
1 
 

The effects of fear of missing out on social media posting preferences 
Yue Xi 

Department of Economics and Management 
Southwest Jiaotong University, Chengdu, China 

Jiale Huo 
Department of Information and Service Management 

Aalto University, Helsinki, Finland 

Xinran Zhao 
Department of Computer Science 

Stanford University, Palo Alto, California, USA 

Yushi Jiang 
Department of Economics and Management 

Southwest Jiaotong University 
Service Science and Innovation Key Laboratory of Sichuan Province 

Chengdu, China  

Qiang Yang 
Department of Information and Knowledge Management 

Tampere University, Tampere, Finland 
 

Abstract 
Purpose Fear of missing out (FOMO) has become a common phenomenon on social media. 
This research aims to examine how FOMO influences consumer preferences for posting 
about identity-relevant products on social media. 
Design/methodology/approach In this research, three studies were conducted to explore the 
effects of FOMO in different real-life situations. Study 1 was conducted in a laboratory 
setting in China. Study 2 includes two experiments, one that was conducted in China and one 
in the US. Study 3 was conducted in a workplace setting in China. 
Findings The results of Study 1 indicate that when consumers experience FOMO, they prefer 
to post about identity-relevant (vs. functional) products to a greater extent than usual. Study 2 
examines the role of self-esteem and identifies self-presentation and the avoidance of social 
attention as underlying mechanisms. Thus, consumers with high (or low) self-esteem tend to 
be more motivated to present themselves positively (or to avoid social attention) when 
experiencing FOMO. Furthermore, Study 3 reveals the moderating role of supportive 
interactions; that is, the interaction between FOMO and consumer self-esteem is most likely 
to exert an effect when consumers receive many supportive interactions. 
Research limitations/implications This research demonstrates that posting identity-relevant 
content on social media is a coping strategy that individuals may adopt when experiencing 
FOMO. Moreover, self-esteem can predict how individuals cope with FOMO by identifying 
self-presentation and avoidance of social attention as the mechanisms underlying effects. 
Although this research attempts to avoid interference from other factors between in the 
relationship FOMO and the control conditions, it seems possible that more socially relevant 
information may be presented in the FOMO condition. 
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Practical implications Because FOMO can be manipulated and posting types can be 
predicted, this research provides important implications for brands on how to create or post 
content to better engage consumers. 
Originality/value This research supports the role of FOMO as a driver of on consumer 
posting preferences on social media. 
Keywords: FOMO; Self-esteem; Motivation; Identity-relevant; Supportive interaction; Social 
media posting  

 
1. Introduction 

Due to rapid advances in internet technologies and mobile devices, an increasing number 
of social media platforms have emerged. As a vital component of daily life, social media 
presents real-time information and happenings across various social networks and provides a 
convenient means for people to interact with others (Dempsey et al., 2019). Accordingly, an 
increasingly important concept has emerged in consumer behavior and consumer psychology 
research: the fear of missing out (FOMO). FOMO refers to a negative self-conscious emotion 
that a person feels when he or she perceives that others might have rewarding experiences 
from which the person is absent (Hayran et al., 2020; Przybylski et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 
2020). People constantly check social media to avoid being “left out”; however, browsing 
videos, photos, messages, or other pleasure-related content that people share on social media 
can lead individuals to experience FOMO (Good and Hyman, 2020; Celik et al., 2019). Thus, 
social media aggravates FOMO by allowing users to see what others are enjoying (Zhang et 
al., 2020). Research has reported that 66% of people have experienced this emotional state, 
particularly during holidays and weekends (Milyavskaya et al., 2018). Although Przybylski et 
al. (2013) first proposed the concept of FOMO in the context of the offline or real world, this 
concept has been widely used regarding social media use (Tandon et al., 2021). 

Social media use, including social media advertising and marketing communications with 
social characteristics on social networks, has increasingly become a significant part of 
enterprise marketing budgets. Content sharing via social media, known as social sharing, is 
an efficient communication channel between companies and potential customers (Vilnai-
Yavetz and Levina, 2018). Most platforms and websites have added sharing buttons or 
functions, making it easy for brands to stimulate social sharing (Liang et al., 2011). Moreover, 
consumers frequently post on social media to express themselves as a virtual signal of their 
own identity (Grewal et al., 2019). Thus, most brands have begun to use social media for 
marketing purposes, including by encouraging consumers to engage with them in various 
ways and believing that they benefit when consumers post content on social media (Grewal et 
al., 2019; Shahbaznezhad et al., 2021).  

Increasing social media dependence in daily activities (Rozgonjuk et al., 2019) has also 
encouraged researchers to investigate FOMO (Tandon et al., 2021). Considering that social 
media engagement offers a convenient path for those oriented toward a continual association 
with the latest trends (Przybylski et al., 2013), and that there is considerable evidence that 
FOMO is closely related to social media, interest in FOMO has expanded. However, few 
existing studies have investigated how FOMO may affect consumers’ posting behavior on 
social media. Given that FOMO is a self-conscious emotion, we argue that when consumers 
experience FOMO, it increases their demand for self-concept enhancement. Thus, FOMO 
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clearly presents opportunities for brands, because engaging consumers to post spontaneously 
on social media remains an ongoing challenge. 

This study aims to examine the role of FOMO on social media. We also investigate chronic 
self-esteem, a factor that plays a crucial role in marketing research (Ferraro et al., 2005). 
More specifically, we concentrate on the social media posting preference behaviors of 
consumers, with different levels of self-esteem, after experiencing FOMO. This research 
helps to better clarify how and why FOMO affects consumer posting preferences and 
attempts to extend the findings of existing studies by revealing the underlying mechanisms of 
the relationship. We propose that FOMO positively influences the likelihood that consumers 
will post about identity-relevant, rather than functional, content. This research also evaluates 
the interaction effect of FOMO and consumers’ self-esteem (high vs. low). Furthermore, we 
evaluate the mediating effect of the consumers’ motivations and the moderating effect of 
supportive interactions (e.g., likes, positive comments, and reposts). 

This research contributes to the extant literature in the following ways. First, our findings 
confirm that presenting identity-relevant content to others on social media is a coping 
strategy that individuals may adopt when experiencing FOMO. Second, our study 
investigates the abovementioned interaction by showing that self-esteem predicts how 
consumers cope with FOMO. The findings provide insights into how brands and market 
practitioners can leverage social media interactions with different consumers. Third, we 
identify self-presentation and avoidance of social attention as the mechanisms underlying the 
effects of posting identity-relevant content on social media. Finally, we present a boundary 
condition for the interaction effect between FOMO and self-esteem, namely, the moderating 
effect of supportive interaction, which increases consumer preferences for posting identity-
relevant content. In summary, our work sheds light on how practitioners can integrate FOMO 
into social media marketing design. 

The remainder of this article, first reviews prior studies on FOMO, self-esteem, product 
posts on social media, and supportive interaction. We propose our hypotheses and develop a 
conceptual framework based on this review. Next, we conduct four main experiments in three 
studies (a laboratory experiment in China in Study 1; two laboratory experiments, one in 
China and one in the US, in Study 2; and a study in a company setting in China in Study 3). 
We conclude with our findings and the theoretical and managerial implications of our work. 
We also summarize the limitations of this research and its future directions. 
2. Theoretical background 
2.1 FOMO 

