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Purpose: To explore the relationship between fear of missing out (FoMO), academic burnout, depression, anxiety, and stress among 
Chinese college students, and to examine the mediating role of academic burnout.
Participants and Methods: A cross-sectional survey was conducted among 883 college students from three universities in Anhui 
and Hubei provinces, China. Participants completed validated scales measuring FoMO, academic burnout, depression, anxiety, and 
stress (DASS-21). Structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed to test the direct and indirect effects.
Results: FoMO showed significant positive correlations with academic burnout, depression, anxiety, and stress. Academic burnout 
significantly mediated the relationships between FoMO and each of the three psychological outcomes. The partial mediation model 
demonstrated good fit (CFI=0.989, TLI=0.976, RMSEA=0.064). FoMO showed positive associations with depression, anxiety, and 
stress, as well as associations via academic burnout.
Conclusion: FoMO is not only associated with depression, anxiety, and stress but also associated with these outcomes through 
academic burnout. These findings provide preliminary correlational evidence that highlight the potential relevance of FoMO and 
academic burnout as correlates of mental health.
Keywords: FoMO, academic burnout, depression, anxiety, stress, Chinese college students

Introduction
In an era of intense competition and rapid social change, college students face unprecedented academic and employment 
pressures, making their mental health an issue of growing public concern. Extensive research documents a steady 
increase in mental health difficulties among college students, with many experiencing depression, anxiety, and stress.1,2 

As documented by Regehr et al, in examining stress mitigation programs for college students, a meta-analytic review 
demonstrated that nearly half of this group experiences moderate to severe mental health conditions, such as anxiety and 
depression.3 The annual report released by the American College Health Association-National College Health 
Assessment further reveals that symptoms of psychological distress are widespread, with anxiety and depression 
constituting the most common mental illnesses among American college students.4 Similarly, a mental health survey 
carried out by the Chinese Academy of Sciences involving nearly 80,000 college students aged 15 to 26 found that 
21.48% were at risk of depression and 54.72% were at risk of anxiety.5 Mental health problems not only severely impair 
college students’ academic achievement and personal growth,6 but also constitute significant risk factors for suicidal 
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behavior.7 Depression, anxiety, and stress are common mental health concerns that frequently impact individuals, 
exerting a profound effect on their overall well-being.8 For this reason, an in-depth analysis of the risk indicators and 
underlying mechanisms tied to depression, anxiety, and stress in college students is essential for developing effective 
preventive and interventional strategies.

Furthermore, the broad adoption of mobile internet and social media has profoundly reshaped college students’ daily 
lifestyles. Per the Statistical Report on China’s Internet Development released by CNNIC, China’s internet user base 
stood at 1.123 billion, and university students form the main body of mobile internet users.9 Chinese university students 
spend over 5 h a day on mobile phones, and around 79% of students use their mobile phones during class.10 While this 
highly interconnected digital environment facilitates communication and access to information, it has also given rise to 
an emerging psychological phenomenon known as FoMO. At the same time, an “involution” (neijuan) culture of intense 
academic competition has become prevalent on Chinese campuses, where students face mounting pressure to excel in 
grades, research, and internships. This context of combined high digital dependence and high academic competition may 
amplify the negative effects of FoMO on both academic and psychological outcomes. Research by Bacaksiz et al not 
only identified an inverse association between age and FoMO but also revealed that FoMO is predominantly observed 
among adolescents,11 further highlighting its prevalence and significance within younger populations. Thus, FoMO has 
become a critical risk factor threatening the psychological state of college students.12

However, the severity of depression, anxiety, and stress, which is observed in college students, may not be directly 
predicted by FoMO only through direct emotional mechanisms. To alleviate FoMO, students often develop habitual 
behavioral patterns characterized by frequent phone checking, constant monitoring of social updates, and continuous task 
switching during study sessions.13 When such behavioral patterns persist over time, substantial cognitive resources are 
consumed, leaving fewer resources available for other activities, particularly academic tasks. Students may then tend to 
adopt surface learning approaches,14 and fall into a deeper state of negative academic engagement, namely academic 
burnout,15 thereby posing a significant risk to their psychological well-being. Indeed, the sustained attentional fragmen
tation and time mismanagement associated with FoMO are related to reduced academic achievement and emotional 
exhaustion, which in turn are associated with academic burnout. Gong et al empirically confirmed that higher FoMO 
levels are significantly associated with poorer academic outcomes, primarily because FoMO disrupts academic engage
ment and reduces learning efficiency.16 When reduced achievement persistently overlaps with emotional exhaustion, it is 
ultimately associated with a state of academic burnout. It has also been shown that academic burnout significantly 
impairs college students’ psychological well-being.17 Put more simply, among college students, FoMO may be positively 
associated with depression, anxiety, and stress, and academic burnout appears to play a mediating role in these 
associations. However, few studies have examined how FoMO affects college students’ mental health through the 
mediating mechanism of academic burnout, particularly in the Chinese context.

