FOMO may
attempt to maintain greater online connectivity, excessive concern about
being excluded or disconnected may paradoxically be accompanied by
feelings of loneliness and inadequate social belonging. Social loneliness
reflects a perceived lack of satisfying interpersonal relationships and social
connections. Such feelings may intensify sensitivity to social evaluation and

increase concerns about appearance and acceptance.
Therefore, examining the relationship between FOMO, social loneliness,

and social appearance anxiety may contribute to a better understanding of the
interpersonal and emotional mechanisms underlying psychological
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difficulties associated with contemporary online experiences. The present
study investigated whether FOMO predicts social appearance anxiety among
university students and whether social loneliness mediates this relationship.

Research Question(s)

The present study addressed the following research questions:

Does fear of missing out significantly predict social appearance anxiety
among university students?

Does fear of missing out significantly predict social loneliness among
university students?

Does social loneliness significantly predict social appearance anxiety?

Does social loneliness mediate the relationship between fear of missing out
and social appearance anxiety?

Literature Review

Fear of Missing Out has emerged as an important psychological construct
associated with the increasing use of digital communication and social
networking platforms. Individuals with elevated FOMO may experience a
persistent need to monitor social activities and remain connected with others
because they are concerned about missing rewarding experiences. This
concern can increase social monitoring, interpersonal comparison, and

dependence on online sources of social information.

Social appearance anxiety represents another important psychological
concern among young adults. University students are frequently exposed to
social environments in which appearance may become an important
component of perceived social acceptance. Social media can intensify these
concerns by presenting idealized images of physical appearance and creating
opportunities for continuous comparison. Consequently, individuals may
become increasingly concerned about how their appearance is perceived by

others.

Social loneliness may constitute an important interpersonal pathway in this
relationship. A person who fears being excluded from social experiences may
remain highly attentive to the activities of others while simultaneously
perceiving their own social relationships as insufficient. This discrepancy
between desired and perceived social connection can contribute to loneliness.
Furthermore, loneliness may increase sensitivity to rejection and negative

[A1roe'niedaf//:a8edawoH
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social evaluation, potentially strengthening concerns about physical
appearance in social contexts.

From this perspective, FOMO may influence social appearance anxiety not
only through a direct psychological pathway but also through its effect on
perceived social connectedness. Investigating social loneliness as a mediating
variable therefore provides a more comprehensive framework for explaining
how online-related concerns may be associated with appearance-related
anxiety.

Methodology

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational research design. The
statistical population consisted of university students in Tehran. A
convenience sample of 430 university students was included in the final
analysis. Data were collected using validated self-report questionnaires
designed to assess the three primary constructs of the study: fear of missing

out, social loneliness, and social appearance anxiety.

The fear of missing out questionnaire was used to assess participants’
concerns regarding missing social experiences and their perceived need to
remain connected with others. Social loneliness was assessed to determine
the extent to which participants experienced insufficient or unsatisfactory
social relationships. Social appearance anxiety was measured to assess
concerns and anxiety related to the evaluation of one's physical appearance in

social situations.

Following data collection, the obtained data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics and structural equation modeling. The proposed model
examined both the direct effect of fear of missing out on social appearance
anxiety and the indirect effect of FOMO through social loneliness. Model fit
indices were also evaluated to determine the adequacy of the proposed
structural model.

Results

The results indicated a significant relationship between fear of missing out
and social appearance anxiety among university students. Higher levels of
FoMO were associated with greater levels of concern and anxiety regarding
social appearance. The findings also demonstrated a significant relationship
between fear of missing out and social loneliness, indicating that greater
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concern about missing social experiences was associated with greater
perceived social disconnection.

Furthermore, social loneliness was significantly associated with social
appearance anxiety. The structural equation model indicated that social
loneliness partially mediated the relationship between fear of missing out and
social appearance anxiety. In other words, FOMO was associated with social
appearance anxiety both directly and indirectly through increased social

loneliness.

The fit indices of the proposed structural model indicated acceptable
model fit. The standardized direct and indirect effects were consistent with
the proposed conceptual framework and indicated that interpersonal
experiences constitute an important pathway through which FoMO may be
related to appearance-related anxiety among university students.

Discussion

The findings suggest that fear of missing out is an important psychological
factor associated with social appearance anxiety. Students who are more
concerned about missing social experiences may be more sensitive to social
comparison, interpersonal evaluation, and perceived expectations regarding
social participation. These processes may increase attention toward how they

are perceived by others, including concerns about physical appearance.

The mediating role of social loneliness provides additional insight into this
relationship. Although FoMO is characterized by a desire to remain socially
connected, persistent concern about being excluded may not necessarily result
in satisfying interpersonal relationships. Instead, continuous monitoring of
others’ activities may increase awareness of perceived social deficits and
contribute to feelings of loneliness. Social loneliness may subsequently
increase sensitivity to social evaluation and concerns about acceptance,

thereby contributing to greater social appearance anxiety.

These findings emphasize that the psychological consequences of online
social experiences should not be considered solely in terms of the amount of
social media use. Rather, the emotional and interpersonal processes
underlying online engagement may be particularly important. Addressing
FOMO and strengthening meaningful interpersonal relationships may
therefore represent potentially useful components of psychological and
educational interventions for university students.

[A1roe'niedaf//:a8edawoH
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Conclusion

The present study examined the role of fear of missing out in predicting social
appearance anxiety, with social loneliness considered as a mediating variable
among university students. The findings demonstrated that FOMO was
significantly associated with social appearance anxiety and that social

loneliness partially mediated this relationship.

Overall, the results highlight the importance of considering interpersonal
and emotional mechanisms when examining psychological outcomes
associated with contemporary online experiences. Programs aimed at
reducing maladaptive aspects of FOMO, strengthening students’ interpersonal
relationships, and promoting healthier patterns of social engagement may
help reduce vulnerability to social appearance anxiety. Universities and
counseling centers may benefit from incorporating awareness and
intervention programs addressing FOMO, loneliness, social comparison, and
concerns related to social evaluation into student support services.
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