FOMO is an increasingly prevalent phenomenon and is a particularly important concept for 
explaining consumer behavior in the context of social media marketing (Zhang et al., 2020). 
Przybylski et al. (2013) were the first to conceptualize FOMO. Researchers have tended to 
describe FOMO as a negative feeling that anxious consumers feel when others have desirable 
experiences that they do not have (Riordan et al., 2015). FOMO involves the sense of being 
left behind and missing out on something (Salem, 2015; Zhang et al., 2020). FOMO is 
exacerbated by social media, which allows users to see other people’s posts about their 
experiences and to compare themselves to others (Zhang et al., 2020). The social media 
context in which consumers can constantly compare themselves to others has contributed to 
the development of FOMO research (Buglass et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2020). 
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Przybylski et al. (2013) drew on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan, 1985) to 
explain why consumers experience FOMO. According to SDT, the three basic psychological 
needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness constitute an individual’s psychological 
well-being. Przybylski et al. (2013) also suggested that consumers experience psychological 
discomfort (i.e., FOMO) due to the basic satisfaction of their individual needs. They found 
that consumers explore ways to fulfill their needs through social media. In recent research, 
some scholars have indicated that FOMO is activated by the psychological threat of self-
concept (Zhang et al., 2020). Self-concept refers to the “totality of the individual’s thoughts 
and feelings having reference to himself as an object” (Rosenberg,1979, p.7). Protecting, 
maintaining, and promoting the individual’s self-concept is one of the most fundamental 
goals of consumer behavior (Ward and Broniarczyk, 2011; Onkvisit and Shaw, 1987), 
because individuals are inclined to act in ways that are consistent with their self-concept 
(Rosenberg,1979). Since the self has been reported to be “interdependent with the 
surrounding context, and it is the ‘other’ or the ‘self-in-relation-to-other’ that is focal in 
individual experience” (Chang, 2010; Zhang et al., 2020), consumers often purchase products 
or services to define their relationship with others (Reed, 2002). Therefore, missing out on an 
experience leads to inconsistency between the self-concept and behavior, resulting in 
psychological discomfort (i.e., FOMO). Research on FOMO has become a hot topic, and 
FOMO has been found to be associated with various social behaviors or psychological 
mentalities across diverse populations with different roles in society (Alt, 2018; Celik et al., 
2019; Elhai et al., 2016, Hayran et al., 2020; Hetz et al., 2015; Kang et al., 2019; Lai et al., 
2016, Milyavskaya et al., 2018; Riordan et al., 2015). However, most existing studies have 
focused primarily on the negative effects caused by FOMO (Tandon et al., 2021), such as 
dissatisfaction with life (Błachnio and Przepiόrka, 2018; Elhai et al., 2016; Stead and Bibby, 
2017), excessive use of online social media and smartphones (Chotpitayasunondh et al., 2016; 
Eide et al., 2018), fake news and gossip sharing (Talwar et al., 2019), and many different 
psychopathological symptoms (Elhai et al., 2018; Milyavskaya et al., 2018; Scott and Woods, 
2018; Tsai et al., 2019). 
2.2 Posting on social media 

Previous research has confirmed that consumers’ product preferences depend on functional 
values and symbolic meanings (Belk, 1988; Belk et al., 1982). In other words, consumers 
sometimes buy a product or service due to identity signals (Berger and Heath, 2007; Dhar and 
Wertenbroch, 2012). Certain products may help to restore consumers’ confidence in their 
self-perception as purchasers (Gao et al., 2009). In other words, if consumers feel that 
something has disturbed certain aspects of their self-perception, they may make a purchase to 
reinforce their self-confidence (Song et al., 2017). Social media provides users with a 
convenient environment for self-presentation, in which they tend to express their good 
qualities by presenting their positive aspects (Grewal et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2011; Lim and 
Yang 2015; Vogel et al., 2014).  

Grewal et al. (2019) found that self-presentation by sharing commercial content (e.g., 
products) via social media can substitute for actual purchases to a certain extent, and is 
another way for consumers to signal their identity, albeit in a virtual fashion. Identity 
contributes to creating and maintaining the self-concept, which is a basis for social 
classification (Aquino and Reed, 2002). Consumers constantly feel the demand to express 
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their identity (e.g., Amaldoss and Jain 2005; Kim and Sherman, 2007; Zhu et al., 2019). 
Social media enhances ordinary consumers’ ability to express their identities (Schau and Gilly, 
2003) and makes it possible for them to communicate with many people at once (Daugherty 
et al., 2008; Verna, 2009). Social media posts are of vital importance in social interactions for 
consumers (Babić et al., 2016; Berger, 2014). In addition to its literal meanings, the content 
posted on social media also has symbolic meanings, such as professional achievement, wealth, 
status, or fulfilling experiences (Kerr et al., 2012). Thus, brands have opportunity to design 
marketing content on social media that is relevant to consumers’ identity, and serve as an 
identity signal (Grewal et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2018).  

Scholars have defined FOMO as a fear of missing out on an experience that helps to 
maintain or enhance the self (Zhang et al., 2020). Given that consumers tend to maintain or 
enhance their self-concept by acquiring products and services (Sirgy, 1982), we further argue 
that, when consumers experience FOMO, they can enhance their self-concept by posting 
about identity-relevant products on social media. In addition, existing studies have indicated 
that FOMO is connected to basic needs and social needs (Abel et al., 2016; Carson, 2017; 
Hodkinson, 2016; Lai et al., 2016). In other words, individuals who experience FOMO 
identify their social status and want it to be recognized by others (Beyens et al., 2016); 
Moreover, they fear losing the connection to their social interactions on social media and 
potentially being isolated from the mainstream group (Przybylski, 2013; Alt, 2018). As such, 
when consumers experience FOMO, they attempt to find a way to regain psychological well-
being. Accordingly, in the context of social media marketing, we propose that consumers’ 
preference for identity-relevant posts helps to satisfy their need for identity signals and 
strengthens their connection with others. Thus, we propose the following: 

H1: Consumers who experience FOMO are more likely to post about identity-relevant 
products than consumers who do not experience FOMO.  
2.3 Self-esteem and coping strategies 

Self-esteem is an important part of the self-concept, and refers to an individual’s evaluation 
of and attitude toward himself or herself (Motoki et al., 2020; Rosenberg, 1965). Self-esteem 
levels affect how an individual responds to different situations (Kernis, 2003), including an 
adverse effect state (Song et al., 2017). For instance, previous research has confirmed that 
individuals with high self-esteem (HSEs) tend to adopt positive strategies to reduce the harm 
induced by a negative emotional state, whereas individuals with low self-esteem (LSEs) are 
more likely to passively adopt coping strategies (Simith & Petty, 1995; Vandellen et al., 
2011). A study by Marshall and Brown (2002) showed that both LSEs and HSEs believed 
that they would be happier after watching comedy films; however, LSEs were less likely than 
HSEs to watch comedy films in a negative mood. Similarly, scholars found that LSEs are 
inclined to stop trying to understand information that is unclear, while HSEs tend to search 
for more information (Rhodes and Wood, 1992). 

More relevant to our argument, various behavioral strategies are adopted by individuals 
with high or low self-esteem levels to deal with threats posed to the self-concept (Baumeister 
et al., 1989). When their self-concept is threatened, HSEs are more likely to take active 
measures to put themselves in a self-enhancing position (i.e., demonstrating good qualities 
and appealing to others to pay attention to them). In comparison, LSEs tend to present 
themselves in a self-protective position (i.e., avoiding a reveal of their negative qualities and 
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attempting to reduce the attention of others; Song et al., 2017). Previous research has 
supported this proposition (Baumeister, 1982): When faced with negative feedback from a 
personality assessment, HSEs improved their self-view by highlighting their good qualities, 
whereas, LSEs reacted passively (Song et al., 2017).  

Interestingly, in research on relationships (Cameron et al., 2010), HSEs have been found to 
often adopt a relationship-promoting interpersonal style designed to foster close relationships 
with others, whereas the behavior of LSEs tends to reflect a style of self-protection focused 
on reducing the pain of anticipated rejection (Bale, 2010). Overall, most previous research 
has shown that self-esteem has an impact on the way people respond to negative situations. 
Based on this proposition, this study suggests that individuals with high or low self-esteem 
respond in different ways when experiencing FOMO. Specifically, when HSEs experience 
FOMO, they are more likely than usual to present their positive traits. Identity-relevant posts 
can play identity-signaling roles that are similar to the consumption or actual ownership of 
identity-relevant products (Belk, 2013), which can help to enhance one's status and reputation 
(Tellis et al., 2019). Thoughts about self-relatedness, such as self-presentation, motivate 
consumers to post. Thus, the content HSEs’ most frequently posted is likely to contain 
information that encompasses self-relatedness motives (Berger, 2014; Cappella et al., 2015; 
Scholz et al., 2017). In contrast, when LSEs experience FOMO, they are more likely than 
usual to avoid and minimize the attention of others. Based on the preceding arguments, we 
propose the following hypothesis: 

H2: Consumers’ self-esteem moderates the effect of FOMO on posting identity-relevant 
products. 