Although prior studies have separately tested the connections between FoMO, academic burnout, depression, anxiety, and 
stress, few have integrated these variables into a unified theoretical framework to systematically elucidate how the mediating 
function of academic burnout is demonstrated in the links between FoMO and these psychological outcomes among college 
students. Moreover, prior research has often used regression analysis to test the separate associations of each antecedent 
variable with each outcome variable, which limits the ability to reveal the complex interrelationships among the variables. 
Accordingly, this study, employing a sample recruited from Chinese college students, constructs a structural equation model 
that includes depression, anxiety, and stress as parallel outcomes, while simultaneously examining both the association of 
FoMO on depression, anxiety, and stress, and associations through academic burnout as a mediator. This study aims to 
deepen insight into the mechanisms underlying college students’ psychological distress and to provide empirical evidence for 
universities regarding the relevance of reducing FoMO and alleviating academic burnout to student mental health.

Literature Review and Theoretical Hypotheses
FoMO and Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
Coined by Stamell, the term FoMO describes a pervasive social-psychological tendency, manifested in individuals’ 
characteristic behavior of continuously monitoring social media and other platforms to obtain information.18 Vaughn 
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provided the initial conceptual definition of FoMO, characterizing it as a feeling of anxiety stemming from the fear of 
missing information, and reported that approximately 75% of young adults had experienced FoMO.19 Subsequently, 
FoMO was defined by Przybylski et al as a widespread apprehension stemming from concerns about missing important 
information, and they developed the most widely used FoMO scale to date. Their research demonstrated that FoMO was 
negatively linked to college students’ overall mood as well as life satisfaction.20 Multiple studies have further demon
strated that FoMO has extensive negative effects on individuals’ psychological states and behavioral patterns. For 
instance, FoMO increases individuals’ sensitivity to and dependence on online information,21 while reducing self- 
esteem and well-being.22,23 Research has also found that FoMO is closely associated with sleep disturbances,24 and 
with unhealthy behavioral manifestations such as excessive smartphone use.25

Extant research has explored the underlying association between FoMO and stress-related psychological distress, 
encompassing depression, anxiety, and general stress. Empirical studies have confirmed that FoMO elevates individuals’ 
perceived stress levels,26,27 and exhibits a notable positive link with neuroticism.28 Meanwhile, some studies have 
indicated that FoMO is a subtype of anxiety,29 and can lead to social anxiety.30,31 Moreover, prior research has 
demonstrated that FoMO exhibits a strong positive relationship with depressive symptom severity, as evidenced by 
significant statistical correlations.32 As an illustration, one study carried out with undergraduate students in the Southeast 
US revealed that elevated FoMO levels are linked to increased physical symptom severity and more severe depression.33 

Similarly, it is indicated that college students with a stronger FoMO are more prone to depression.34 From a theoretical 
perspective, self-determination theory (SDT) holds that, if people are unable to fulfill their fundamental psychological 
needs, their self-regulation is impaired, leading to negative emotions. In contrast, when their intrinsic needs for social 
interaction and interpersonal relationships are satisfied, intrinsic motivation is maximized, and individuals experience 
a sense of fulfillment or well-being.35 FoMO essentially reflects a systemic frustration of fundamental psychological 
needs, particularly relatedness and autonomy. According to SDT, such frustration is theorized to hinder positive self- 
regulation, which in turn may be associated with intensified negative emotions and reduced psychological well-being. To 
summarize, synthesizing current theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence, FoMO can be regarded as a prominent 
correlate of college students’ psychological well-being, and it demonstrates a marked positive relationship with depres
sion, anxiety, and stress. Hence, we hypothesize that:

H1: FoMO is positively associated with depression, anxiety, and stress among college students.

