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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to explore how meeting belongingness needs through social media use may
impact one's fear of missing out (FoMO) and self-esteem. It was predicted that individuals with increased
levels of FoMO would have higher levels of the need to belong. It was also predicted that individuals with
lower levels of self-esteem would have higher levels of FoMO and the need to belong. A total of 592
participants (447 female, 137 male) in various psychology courses at a community college and a university
participated in an online survey. Consistent with the hypothesis, increased FoMO is related to a higher
level of need to belong. Additionally, lower levels of self-esteem are related to higher levels of FoMO and
a higher level of the need to belong. Based on these findings, perhaps lower levels of self-esteem further
exacerbate the positive feedback loop between one's desire for belongingness and their FoMO when
utilizing social media. As such, these results may caution college students from meeting their need for
belongingness through social media usage, and more so, those with a lower level of self-esteem.
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Does Meeting Belongingness Needs with Social
Media Impact One's Fear of Missing Out and
Self-Esteem?
The Pew Research Center reports that 75% of
Americans use some form of social media today,
detailing a stark contrast to the 5% of Americans
who reported use in 2005 (Brooke & Anderson,
2021). With social media being accessible to
practically anybody at any time or location, this
may result in benefits such as increased global
connections and feeling supported online
(Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012; Wright et al., 2021).
Thus, social media may become attractive and
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valuable as a self-management tool for satisfying
one's needs. However, negative ramifications can
arise when social media fails to fulfill those needs,
leaving many vulnerable. Unfortunately, numerous
risks associated with using social media only
inhibit one from meeting their needs (Chai et al.,
2018; Ostendorf et al., 2020). Further, fear and
addiction stemming from those unmet needs may
foster increased levels of worry and low self-image
(Greenaway et al., 2016).
The need to belong is the innate drive to form
enduring, mutually positive, and significant
interpersonal relationships. In general, one must
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fulfill two requirements to satisfy the need to
belong and increase well-being. First, one must
regard most of their relationships as neutral,
positive personal interactions, and second, have a
genuine perception of a close bond within those
relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). When
looking to satisfy their desire for belongingness,
people may turn to social media to compensate (Lai
et al., 2019; Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012; Wang et
al., 2018). In support, researchers find that persons
with a greater need to belong use social media more
frequently, and it is crucial to highlight that specific
habits of social media usage are seen to satisfy the
need to belong online (i.e., information seeking and
communication; Beyens et al., 2016; Elhai et al.,
2018; Rollero et al., 2019). However, it is still
unclear whether using social media to cope with
unmet belongingness needs is a viable or healthy
coping strategy as it does come with risk (Iannone
et al., 2018). Although researchers Lai et al.Wang
(2019) find certain social media usage correlates
with enhanced well-being when being used with
the intention of information seeking or
communication, other studies display negative
results, such as anxiety about what experiences
others may be having without them and a lowered
self-concept (Buglass et al., 2017; Neira & Barber,
2014).
FoMO is the intrusive anxiety that others may
be having more gratifying experiences; FoMO is
often displayed as the all-consuming desire to
continuously connect and learn what others are
doing (Przybylski et al., 2013). Social media has
become valuable as a self-management tool
offering one the ability to gather information and
connect to a seemingly endless number of people.
Thus, social media use and FoMO become interreliant: as social media use increases, so does one's
FoMO, and as one's FoMO increases, so does their
social media use (Beyens et al., 2016; Przybylski et
al., 2013). As previously said, one can satisfy their
desire for belongingness by using social media, but
this is a confined road. For example, when one is
unable to meet their need for belongingness online,
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meeting the need may compromise the practice of
self-regulation behaviors that protect one from
FoMO and problematic social media usage (Chai et
al., 2018; Ostendorf et al., 2018). Researchers find
that those higher in their need to belong are also
higher in FoMO, both associated with increased
social media use (Elhai et al., 2018) (Beyen, Frison,
& Eggermont 2016; Elhai et al., 2018). This
suggests that when a person's psychological needs
are unmet, they become more susceptible to
FoMO. Although the cyclic nature of social media
use and FoMO is well understood in existing
literature, little research explores the cyclic nature
of FoMO and the need to belong.