H2a: When experiencing FOMO, consumers with high levels of self-esteem are motivated 
to engage in self-presentation. Consequently, they are more likely to post identity-relevant 
material than when they do not experience FOMO; 

H2b: When experiencing FOMO, consumers with low levels of self-esteem are motivated 
to avoid attention. Consequently, they are less likely to post identity-relevant material than 
when they do not experience FOMO.  
2.4 Supportive interaction 

The core function of social media is to enable frequent interactions among users or 
between users and brands, which is an essential part of social activities (Kaplan and Haenlein 
2010; Litt and Hargittai, 2014). Social media encourages users to actively express their 
attitudes; as such, functions reflecting social interactions have been developed, such as “like,” 
“comment,” and “share”, making instantaneous real-time feedback possible (Zhu et al., 2019). 
Social networks are made up of “friends,” followers and much larger and diverse audiences.  

Providing users with the right incentives or channels may encourage content sharing on 
social media (Herzberg et al., 1974). Moreover, according to self-verification theory, people 
tend to examine, validate and sustain their existing self-concept (Swann, 1983), which results 
in their preference for confirmatory feedback whenever possible (Zhu et al., 2019). Thus, the 
expectation of verification by others is involved in the motivation for posting on social media, 
in the forms of likes, positive comments, and shares. More relevant to the current research, 
people typically develop pleasant feelings about an experience if they experience positive 
interactions (Daugherty et al., 2008) through social media, because this process can validate 
their sense of self. In contrast, they tend to develop negative feelings if they receive negative 
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or no feedback, which could be considered a threat to consumers’ sense of self (Barasch and 
Berger, 2014; Shmargad and Watts 2016). Thus, people are more willing to experience things 
that are consistent with their self-consciousness than things that are inconsistent (Swann, 
1983; Swann et al., 1992; Zhu et al., 2020). In addition, affirmation of users’ salient identities 
by others typically makes users more satisfied (Swann, 1983). 

Drawing on self-verification theory, we further propose that supportive interactions are 
beneficial to increase consumers’ preference for posting identity-related products because 
they are used by individuals to confirm their self-awareness and identity as expressed within 
their self-identity domain. Specifically, when HSEs experience a high level of supportive 
interaction (e.g., receiving many likes or positive comments), they are satisfied through their 
desire for verification. Furthermore, the motivation to self-present encourages them to “show 
off” their identities, which further develops their preference for posting identity-relevant 
content. However, when there is a low level of supportive interaction (e.g., receiving few or 
no likes, comments, or reposts), it is difficult for HSEs to fulfill their desire for verification, 
which in turn fosters a fear of negative or no feedback, or a sense of uncertainty about others’ 
reactions. In such situations, HSEs experience tension and psychological discomfort (Ma and 
Agarwal, 2007), distorting their preference for posting options. 

Similarly, high supportive interactions can benefit consumers who have low self-esteem 
derived from other people’s negative feedback on their posts or their fear of uncertainty. 
Therefore, the preference for posting identity-related products can also be influenced by the 
motivation to avoid social attention. Due to LSEs’ drive to avoid social attention, this lack of 
self-verification makes little sense when the level of supportive interaction is low. As a result, 
it is less likely to affect consumer preference. We thus propose the following hypothesis: 

H3: The effect of interaction between FOMO and self-esteem on consumer preferences for 
posting identity-relevant content on social media is more likely to be observed when 
consumers experience high-supportive interactions than when they experience a lack of 
supportive interactions. 

The theoretical framework is shown in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Model 

3. Overview of Studies 
Before starting the three studies, we conducted an exploratory study to understand the 

prevalence of FOMO and how frequently individuals experience it (see Appendix A). We 
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examine the relationship between FOMO and preferences for posting about identity-relevant 
products on social media by conducting three studies, to test our hypotheses in different real-
life situations (see Table 1 for a summary of the three studies). Study 1 is conducted in a 
laboratory setting in China and explores whether FOMO influences consumer preferences for 
posting about identity-relevant (vs. functional) products (Hypothesis 1) and its interaction 
effect on consumers’ self-esteem. Study 2 includes two experiments that are conducted in 
China and America. Study 2 elaborates the possible underlying mechanism of the influence of 
FOMO by revealing that the motivation to self-present (or avoid social attention) acts as an 
intermediary variable in the influence of FOMO on the posting preferences of consumers 
with different levels of self-esteem (Hypotheses 2, 2a and 2b). Study 3 is conducted in a 
company setting in China and explores how supportive interactions moderate the interactive 
relationship explained in Study 2, which is a crucial yet underresearched factor (Hypothesis 
3).  

To measure chronic self-esteem, all experiments in the three studies included two phases, 
each of which comprised a minimum two-week interval. In the first phase, participants were 
recruited and required to finish a test to measure their self-esteem level. After half a month, 
participants were invited to engage in an experiment to manipulate their level of FOMO, 
which was followed by a posting preference option task. Across all three studies, FOMO was 
induced by creating an awareness of concurrent and unattended experiences in various ways. 
The participants were asked to observe how others spent their vacation (Study 1), to recall a 
FOMO situation (Study 2), or to learn about after-work activities that took place in their city 
(Study 3). We used different methods to measure the participants’ self-esteem levels, and 
tested their preferences for posting on three different social media platforms (i.e., WeChat, 
Sina Weibo, and Facebook). To ensure the realism of the stimuli and avoid language-related 
barriers during the experiments, all three studies in this research were conducted in the local 
language (Hayran et al., 2020). 
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Table 1. A summary table comparison for the three studies 
Study Sample Theme Purpose Data source Main results Hypotheses 

Study 1 122 
participants 
Mage=21.96 
70 males 
52 females 

“Vacation 
FOMO” 

Test H1 
and H2 

Lab study in 
a Chinese 
university 

FOMO has a significant main effect 
on preference for posting identity-
relevant products 

H1 accepted 

A significant interaction effect exists 
between FOMO and self-esteem 

H2 
preliminarily 
accepted 

Study 2 138 
participants 
Mage=24.25 
71 males  
67 females 

FOMO event 
recall task 

Test H1, 
H2, H2a 
and H2b 

Lab study in 
a Chinese 
university 

When HSEs experienced FOMO, 
their preference for posting about 
identity-relevant products was driven 
by the motivation to self-present, 
whereas a relatively lower preference 
was demonstrated by LSEs who 
experienced FOMO due to their 
increased motivation to s avoid social 
attention. 

H2, H2a and 
H2b accepted 

Follow-up 
study of 
Study 2 

128 
participants 
Mage= 21.36 
53 males 
75 females 

Credamo 
(United 
states) 

Study 3 264 
participants 
Mage=26.83 
111 males 
153 females 

“Work-place 
FOMO” 

Test H3 Lab study in 
five 
companies 

A significant three-way interaction 
effect between FOMO, self-esteem 
and supportive interaction; 
when they perceive high supportive 
interaction, HSEs (LSEs) prefer to 
post about identity-relevant products 
on social media to a greater (lesser) 
extent than usual when they 
experience FOMO. When they 
perceive low supportive interaction, 
neither HSE nor LSE consumers shift 
their usual preference for posting to a 
significant extent when they 
experience FOMO. 

H3 accepted 

 
4. Study 1 

Study 1 aimed to investigate the primary effect of FOMO on consumer preferences for 
posting identity-relevant products on social media. Because FOMO is mostly experienced 
when studying and working (Milyavskaya et al., 2018) and is pervasive among university 
students (Alt, 2015; Beyens et al., 2016; Milyavskaya et al., 2018), we investigated “holiday 
FOMO” in a university in Southwest China.  
4.1 Method 

Experimental Design. We recruited 122 participants from a famous Chinese university (70 
males, 52 females; Mage= 21.96). Although they were told that they would have to come to 
the laboratory during the May Day holiday, they participated voluntarily. The participants 
were paid after the experiment (equal to approximately USD$4). Study 1 involved three tasks. 
The first task asked the recruited participants to complete a measurement of their self-esteem. 
The measurement of their self-esteem (1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly agree; α=.81) was 
based on a 7-point scale mainly adapted from Rosenberg (1965). Two weeks later, they 
returned to the laboratory to complete the other tasks described below. 