FoMO and Academic Burnout
Research on academic burnout initially stemmed from the exploration of job burnout.36 Then, burnout was conceptua
lized by Melamed et al as a detrimental emotional condition marked by emotional exhaustion, physical fatigue, and 
cognitive weariness.37 Recently, as research on job burnout has advanced, academic burnout among college students has 
increasingly become a focus of scholarly inquiry.38,39 A study conceptualized academic burnout as the outcome of 
prolonged academic pressure or load and energy consumption that lead to individual energy depletion, manifested as 
decreased motivation toward academic tasks and activities, alienated and indifferent attitudes, and ultimately, academic 
outcomes that fail to meet expectations.40 Furthermore, Kourea et al found that academic burnout is evidenced by 
emotional fatigue, withdrawal from learning engagement, as well as unfavorable cognitive evaluations of learning 
activities.41 Multiple studies have investigated burnout among students, indicating that burnout is relatively common 
among young people, with college students being particularly at high risk.42 A large-scale survey comprising 22,983 
Chinese college students revealed that over 50% of participants reported experiencing academic burnout.43

Current research explores the factors influencing academic burnout from various perspectives, including environ
mental, psychosocial, and academic performance dimensions. Among these factors, the use of digital technology, 
particularly the phenomenon of excessive internet dependence among young people, has been recognized as 
a significant risk factor for academic burnout.44 Considering that social media gradually turned into an essential element 
of college students’ daily activities, a specific psychological state induced by such media, namely FoMO, may serve as 
a critical perspective for understanding academic burnout. Furthermore, existing empirical research has indicated that 
pronounced FoMO drives students to engage in continuous multitasking, thereby fragmenting their attention to 
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learning.45 Concurrently, research has also indicated that FoMO is closely linked to college students’ academic 
motivation and performance,46,47 and directly and negatively affects academic achievement, with greater FoMO intensity 
correlated with weaker academic results.48 Moreover, other research has indicated that FoMO is positively associated 
with academic procrastination among college students.49 Taken together, FoMO may be a significant factor in academic 
burnout by interfering with learning engagement, weakening motivation, and disrupting self-regulation processes among 
college students.

Drawing on the Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, individuals are driven to obtain, sustain, and safeguard 
valued resources to avoid resource depletion.50 From this theoretical perspective, FoMO may be associated with 
academic burnout through chronic psychological resource depletion. Specifically, in a highly competitive campus 
environment, students are constantly exposed to information about their peers’ academic achievements, social activities, 
and various opportunities through social media. To alleviate the anxiety associated with missing out, they frequently 
engage in checking information, task switching, or other compensatory social behaviors, which further consume 
cognitive and time resources that should have been allocated to in-depth learning. Further research has indicated that 
FoMO may act as an important psychological process positively associated with the severity of academic burnout.51 Put 
simply, students with elevated FoMO levels are at greater risk of becoming caught in a cycle of resource depletion, which 
is associated with academic burnout, conceptualized in our study as dejection, improper behavior, and reduced personal 
accomplishment, dimensions linked to FoMO through resource depletion, task interruption, and sustained underperfor
mance. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

H2: FoMO is positively associated with academic burnout among college students.

Academic Burnout and Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
Numerous research has demonstrated that academic burnout exerts a harmful influence on college students. Beyond 
affecting academic aspects, including attrition, academic engagement, and academic achievement,52,53 academic burnout 
is also closely linked to students’ mental health. Using network analysis, a study has identified that college students’ 
academic burnout is a complex construct consisting of emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced professional 
efficacy, although it is a concept distinct from depression, yet the two are comorbid.54 Moreover, academic burnout is 
a significant negative predictor of college students’ life satisfaction, with its detrimental effects primarily mediated by 
heightened loneliness, leading to broader maladjustment issues.55 Furthermore, prior research has revealed a strong 
correlation between academic burnout and anxiety, particularly in high-pressure scenarios such as examinations, where 
feelings of frustration and helplessness exacerbate anxiety symptoms.56 Research conducted among medical students 
revealed that academic burnout plays a mediating role between individual traits and psychological distress. For instance, 
overweight and obesity can indirectly increase the risk of depression, anxiety, and stress by exacerbating academic 
burnout.57 Additionally, research has demonstrated a close correlation between academic burnout and adolescent 
psychosocial well-being, noting that adolescents with mobile phone dependence tend to experience higher levels of 
academic burnout, thereby exacerbating mental health problems.58 A strong link between academic burnout and 
psychological distress among Singaporean college students was revealed in a survey, with greater academic burnout 
intensity correlated with more severe psychological symptoms.59 In summary, academic burnout is negatively associated 
with students’ academic progress and positively associated with psychological distress, including depression, anxiety, 
and stress. Accordingly, we propose that academic burnout is positively related to these psychological outcomes.

H3: Academic burnout is positively associated with depression, anxiety, and stress among college students.