Unmet needs and increased social media use
can also have additional negative consequences
impacting how one feels about oneself (Neira &
Barber, 2014). According to Baumeister and Leary
(2000), self-esteem is a human adaptation that
gauges where they stand in their sense of belonging
or social inclusion. More to this point, Timeo et al.
(2020)’s research finds that those who receive
fewer likes than others reported an increased threat
to their needs (i.e., belonging, self-esteem) as well
as negative emotions. We understand social
inclusion through social exclusion: being
ostracized or rejected by someone you associate
with leaves an unpleasant feeling (Twenge, 2001).
Existing research shows that social media allows
one to self-measure and cope with unmet SE needs
(Chou & Edge, 2012; Hou et al., 2019). For
example, Chou & Edge (2012) found that those
who spend more time on Facebook may view
others as being happier and having better lives than
they do, especially if they have a significant
number of "friends" on Facebook whom they do
not know personally. Moreover, those who
experience chronic ostracism (feeling excluded and
ignored frequently) will have a higher need to
belong, driving social media usage to increase,
which may lower SE (Hou et al., 2019; Iannone et
al., 2018). Social media allows for almost endless
social comparison opportunities (Dijkstra et al.,
2010). As increased social media use becomes a
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mediator for coping with unmet needs, FoMO may
also increase with low self-esteem (Buglass et al.,
2017).
Therefore, the purpose of the present study
was to explore the process of the modern approach
to meeting belongingness needs (e.g., social media)
alongside the analysis of several variables
indicative of the unsuccessful meeting of needs
such as lowered self-esteem and FoMO. First, we
hypothesized that individuals with lower levels of
self-esteem would have higher levels of FoMO
(Buglass et al., 2017). Second, we hypothesized
that individuals with lower self-esteem would have
higher levels of need to belong (Greenaway et al.,
2016). Third, we hypothesized that individuals
with increased levels of FoMO would have higher
levels of need to belong (Wang et al., 2018).
Method
Procedure
A correlational design was used to test the
posed hypotheses. After receiving approval by the
Institutional Review Board, participants were
recruited from introductory psychology courses at
a community college and a university to take part
in an omnibus study by completing an online
survey for course credit or a chance at winning one
of four $25 Amazon gift cards. A total of 592 (447
Female, 137 Male, and 8 Non-binary)
undergraduate students completed the survey. Our
sample ranged in age from 18 to 61, with an
average age of 21.24 (SD = 6.76). Completion of
the survey served as the participants' consent; data
were collected over a period of approximately 8
weeks. Participants who wished to enter the prize
drawing were asked to enter their e-mail address;
however, this information was separated from
survey responses to ensure anonymity. The data
was securely stored electronically and only
accessible to the research team.
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Measures
Participants indicated their sex by typing their
response to "What is your gender?" and their age
by typing their response to "What is your age?" The
need to belong was measured using the Need to
Belong Scale (Leary et al., 2012), including 10
statements rated using a 5-point Likert Scale (1 =
strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). This scale
was scored by averaging the answers to all items,
with higher scores denoting a greater need for
belonging. FoMO was measured using the Fear of
Missing Out Scale (Pryzbylski et al., 2013), which
includes 10 statements rated using a 5-point Likert
Scale (1 = not at all true of me to 5 = extremely true
of me). This scale was scored by averaging the
answers to all items, with higher scores denoting
greater FoMO. Self-esteem was measured using
the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg,
1965), containing 10 items rated using a 4-point
Likert Scale (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly
agree). This scale was scored by reverse scoring
appropriate items and summing all items, with a
higher score denoting higher self-esteem.
Results
In testing our first hypothesis, a Pearson
correlation analysis was performed to evaluate the
negative relation between self-esteem (M = 28.44,
SD = 5.79, with scores ranging from 11 to 40) and
FoMO (M = 2.53, SD = .87, with scores ranging
from 1 to 5). A statistically significant, moderate
negative correlation was found, r(489); = -.386, p
< .001, r2 = -.146, indicating that participants with
lower levels of self-esteem tend to be higher in
FoMO.