During these two weeks, a pretest was completed to select the stimuli for the main study. 
We first investigated how participants tended to spend their holidays; this was designed to 
induce FOMO through a scenario in the main study. Sixty undergraduate and graduate 
students were randomly selected from the same university and were asked to recall their 
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favorite tourist attractions that they considered self-relevant. From their responses, we 
selected four different sites as manipulation scenarios for the main study. Two weeks later, 
during the May Day holiday, the participants in the first task were asked to come to the 
laboratory to perform two other seemingly independent tasks.  

FOMO manipulation. The second task manipulated participants’ level of FOMO by using 
the experimental paradigm of the previous study (Hayran et al., 2020; Milyavskaya et al., 
2018). How other students spent their May Day vacation was presented to participants in the 
FOMO condition group; the scenario showed participants the students’ favorite cities to visit 
during that holiday, as well as some vacation photos. We showed photos of the school and 
some of its basic information, including its history and the project overview, to those in the 
control group. In both condition groups, we attempted to keep the length and visual qualities 
of the scenarios parallel (Hayran et al., 2020).  

Dependent variable. The third task was to gauge participants’ preference for posting about 
identity-relevant products on social media. In accordance with Grewal et al. (2019), we 
provided participants with reading material about a new feature of WeChat called “WeChat 
Curation,” which was described as a public way to post or curate product preferences on 
WeChat. To make the feature concrete, we also showed a sample curation to them (Appendix 
B). Next, the participants needed to perform searches. They were asked to find three products 
on the internet that reflected their image of college students (identity-relevant products) and 
three products that could be useful for their college life (functional products). 

Following other scholars (White et al., 2012; Song et al., 2017), the measurement of the 
preference for posting identity-relevant products on social media was the difference between 
the posting preference of the two types (identity-relevant products vs. functional products). 
Afterward, we asked the participants to evaluate their intention to post these products on 
WeChat, based on three seven-point scales (e.g., Would you like to post these products on 
your WeChat Curation? (1=not at all, 7=very much; Turel and Gil-Or, 2019). The difference 
between the average scores for the identity-relevant products (α=.95) and the functional 
products (α=.91) was calculated for each participant. Additionally, the participants assessed 
how each of the products signaled their student identity, using a seven-point scale (Midentity-

relevant=5.25, Mfunctional= 2.80; t(121)=14.56, p<.01). 
After completing the three tasks, we evaluated the level of FOMO that was induced by the 

prior task as adopted from Milyavskaya et al.’s (2018) research (1=not at all, 7=very much; 
α=.91). Based on these measurements, the participants’ scores were averaged to form an 
overall FOMO index. Participants also reported their activity level on social media platforms 
(1=not active at all, 7=very active). The survey ended after the participants completed a 
suspicion probe and collection of demographic information. 
4.2 Results 

Manipulation check. We first conducted a regression analysis, with the manipulation check 
scores for FOMO as the dependent variable. The FOMO condition (FOMO condition=1, 
control condition=-1), mean-centered self-esteem, and their interaction term were the 
independent variables. As we expected, participants in the FOMO condition group reported 
experiencing stronger FOMO than those in the control condition group (MFOMO=5.22, 
Mcontrol=2.61; t(120)=12.03, p<.01). Additionally, neither chronic self-esteem, which was 
measured in the first task 15 days before the second task (t(118)=-1.18, p>.23), nor its 
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interaction effect with the experimental condition (t(118)=0.60, p>.54) yielded a significant 
main effect on reported FOMO. Thus, the FOMO manipulation was successful. 

Preference for posting about identity-relevant products. We evaluated the relative 
preference index by measuring the difference in posting preferences for two categories of 
products (evaluation of identity-relevant products minus evaluation of functional products). 
The calculated value was formed as the dependent variable. The main results are shown in 
Table 2. 

Table 2. A summary table for Study 1 

Note: HSEs refer to participants with high esteem, LSEs refer to participants with low esteem 

 
To confirm hypothesis 1, we conducted a one-way ANOVA using the FOMO condition as 

the independent variable (homoscedasticity was checked, p=.065>.05). The results of FOMO 
on preference for posting about identity-relevant products on social media revealed a 
significant main effect (MFOMO=0.90 versus Mcontrol=0.33; F(1,120)=5.57, p<.02), which 
indicated that when consumers experience FOMO, they prefer to post identity-relevant 
products on social media more than when they do not experience FOMO. A linear regression 
analysis on posting preference was performed by using FOMO as a predictor and social 
media activity as a control variable. The results revealed that the main effect of FOMO 
remained significant (β=0.38, p<.02), while social media activity was not significant (β=0.01, 
p>.89).  

Next, we conducted a regression analysis using the FOMO condition, mean-centered self-
esteem, and their interaction term as the independent variables. The results showed a 
significant interaction effect between FOMO and self-esteem (t(118)=5.19, p<.01). When 
HSE consumers (1 SD above the mean) experienced FOMO, they preferred to post about 
identity-relevant products (MFOMO=1.76 versus Mcontrol=0.20; t(118)=4.00, p<.01). Conversely, 
LSE (1 SD below the mean) consumers showed the opposite pattern (MFOMO=-0.39 versus 
Mcontrol =0.73; t(118)=-2.63, p<.01). Thus, H2 was initially tested. 

 

Experiment condition(N) Approach Results 

FOMO condition=61 
Control condition=61 

One-way ANOVA 
(main effect) 

MFOMO=0.90 SD=1.15 vs. Mcontrol=0.33 SD=1.06;  
F(1,120)=5.57, p<.02 

Regression analysis 
(interaction effect) 

HSEs: MFOMO=1.76 SD=1.19 vs. Mcontrol=0.20 SD=0.87; 
t(118)=4.00, p<.01; 

LSEs: MFOMO=-0.39 SD=0.82 vs. Mcontrol =0.73 SD=1.14;  
t(118)=-2.63, p<.01 
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Figure 2. Preferences over posting options in Study 1 

 
4.3 Discussion 

Study 1 confirmed that consumers’ posting preferences on social media could be affected 
by FOMO. Specifically, when consumers experienced FOMO, they preferred to post about 
identity-relevant products (vs. functional products) on WeChat more than individuals in the 
control condition group did. Furthermore, we explored the interaction effect between FOMO 
and consumers’ self-esteem. HSEs preferred to post about identity-related products to a 
greater extent than usual when they experienced FOMO. In contrast, LSEs demonstrated a 
preference for posting about identity-relevant products to a lesser extent than usual in the 
FOMO condition. Thus, hypothesis 1 was supported, and hypothesis 2 was partially tested. 

However, this research requires further exploration. Study 1 showed the interaction 
between FOMO and self-esteem without clarifying its underlying mechanism. Therefore, 
Study 2 aimed to thoroughly verify hypothesis 2 by examining the change in motivational 
states caused by participants’ self-esteem through mediation analysis. To ensure that our 
manipulation induced FOMO without inducing additional affective states, we measured 
participants’ general emotional states. We did this in Study 2 to rule out the argument that 
emotional differences drove the disparities in Study 1, and to further confirm that FOMO 
drove the hypothesized effects. Finally, we used another manipulation method to induce 
FOMO and a more direct method to measure consumer preferences, both of which were 
beneficial to enhance the robustness of the experiment in Study 2. 
5. Study 2 
5.1 Method 

Experimental design. A total of 138 participants from a Chinese university participated 
voluntarily (71 males, 67 females; Mage= 24.25) and were paid after the experiment (equal to 
approximately USD $5). Study 2 also had three tasks. The first task was to measure the 
participants’ chronic self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965) based on a seven-point scale. Two weeks 
later, the participants returned to the lab and were randomly divided into two groups (FOMO 
vs. control) to complete the second and third tasks. 

FOMO manipulation. In contrast to Study 1, we used an event recall task designed to 
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manipulate participants’ level of FOMO. Following other scholars (Dong et al.,2013; Song et 
al., 2017), we informed the participants that the purpose of the task was to gather information 
about unusual life events. They were randomly assigned to different groups after being asked 
to write down a particular type of event. The participants in the FOMO condition group were 
asked to describe, in detail, a situation in which they experienced FOMO, while the 
participants in the control group were asked to describe a normal day at school. 