The Mediating Role of Academic Burnout
FoMO may not only be associated with depression, anxiety, and stress among college students, but also associated with 
these outcomes, with academic burnout acting as a mediator. Drawing on COR theory, FoMO functions as an external, 
chronic resource-depleting stressor. By compelling individuals to continuously invest attention and cognitive resources in 
monitoring social dynamics, triggering emotional fluctuations, and engaging in inefficient multitasking, it may 
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progressively be associated with the erosion of the psychological resources that students might otherwise deploy for 
academic coping and self-regulation. Once individual resources are exhausted to a critical level, academic burnout, 
a maladaptive state stemming from chronic resource depletion, is likely to occur. Ultimately, academic burnout, as a state 
of resource depletion, is associated with maladjustment problems, of which mental health issues represent a typical 
manifestation.60 Notably, in academic contexts, students’ learning experiences and developmental outcomes are often 
shaped by the interplay of multiple factors. As a psychological syndrome resulting from prolonged academic pressure, 
academic burnout has been empirically shown to act as a key mediating variable linking antecedent risk factors to 
subsequent negative outcomes, as well as an explanatory mechanism between protective factors and positive outcomes. 
For instance, research by Veyis et al, which surveyed 690 Turkish high school students, documented that academic stress, 
a typical risk factor, was not directly and significantly associated with reduced academic motivation.61 Rather, its 
detrimental effect on academic motivation operated through academic burnout. In a study examining the link between 
mindfulness and self-rated foreign language proficiency, a study of Chinese non-English major college students revealed 
that mindfulness, as a positive psychological resource, enhanced students’ self-perceived language competence solely in 
an indirect manner, specifically by mitigating academic burnout, thereby validating the mediating function of academic 
burnout.62 Meanwhile, a study focusing on nursing students revealed that academic burnout functioned as a mediating 
role in the association between self-efficacy and their inclination toward patient-centered communication.63 These 
studies, spanning different risk factors, diverse student populations, and various outcome variables, collectively highlight 
the critical role of academic burnout as a mediating mechanism. In summary, we hypothesize that, among college 
students, FoMO is associated with psychological distress, with academic burnout serving as a mediator. Consequently, 
we put forward the following hypothesis:

H4: Academic burnout mediates the relationship between FoMO and depression, anxiety, and stress among college 
students.

The Current Study
This study centers on Chinese college students and systematically examines the associations between FoMO and their 
depression, anxiety, and stress, as well as the mediating role of academic burnout. Drawing on SDT and COR Theory, 
together with other relevant empirical research, we constructed a structural equation model, as shown in Figure 1. In 
contrast to traditional regression approaches, this study adopts a multivariate approach that includes depression, anxiety, 
and stress as parallel dependent outcomes in the model. Using SEM, we examine associations of FoMO with depression, 
anxiety, and stress through academic burnout among college students, thereby elucidating the complex interrelationships 
among the variables. By testing this SEM, this research strives to further deepen understanding of how FoMO is 
associated with depression, anxiety, and stress among college students via academic burnout as a mediator, within the 
context of increasingly competitive academic environments. It is anticipated that the findings will offer a more integrative 
theoretical perspective on the multifaceted factors affecting college students’ mental health, as well as provide empirical 
evidence regarding the relevance of FoMO and academic burnout to student well-being for educational practices.

Materials and Methods
Participants
Data were obtained via a questionnaire survey that included four core sections: participants’ demographic information, 
experiences of FoMO, manifestations of academic burnout, and overall mental health status. Convenience sampling was 
used to recruit college students from three universities, located in Anhui and Hubei provinces, China. The survey was 
administered via the Chinese Wenjuanwang online platform between January and February 2026, with all responses 
collected anonymously. It should be noted that this period was neither an examination week nor a vacation; students were 
under routine academic pressure during the data collection period. A total of 1026 college students submitted completed 
survey responses. Before conducting data analysis, we preprocessed the dataset in accordance with established metho
dological protocols. Exclusion criteria were as follows: (1) completion time of less than 150 seconds; (2) identical 
answers for 10 or more consecutive items (indicating repetitive responding); (3) missing values exceeding 20% on any 
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scale. In addition, participants who self-reported a diagnosed mental disorder (eg, major depression, generalized anxiety 
disorder) or current use of psychotropic medication (eg, antidepressants, anxiolytics) were excluded from the analysis. 
Following this screening process, 883 valid responses were included, with an effective response rate of 86.06%. All data 
handling procedures strictly followed confidentiality principles to safeguard the security of participants’ personal 
information. Detailed demographic information regarding the final study sample is presented in Table 1.

Informed consent was obtained from all the participants in the study. This study has been reviewed by the Ethics 
Committee of Anhui University (protocol code AHUIHE20251225 [25 December 2025]).