In testing our second hypothesis, a Pearson
correlation analysis was performed to evaluate the
negative relation between participants with low
levels of self-esteem and need to belong (M = 3.35,
SD = .74 with scores ranging from 1.1 to 5). A
statistically significant, moderate negative
correlation was found, r(489); = -.361, p < .001, r2
= -.127, indicating that participants with lower
levels of self-esteem tend to be higher in need to
belong.
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Finally, in testing our third hypothesis, a
Pearson correlation analysis was performed to
evaluate the positive relation between participants
with increased FoMO and need to belong. A
statistically significant, moderate positive
correlation was found, r(489); = .623, p < .001, r2
= .384, indicating that participants higher in their
FoMO tend to be higher in need to belong.
Discussion
Results showed support for all hypotheses in
the present study. Participants with lower levels of
self-esteem exhibited higher levels of FoMO as
well as the need to belong. Those with higher
FoMO also displayed greater levels of the need to
belong. These findings are consistent with previous
research (Buglass et al., 2017; Greenaway et al.
(2016); Chai et al., 2018; Ostendorf et al., 2018).
Researchers Buglass et al. (2017) and Greenaway
et al. (2016) found significant relationships among
low self-esteem, FoMO, and the need to belong.
These results suggest that low levels of self-esteem
may have a significant impact on one's overall level
of FoMO and desire for belongingness. It may be
possible that in the context of social media use,
those who have low self-esteem are more
vulnerable to the negative implications of using
social media. In fact, previous research supports
the notion that such risks can inhibit one from
meeting their needs (Chai et al., 2018; Ostendorf et
al., 2020). This unsuccessful meeting of needs can
also be linked to those who experience FoMO
alone.
Similar to Wang et al. (2018), we found that
those with higher FoMO also have higher
belongingness needs. With the cyclic nature of
social media use and FoMO being well understood
in existing literature, the results of our study are
important because they add to the literature
regarding what drives a person's FoMO (Beyens et
al., 2016; Przybylski et al., 2013). Our results
suggest that those who have a desire for belonging
experience FoMO, lending to the idea that when
one cannot meet their need for belongingness
online, they may no longer use the self-regulatory
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behaviors that could allow for benefits of social
media use and use social media to the degree that
invokes FoMO (Chai et al., 2018; Ostendorf et al.,
2018). Since over 90% of emerging adults have a
social media profile, and nearly all (97%) use the
internet (Mander, 2020), understanding the
potential implications of social media use is
important for collegiate populations. Social media
doesn’t seem to be going anywhere any time soon
and having the resources to create safeguards or
caution students with low self-esteem from
depending on social media to fulfill their need for
belonging seems to be more problematic than
helpful. Our research suggests that perhaps a higher
need to belong and lower levels of self-esteem
exacerbate social media and FoMO's positive
feedback loop.
Despite the fact that the results of this study
are consistent with previous research and have
practical implications such as cautioning those with
low self-esteem against using social media to fulfill
their desire for belongingness, it is important to
note that it has limitations. First, although
consistent with the make-up of our sampled
population, the average age of our participants was
21 years old. Given this, results cannot be
generalized to older populations. Second, and again
consistent with our sampled population, the
majority of participants were female (76%). In light
of this, our results may not be as generalizable to
male or non-binary collegiate populations.
However, as gender differences have been noted in
self-esteem (Kling et al., 1999) and FoMO (Gezgin
et al., 2017), future research in this area would
benefit from exploring gender differences within
the context of the need to belong, self-esteem, and
FoMO.
With social media use only growing, it is
essential that we proceed with caution and create
safeguards, resources, and information accessible
to those most at risk (e.g., those with low selfesteem; Brooke & Anderson, 2021). The results of
our study suggest that those with low self-esteem
may not be able to use social media to meet their
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need for belonging, therefore missing out on the
potential benefits social media can offer when used
appropriately. Thus, based on the results of the
current study, we urge caution for those with low
self-esteem when using social media.
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