Dependent variable. After completing the manipulation of FOMO, the participants were 
asked to assess their posting preferences. Next, they viewed two versions of a gift box 
(including a metro card, a pen and a key chain), one prominently featuring their school’s 
name (i.e., identity-relevant) and one without it (see Appendix C). We put the two product 
versions, named A and B, side by side, and we ensured that both versions’ side-ness was 
counterbalanced. Unlike Study 1, the measurement of the preference for posting about 
products on social media was directly based on three items, of which consumers to choose 
only one (e.g., Which gift box are you most likely to post on your WeChat Curation? 
1=absolutely A, 7=absolutely B). The average scores of the three items formed a consumer 
preference index for posting (α=.85). Additionally, the participants were asked to report how 
A or B signaled their student identity (MA=6.01, MB=3.19; t(137)=17.18, p<.01). Given that 
the design differences between the two versions of the gift boxes could affect the popularity 
of the products, we performed a separate study to consider their effects based on a 5-point 
scale (α=.84). The separate test involving 96 students showed that there was no significant 
difference in popularity (Midentity-relevant=3.34 versus Mfunctional=3.15, t(95)=1.47, p>.15).  

After completing these tasks, we evaluated the participants’ feelings while they recalled 
their experience through six adjectives, two of which, were related to FOMO (Hayran et al.’s 
2020, Study 1; α=.86) and four that measured their general mood to ensure that FOMO rather 
than emotional states drove the effects (i.e., positive mood: happy and joyful; negative mood: 
angry and sad) on a 7-point scale (1=not at all, 7=very much).  

The participants were then directed to take a survey that measured the motivation caused 
by the second task. Four items for avoidance motivation (e.g., “I would try to avoid social 
interaction with others on social media”; Song et al., 2017; α=.88) and four items for the 
motivation to self-present (e.g., “I want to present my positive traits to others on social 
media”; Kim and Roselyn, 2011; α=.82) were averaged as indexes for each motivation. 

Similar to Study 1, the participants reported their level of activity on social media. Finally, 
after a suspicion probe and collection of demographic information, the survey ended. 
5.2 Results  

Manipulation check. As we found in Study 1, the main effect of the experimental condition 
on participants’ perceived FOMO was significant (MFOMO=5.42, Mcontrol=3.44; t(134)=2.451, 
p=.016<.05). Participants’ chronic self-esteem, did not yield a significant main effect 
(t(134)=0.196, p>0.8) or interaction effect with the experimental condition (t(134)=0.11, 
p>0.9) on participants’ reported FOMO. Thus, the FOMO manipulation was successful. 
Furthermore, the measurements of other emotional states indicated that there was no 
significant difference between the two condition groups (all ts< 3.476, all ps>0.07). 

Preference for posting about identity-relevant products. The participants’ preference index 
for posting was used as dependent variable and the FOMO condition, mean-centered self-
esteem, and their interaction term were used as independent variables The main results are 
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shown in Table 3. 
Table 3. A summary table for Study 2 

Experiment condition(N) Approach Results 

FOMO condition=71 
Control condition=67 

One-way 
ANOVA 
(main effect) 

MFOMO=5.13 SD=1.48 vs. Mcontrol=4.62 SD=1.48; 
F(1,136)=4.04, p<.05 

Regression 
analysis 

HSEs: MFOMO=5.96 SD=0.59 vs. Mcontrol=4.97 SD=1.54; 
t(134)=4.97, p<.01 

LSEs: MFOMO=-4.08 SD=0.90 vs. Mcontrol =4.95 SD=1.04; 
t(134)=-1.99, p<.05 

The 
bootstrapping 
method 
(mediation 
analysis) 

Motivations: self-presentation avoid social attention 
indirect effect: 95% CI: [0.5683, 0.8971] 95% CI: [-0.3736, -0.0906] 
HSEs: 95% CI: [0.1365, 0.6018] 95% CI: [-0.1782, 0.2136] 
LSEs: 95% CI: [-0.0092, 0.1851] 95% CI: [-0.2870, -0.0168] 

Note: HSEs refer to participants with high esteem, LSEs refer to participants with low esteem 

 
A one-way ANOVA revealed that FOMO (homoscedasticity was checked, p=.746>.05) had 

a significant main effect on the preference for posting about identity-relevant products on 
social media (MFOMO=5.13 versus Mcontrol=4.62; F(1,136)=4.04, p<.05), which again 
supported hypothesis 1. The results of the regression indicated that the interaction between 
FOMO and self-esteem was significant (t(134)=4.89, p<.01). Further slope analyses showed 
that HSE consumers (1 SD above the mean) preferred to post more identity-relevant products 
than usual when they experienced FOMO (MFOMO=5.96 versus Mcontrol=4.54; t(134)=4.97, 
p<.01), whereas the opposite pattern was observed among LSE consumers (MFOMO=4.08 
versus Mcontrol=4.95; t(134)=-1.99, p<.05). Thus, Study 2 replicated the results of Study 1 
using a different measure of preference. 

 
Figure 3. Preferences over posting options in a laboratory setting in China in Study 2. 

 
The effect of FOMO and self-esteem on the proposed mediators. We first performed a 

regression analysis with self-presentation and avoiding social attention as the dependent 
variables. The independent variables were the same as those in the previous tests. As we 
proposed, the results indicated that the interaction between FOMO and self-esteem could 
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predict the two mediators (for self-presentation: t(134)=3.57, p<.01; for avoiding attention: 
t(134)=-3.21, p<.01). Further slope analyses revealed that HSEs were more motivated than 
usual to self-present when they experienced FOMO (MFOMO=6.00 versus Mcontrol=4.67; 
t(134)=4.16, p<.01). However, there was no significant difference in the degree of LSEs’ self-
presentation between the two condition groups (MFOMO=3.93 versus Mcontrol=4.26; t(134)=-
0.92, p>.30). LSEs were more motivated than usual to avoid social attention when they 
experienced FOMO (MFOMO=5.77 versus Mcontrol=3.30; t(134)=3.12, p<.01). HSEs’ 
motivation to avoid attention in the two condition groups was not significant (MFOMO=4.30 
versus Mcontrol=3.73; t(134)=-1.43, p>.10). The results thus supported our proposition: HSEs 
and LSEs use different response strategies when they experience FOMO, H2 was supported. 

Mediation analysis. Next, a bootstrapping procedure adopted from Hayes (2015) was 
conducted to examine the mediation of self-presentation and avoiding social attention. The 
dependent variable was the consumers’ preference index, while the FOMO condition and 
consumers’ mean-centered self-esteem served as the independent variable and the moderator 
variable respectively. Participants’ motivations to self-present and to avoid attention were the 
mediator variables. We used a 5,000-resample bootstrap, and the indirect effect of the 
highest-order interaction revealed that the FOMO condition and self-esteem significantly and 
indirectly affected posting preference via the motivation to self-presentation (95% CI: 
[0.5683, 0.8971]) and to avoid attention (95% CI: [-0.3736, -0.0906]). The results indicated 
the indirect effects of FOMO on consumers’ posting preferences through an increased 
avoidance motivation and motivation to self-presentation, both of which were moderated by 
self-esteem. 

More specifically, for HSEs, the motivation to self-present mediated the positive 
relationship between FOMO and the preference for posting about identity-relevant products 
(95% CI: [0.1365, 0.6018]) instead of avoiding attention (95% CI: [-0.1782, 0.2136]). The 
opposite pattern emerged for LSEs. The negative effect of FOMO on posting preference was 
mediated by avoiding social attention (95% CI: [-0.2870, -0.0168]) rather than self-
presentation (95% CI: [-0.0092, 0.1851]). Thus, the results confirmed H2a and H2b, and H2 
was fully confirmed. 
5.3 A follow-up study.  

In response to Song et al.’s (2017) call for an examination of the potential impact of 
cultural differences, we performed a follow-up study with college students in the United 
States. A total of 128 university students (53 males, 75 females; Mage= 21.36) from different 
universities were recruited to complete an online survey through 
Credamo(www.credamo.com). We also showed a sample curation to them (Appendix D). The 
measurement of self-esteem was as described in Study 3, and the manipulation of FOMO and 
stimuli were identical to those used in Study 2. Moreover, we used another method as 
described in Study 3 to measure the dependent variable. The main results are shown in Table 
4. 
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Table 4. A summary table for follow-up study of Study 2 
Experiment condition(N) Approach Results 

FOMO condition=66 
Control condition=62 

One-way 
ANOVA (main 
effect) 

MFOMO=5.59 SD=1.12 vs. MControl=5.12 SD=1.00; 
F(1,126)=6.09, p<.02  

Regression 
analysis 

HSEs: MFOMO=6.25 SD=0.60 vs. Mcontrol=5.25 SD=1.31;  
t(124)=5.06, p<.01 

LSEs: MFOMO=-4.06 SD=1.29 vs. Mcontrol =5.07 SD=0.44;  
t(134)=-2.04, p<.05 

The 
bootstrapping 
method 
(mediation 
analysis) 

Motivations: self-presentation avoid social attention 
indirect effect: 95% CI: [0.0263, 0.2412] 95% CI: [-0.2381, -0.0209] 
HSEs: 95% CI: [0.0073, 0.2467] 95% CI: [-0.045, 0.1384] 
LSEs: 95% CI: [-0.0410, 0.0948] 95% CI: [-0.1114, -0.001] 

Note: HSEs refer to participants with high esteem, LSEs refer to participants with low esteem 
 

A one-way ANOVA indicated that FOMO (homoscedasticity was checked, p=.155>.05) 
had a significant main effect on the preference for posting about identity-relevant products 
(MFOMO=5.59 versus MControl=5.12, F(1,126)=6.09, p<.02). The results of the regression 
revealed that interaction between FOMO and self-esteem was also significant (t(124)=5.02, 
p<.01). Slope analyses replicated the results of previous studies: HSEs preferred to post more 
identity-relevant products than usual when they experienced FOMO (MFOMO=6.25 versus 
Mcontrol=5.25; t(124)=5.06, p<.01), while the opposite pattern was observed for LSEs 
(MFOMO=4.06 versus Mcontrol=5.07; t(124)=-2.04, p<.05). Furthermore, the mediation analysis 
revealed that self-presentation (95% CI: [0.0263, 0.2412]) and avoiding attention (95% CI: [-
0.2381, -0.0209]) played mediating roles. Specifically, for HSEs, the motivation to self-
present mediated the positive relationship between FOMO and the preference for posting 
about identity-relevant products (95% CI: [0.073, 0.2467]) instead of avoiding attention (95% 
CI: [-0.045, 0.1384]). For LSEs, the negative effect of FOMO on posting preference was 
mediated by avoiding social attention (95% CI: [-0.1114, -0.001]) rather than self-
presentation (95% CI: [-0.0410, 0.0948]). 

Thus, we believe that our conclusions can be generalized across cultures. 
5.4 Discussion. 

Study 2, again, confirmed the effect of FOMO on posting preference. On this basis, we 
identified the underlying mechanism of this effect. The main effect of FOMO received strong 
evidence from Study 2, namely, an interaction effect with self-esteem and a mediating effect 
on the motivation to self-present or to avoid social attention. Study 2 confirmed that two 
different motivations explain the differences observed among consumers with high- and low- 
self-esteem consumers. When HSEs experienced FOMO, their preference for posting about 
identity-related products was driven by the motivation to self-present, whereas a relatively 
lower preference was demonstrated by LSEs who experienced FOMO due to their increased 
motivation to avoid social attention. 

However, not all social media users used these strategies to cope with FOMO. We suggest 
that social interaction is an important action that serves as a response to threats to the self-
concept. We therefore argue that the interactions in Studies 1 and 2 are more likely to be 
observed when consumers perceive high supportive interaction. Study 3 verified the validity 
of this suggestion. In addition to testing the moderating role of supportive interactions, Study 
3 further extended the previous two studies by requiring the participants to use a prepared 



17 
 

microblog account instead of their own accounts and manipulating the perceived identity-
signaling value within the same product domain. 
6. Study 3 
6.1Method  

Experimental design. A total of 264 people (111 males, 153 females, Mage=26.83) from five 
companies in Southwest China were recruited. In return, they were paid with movie tickets. 
Participants were recruited over nearly three months through the researchers’ own network of 
friends. Study 3 employed a 2 (experimental condition: FOMO condition versus control 
condition) × 2 (supportive interaction: high versus low) between-subjects design. Adopting 
other scholars’ methods (Gebauer et al., 2008; Song et al., 2017), we used a single item to 
measure the participants’ global self-esteem (“how much do you like your own name?”; 
1=not at all, 7=very much) based on a 7-point scale.  

FOMO manipulation.  Consistent with the previous literature review, given that the office 
is another environment in which FOMO may occur, FOMO was induced in Study 3 by 
informing participants about after-work events while they were working at the office. All 
participants who worked overtime at the office after 18:00 were typically expected to work 
from 8:30/9:00 to 17:30/18:00 each day during the week, and all indicated that they worked 
overtime at least occasionally. The participants in the FOMO condition group were asked to 
use a study-designated iPad that was logged into Sina Weibo (a Chinese, Twitter-like service) 
to learn about events that were happening in the city. These events were shown to the 
participants along with real photographs. Those in the control group were presented with 
neutral information about the city’s geopolitical importance along with landscape 
photographs. We measured the extent to which the participants experienced FOMO, using the 
same items as in previous studies, after gauging the dependent variable, which was the 
overall FOMO index (a=.87) 

Manipulation of supportive interactions.  Following Zhu et al. (2019), we prepared a 
study-designated iPad logged into a Sina Weibo account with more than 100 followers. 
Unlike Studies 1 and 2, the participants used designated Sina Weibo accounts instead of their 
own accounts, and we provided them with virtual feedback to control supportive interactions 
in Study 3. The participants were informed that 10 participants in another experiment were 
waiting to see their postings on the designated accounts. 

The participants were randomly assigned to high- and low-supportive interactions. 
Participants in the high supportive interaction condition group were told that their posts 
would receive eight likes, which could be seen on five recent posts. In contrast, those in the 
low supportive interaction condition group received only one like. To check whether the 
manipulation was successful, each supportive interaction was evaluated with an item, based 
on a 7-point scale (“To what extent do you think your post is well liked?”; 1 = not at all, 7 = 
very much; Zhu et al., 2019). 

Dependent variable.  Participants were asked to report their preferences for posting 
product content on our prepared Sina Weibo account. In contrast to Studies 1 and 2, following 
Grewal et al. (2019), the perceived identity-signaling value was manipulated within the same 
product domain. In different contexts, products can be classified as identity-related or 
functional. Thus, using this manipulation of identity relevance, Study 3 measured the 
participants’ preferences for product posts that symbolize environmentalism and for product 
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posts that show the functionality of eco-friendly products. The participants were asked to 
search for two categories of products, one after the other in random order. In the identity-
relevant condition, participants were asked to search for three products “that you would use 
to show that you are a proud environmentalist,” while participants in the functional condition 
searched for “products people can use to help the environment” (Berger and Heath 2007). 
The participants’ preferences were measured similarly to Study 2 (e.g., “Which content are 
you most likely to post on Sina Weibo?” 1=absolutely A, 7=absolutely B; A represents 
functional condition posts, B represents identity-relevant condition posts). The three items 
served as a preference index (a=.79). This study ended by requesting demographic 
information, after asking questions about FOMO and supportive interactions. 
6.2 Results 

Manipulation checks. The FOMO condition had a significant main effect on participants’ 
perceived FOMO (MFOMO=5.26 versus Mcontrol=2.87; t(256)=12.22, p<.001). Neither mean-
centered self-esteem nor the supportive interaction manipulation (p>.10) had a significant 
main effect (p>.30). The two-way interactions between the manipulation of FOMO and self-
esteem (p>.90), the manipulation of FOMO and supportive interaction (p>.50), the 
manipulation of supportive interaction and self-esteem (p>.20), and the three-way interaction 
also had no significant effects (p>.10). We thus manipulated FOMO successfully. 

Similarly, the manipulation check score of supportive interaction was used as the 
dependent variable, and the results showed that only the manipulation of supportive 
interaction (high-supportive-interaction=1, low-supportive-interaction=-1) significantly 
affected the participants’ perceptions of supportive interactions (6.06 versus. 4.78 for the 
high- and low-supportive-interaction conditions, respectively; t(262)=9.99, p<.001). However, 
no such effect was found for either the FOMO manipulation (p>.20) or mean-centered self-
esteem (p>.20). Furthermore, two-way interactions between the manipulation of FOMO and 
self-esteem (p>.80), the manipulation of FOMO and supportive interaction (p>.50), the 
manipulation of supportive interaction and self-esteem (p>.30, and the three-way interactions 
(p>.20) were not significant. Thus, the manipulation of supportive interaction was successful. 

Preference for posting preference. The same method was used to conduct a regression, and 
the results showed a significant interaction effect between FOMO and self-esteem 
(t(256)=2.38, p=.02 <.05), which was in line with the findings of the previous two studies. 
More importantly to our theory, the results showed a significant three-way interaction effect 
(t(256)=2.108, p=.036 <.05), indicating that consumers’ feelings about supportive interaction 
can further influence the interaction relationship between FOMO and self-esteem. The main 
results are shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5. A summary table for Study 3 
Experiment condition(N) Approach Results 

FOMO 
condition=132 

High supportive 
interaction=66 

Regression 
analysis 

(interaction 
effect) 

High 
supportive 
interaction: 

HSEs: 
MFOMO=5.37 SD=0.55 vs. 
Mcontrol=3.99 SD=1.12; 
t(256)=8.36, p<.01 

Low supportive 
interaction=66 LSEs: 

MFOMO=3.47 SD=1.15 vs. 
Mcontrol=4.25 SD=1.12; 
t(256)=2.18, p<.05 

Control 
condition=132 

High supportive 
interaction=66 Low 

supportive 
interaction: 

HSEs: 
MFOMO=4.39 SD=1.29 vs. 
Mcontrol=4.26 SD=1.12; 
t(256)=.46, p>.70 

Low supportive 
interaction=66 LSEs: 

MFOMO=4.12 SD=1.09 vs. 
Mcontrol=3.93 SD=1.30; 
t(256)=.23, p>.40 

Note: HSEs refer to participants with high esteem, LSEs refer to participants with low esteem 
 

The simple slope analyses indicated that, when participants experienced high supportive 
interaction, those with HSE (1 SD above the mean) showed a greater preference than usual 
for posting identity-relevant products on social media when they experienced FOMO 
compared to their counterparts in the control condition (MFOMO=5.37 versus Mcontrol=3.99; 
t(256)=8.36, p<.01). The LSE participants (1 SD below the mean), in contrast, preferred the 
identity-relevant products to a lesser extent than usual when they were in the FOMO 
condition group (MFOMO=3.47 versus Mcontrol=4.25; t(256)=2.181, p<.05). 

However, when participants experienced low-supportive-interactions, no differences 
between the FOMO and control conditions were found for either the HSE (MFOMO=4.39 
versus Mcontrol=4.26; t(256)=.46, p>.70) or the LSE groups (MFOMO=4.12 versus Mcontrol=3.93; 
t(256)=.23, p>.40). Thus, if the participants perceived low-supportive-interactions, posting 
about identity-relevant products would not be treated as a means of dealing with FOMO. 

Based on the above, H3 was supported. 
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Figure 4. Preferences over posting options in Study 3 

 
6.3 Discussion  

Study 3 provided evidence for a boundary condition of the interaction effect between 
FOMO and self-esteem and the moderating effect of supportive interaction. More specifically, 
the results suggest that the interaction effect on the preference for posting identity-relevant 
products is more robust when participants receive more likes (high supportive interaction); 
that is, when they perceive high supportive interaction, HSEs (LSEs) prefer to post about 
identity-relevant products on social media to a greater(lesser) extent than usual when they 
experience FOMO. When they receive fewer likes (low or lack of supportive interaction), 
neither HSE nor LSE consumers shift their usual preference for posting to a significant extent 
when they experience FOMO. 

It is possible that some readers might doubt the hypotheses proposed in Study 1 and Study 
2, which assumed that the perceived supportive interaction of participants was high. This 
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assumption was tested in a follow-up study. The results showed that students (N=237) from 
the same subject pool perceived supportive interaction (Mstudents=5.34) similarly, comparable 
to the higher supportive interaction condition group in Study 3 (Mhigh-supportive interaction= 6.06). 
7. General discussion 

With the increase in social media users and usage, consumers are able to observe  real-time 
information flows, which exacerbates FOMO. This phenomenon has attracted the attention of 
academics and the practitioners. An increasingly number of brands are concerned about social 
media marketing, encouraging consumer engagement and the generation of “earned media” is 
important. Thus, we explored the association between FOMO and posting actions. Our 
research further investigated the consequences of FOMO and presented real-life contexts 
where it may be experienced. Conceptually, we clarified how consumers’ posting actions help 
them cope with FOMO through identity signaling. Research has confirmed that brands and 
products are used not only for their functions but also for their symbolic value (Belk 2013; 
Belk et al., 1982; Grewal et al., 2019). Our research found that FOMO can positively 
influence consumer preferences for posting about identity-relevant products (Studies 1 and 2). 
In Study 2, the findings revealed that HSEs and LSEs have different strategies for coping 
with FOMO. Furthermore, we explored the underlying mechanism of this effect. Specifically, 
HSEs are motivated to self-present and thus preferred to post about identity-relevant (rather 
than functional) products on social media to a greater extent than usual when they experience 
FOMO. However, LSEs prefer to post about commercial content to a lesser extent than usual 
due to their motivation to avoid social attention when they experience FOMO. Study 3 
identified a boundary condition for the interaction effect between FOMO and self-esteem, 
namely, supportive interaction. High-supportive interaction perceived by consumers is always 
accompanied by the emergence of the interaction effect between FOMO and chronic self-
esteem, which diminishes when there is a perceived low-supportive interaction). 
7.1 Theoretical implications and managerial implications 

From a theoretical standpoint, this research makes several notable contributions. First, our 
research contributes to the growing literature on FOMO. More specifically, we propose a 
novel behavioral consequence of FOMO. While previous studies have shown that FOMO 
may lead to different behavioral consequences (Hayran et al., 2020; Hodkinson, 2016), such 
as impulse purchases (Celik et al., 2019), conformity consumption (Kang et al., 2019), 
consumer loyalty (Hayran et al., 2020), purchase intention (Good and Hyman, 2020), 
excessive use of online social media and smartphones (Chotpitayasunondh and Douglas, 
2016), fake news and gossip sharing (Talwar et al., 2019), and many different 
psychopathological symptoms (Elhai et al., 2018; Milyavskaya et al., 2018; Scott and Woods, 
2018; Tsai et al., 2019). Most prior literature has focused on multiple negative consequences 
(Tandon et al., 2021), there has been little academic attention to the coping strategies 
consumers may adopt when they experience FOMO. In line with recent calls for further study 
(Zhang et al., 2020), our results extend previous research on the behavioral consequences of 
FOMO among social media users. To the best of our knowledge, this work is the first to begin 
investigating how FOMO can alter consumer preferences for posting about identity-relevant 
products. Although this phenomenon is already pervasive, this particular consequence of 
FOMO has not been thoroughly investigated. Furthermore, there is little evidence to indicate 
why FOMO influences consumer preferences for posting. 
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Second, our study adds to prior research on the understanding of FOMO by identifying the 
role that self-esteem plays in predicting how consumers respond to FOMO through their 
posting choices. This study shows that high and low levels of self-esteem lead to distinctly 
different patterns in consumer preferences for posting about identity-relevant products on 
social media when they experience FOMO. Furthermore, this study articulates the underlying 
mechanism of this effect. Given the potential impact of cultural differences (Song et al., 
2017), this study, included both Chinese and US participants, who are from two different 
cultures. The effect of self-esteem was examined within both groups. Thus, this study’s 
conclusions can be generalized across cultures.  

Third, this research also contributes to the literature on social media. We show that 
consumers post information about products or services on social media platforms for the 
purpose of social signals or identity signals. The effect of this study depends on whether 
product posts are perceived to be identity-relevant. Because consumers may post about 
products on social media for several reasons (e.g., financial rewards or discounts; Vilnai- et 
al., 2017), the posts need to be relevant to their identity (Grewal et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
we demonstrate that, consumers with shaken or threatened self-concepts, they gravitate 
toward posting about products on social media platforms only if their coping strategies 
motivate them to self-present. Status symbols in product advertisements do not appeal to 
those whose primary concern is to avoid being the center of attention. Therefore, the findings 
of this research suggest that the underlying coping strategies must be considered due to the 
unclear (and not always positive) relationship between a threatened self-concept and posts 
about identity-relevant products. Finally, we contribute to the research on social media by 
explaining the antecedents of posting actions from the perspective of FOMO. More broadly, 
this study may reveal new links between commercial content, consumer sentiment, and 
posting behavior. Therefore, our research fills a critical void in the emerging social media 
marketing literature. 
7.2 Managerial implications 

As an emerging concept in consumer psychology and a social media buzzword, FOMO is 
prompting companies to explore its implications. Our findings also have repercussions for 
interactive marketing practitioners. 

First, our research suggests that awareness of missed opportunities can momentarily induce 
FOMO, and FOMO can alter the posting preferences of social media users. According to our 
findings, FOMO could be a predictor of social media posting behavior. Thus, in the context 
of social media, where FOMO is frequently experienced, brands could build a framework in 
which the content of consumers’ posts could be shaped to emphasize the increase in identity 
signaling through posting (versus focusing on a product’s usefulness). Because consumers 
prefer to post about identity-relevant products when they experience FOMO, posting photos 
of products is a way for consumers to communicate their identity. Brand marketers may 
consider concatenating the features of the consumers’ self-concept to help improve their 
market positioning. Given that FOMO can be manipulated or triggered and posting types can 
be predicted, managers can use market research studies to assess how much FOMO 
consumers feel in relation to brand posts on social media. Advertisers and marketing 
managers could create FOMO-triggering messages in advertisements or FOMO-laden 
appeals (e.g., “Do not miss out” or “Limited edition”) to induce FOMO and encourage 
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consumers to post about their brand’s product or service, which is helpful for spreading word-
of-mouth or generating buzz that raises awareness. Hodkinson (2019) noted that how FOMO 
marketing appeals are already commonplace. An improved understanding of FOMO appeal 
responses provides the opportunity to enhance the effectiveness of FOMO as a posting trigger.  

In addition, according to the findings of the current research, consumers with different self-
esteem will respond in two different ways to deal with FOMO, it is necessary to make social 
media strategies for specific consumer groups. The findings of this study suggest that brands 
can activate consumers’ feelings of FOMO through marketing stimuli such as advertising and 
information sharing, and then increase the posting behavior of the brand/product on social 
media. We found an interaction between FOMO and self-esteem, for HSE consumers, they 
are motivated to self-present when they experience FOMO. Consequently, brands can design 
identity-relevant material into their commercial content on social media, which makes 
consumers with high self-esteem more willing to engage in their social media interactions. 
Although LSEs’ motivation to avoid negative social attention can undermine their desire to 
post on social media platforms, on the one hand, it can be considered to stimulate the self-
esteem level of the consumers in advertisements; on the other hand, marketing managers may 
also try to develop other social media strategies to encourage them to post (e.g., financial 
rewards). 

Finally, given the verification of the role played by supportive interactions, we found that 
garnering positive feedback, such as likes, can profoundly impact the self-perception of 
consumers. Thus, brands could attempt to create new and visually pleasing designs to provide 
consumers with the means to receive the verification they seek. To better engage consumers 
with their social media content, brand marketers should endeavor to better understand how 
consumers present their products on social media platforms and interact with these posts by 
liking, commenting on, and reposting them. Brands benefit when consumers experience such 
supportive interactions are perceived by consumers, and they can establish good relationships 
with their consumers by encouraging them to continue posting. Moreover, such interactions 
provide real data on social media, which also provides opportunities to conduct further 
consumer-relevant research. Thus, brand marketers can better understand consumers’ 
thoughts by tracking and reviewing their responses to product-relevant posts in order to 
understand how social media users think about those products. 
7.3 Limitations and future directions 

Our research has some limitations that are worthy of further study in the future. In Study 1 
and Study 3, we induced FOMO by providing participants with socially attractive 
information in the FOMO condition, and offering neutral information to those in the control 
condition to retain their affective states. Although we tried to prevent interference from other 
factors between the two conditions, it is possible that more socially relevant information may 
have been provided in the FOMO condition. Future studies could examine whether FOMO 
can be elicited by information about alternative events or others who participate in these 
events. In addition, Zhang et al. (2020) in their recent study developed a new scale to further 
measure personal FOMO and social FOMO. However, we only focus on the general FOMO 
in our studies and thus we did not use their developed scale. Future study could empirically 
compare and contrast the downstream effects of the personal FOMO and the social FOMO by 
their proposed scale. 
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Second, in this study, we measured the chronic self-esteem of consumers, rather than 
temporarily manipulating their self-esteem for two reasons. Manipulating self-esteem 
conveys inaccurate information to participants, resulting in additional emotions (i.e., positive 
emotions that lead to pride or negative emotions that lead to shame). Therefore, if self-esteem 
is temporary manipulated, it may affect the relation between self-esteem and FOMO and 
produce mutual spillover effects. Furthermore, consumers are more likely to use coping 
strategies that they have frequently adopted in the past (Song et al., 2017). Notably, the 
coping strategies we propose may not reflect consumers’ typical actions when they normally 
experience good or bad feelings, which indicates that participants’ self-esteem may be 
temporarily boosted or threatened by FOMO. 

Third, to ensure the validity of the experiment, we manipulated supportive interactions in 
Study 3 by providing an account for the experiment and asking participants to view the 
number of likes on previous posts on the study’s Sina Weibo account. However, it is possible 
that people perceive supportive interactions more directly if they received real-time 
interactions, such as likes, comments and reshares, after posting. Thus, one potential research 
direction for future work is to track real interaction records, drawn from participants’ own 
accounts, to investigate the effect of real-time feedback. Objective interaction data, such as 
the number of interactions, quality of comments, and duration of interactions, could be 
critical factors that affect consumers’ engagement or marketing outcomes on social media 
(Cvijikj and Michahelles, 2013; De Vries et al., 2012; Oh et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2012). 
Thus, real-time feedback is important, and future research could investigate its effects on 
consumption experiences in other emerging contexts. 

This research emphasizes that FOMO influences consumers’ identity signals by examining 
how users post products on social media platforms. The two goals of identity signaling, the 
centering of attention on the self and on others, have been the focus of previous research 
(Berger and Heath, 2007). In contrast to previous studies, our research focuses on a more 
general level. Thus, future studies could examine two different social media scenarios: 
consumers who only show their identity to themselves or to others. Furthermore, studies 
could examine whether it is necessary to satisfy identity signaling needs through both types 
of signaling. 

Future research could also examine the characteristics of posting content. Across three 
studies, we investigated how FOMO influences consumer preferences for posting about 
material products. It is also worth exploring the way that consumers post more generally 
about immaterial, experiential things such as ideas, activities, and goal. For example, studies 
could examine whether consumers’ identity needs can be satisfied through their posts that 
signal aspirational identities, such as a user’s desire to his or her improve fitness. 
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Appendix A 
Before starting the three studies, we conducted an exploratory study to understand the 

prevalence of FOMO and how frequently individuals experience it. Four hundred eighty-six 
participants completed an online questionnaire (59% female, Mage=36.6). The questionnaire 
consisted of a description of FOMO and two questions about whether the participants 
experienced FOMO in general (1=no, 2=yes) and to what extent (a seven-point scale, 
1=never 7=always). The results showed that 87% of individuals experienced FOMO in 
general and 90% of them experiencing it at least occasionally, which indicates that FOMO is 
a commonly experienced emotional state.  
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Appendix B 
Translated from the original version in Chinese 

 
Fig B.1.Sample WeChat Curation 
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Appendix C 

Identity-relevant products                                   Functional products                             

Fig. C.1. Two versions of the gift box (sample) 
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Appendix D 

 

Fig. D.1. Sample Facebook Curation from the follow-up study in Study 2 