Measurement
Fear of Missing Out
The Scale measuring FoMO used in the research was developed by Przybylski et al and later revised by Q. Li et al64 It 
consists of two factors: fear of missing information and fear of missing situations. Participants responded on a 5-point 
Likert scale, and a greater cumulative score reflects an increased level of FoMO. Results of confirmatory factor analysis 
showed χ2/df = 4.946, NFI = 0.983, TLI = 0.972, CFI = 0.986, RMSEA = 0.060. Additionally, the Cronbach’s α 
coefficient of the scale was 0.889. These results confirm the measure’s satisfactory reliability and validity.

Figure 1 Proposed theoretical model.

Table 1 Sample Demographics (N = 883)

Category Number (%)

Gender
Male 397 (45.0%)
Female 486 (55.0%)

Education level
Undergraduate students 752 (85.2%)

Postgraduate students 131 (14.8%)

Types of Universities
Double First-Class universities 764 (86.5%)

Other universities 119 (13.5%)

Majors
Humanities and social sciences 474 (53.7%)

Natural sciences 409 (46.3%)
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Academic Burnout
Based on the job burnout model proposed by Maslach, Lian et al developed the College Student Academic Burnout 
Inventory.65 The original scale consisted of 20 items covering three dimensions: dejection, improper behavior, and 
reduced personal accomplishment. Considering that the original scale was developed relatively early and that some of its 
wording and language style may no longer fully align with the daily expression habits of contemporary college students, 
we adapted the scale to make it more suitable for contemporary college students. Through a pilot test (n = 150), items 
were initially screened, and those with low factor loadings (< 0.50) or semantically redundant content were removed. The 
final revised version comprised 15 items, with no fewer than four items per dimension to ensure content coverage. The 
adapted scale still used a 5-point Likert scale for scoring. To examine the construct validity of the revised scale, we 
conducted a confirmatory factor analysis. The results showed: χ2/df = 4.515, CFI = 0.923, TLI = 0.906, RMSEA = 0.063. 
The standardized factor loadings of the items ranged from 0.52 to 0.78 (all p < 0.001), and the composite reliability (CR) 
values for the three dimensions were above 0.7. In addition, the Cronbach’s α coefficient for the scale was 0.812. All 
these indices reached acceptable psychometric standards, indicating that the revised scale had good reliability and 
validity in the present study sample.

Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
The Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scales (DASS), developed by Lovibond and Lovibond,66 have been recognized as 
reliable research tools and have also been validated for assessing psychiatric symptoms in Asian and Chinese popula
tions. This study used the 21-item version of DASS to measure participants’ mental health status. The scale comprises 
three subscales, including depression, anxiety, and stress, each containing seven items. Each item is a descriptive 
statement, and participants responded on a 4-point Likert scale. Scores for each subscale are summed, yielding a raw 
score ranging from 0 to 21 for each one. To align with the standard norms established for the full-length DASS, raw 
scores were multiplied by 2, converting them to a 0–42 scale. According to the severity cutoffs recommended by 
Lovibond and Lovibond, the converted scores are categorized as follows: Depression (0–9 normal, 10–13 mild, 14–20 
moderate, 21–27 severe, ≥28 extremely severe); Anxiety (0–7 normal, 8–9 mild, 10–14 moderate, 15–19 severe, ≥20 
extremely severe); Stress (0–14 normal, 15–18 mild, 19–25 moderate, 26–33 severe, ≥34 extremely severe). These 
criteria were used to calculate the detection rates of depressive, anxiety, and stress symptoms in the present sample. The 
confirmatory factor analysis results for the depression subscale showed χ2/df = 4.466, NFI = 0.983, TLI = 0.977, CFI = 
0.987, RMSEA = 0.063. For the anxiety subscale, the results showed χ2/df = 4.305, NFI = 0.981, TLI = 0.975, CFI = 
0.986, RMSEA = 0.061. For the stress subscale, the results showed χ2/df = 3.859, NFI = 0.981, TLI = 0.979, CFI = 
0.986, RMSEA = 0.057. The Cronbach’s α coefficients for each subscale were 0.889, 0.871, and 0.871. These results 
indicate that subscales above all have good reliability and validity.

Procedure
Participants completed the survey via a unified electronic link at their convenience. Participation was voluntary and fully 
anonymous, with respondents permitted to withdraw at any point. Before starting the questionnaire, all respondents 
reviewed an informed consent document and granted their consent by completing the survey. We used all data solely for 
academic research and maintained strict confidentiality throughout the entire study process.

Data Analysis
No missing data were present because all survey items were mandatory. Univariate normality was assessed using the 
Kolmogorov–Smirnov and Shapiro–Wilk tests, and all variables were found to be approximately normally distributed, 
with absolute skewness and kurtosis values below 1. Multicollinearity diagnostics indicated that all variance inflation 
factors (VIF) were well below 5, with a maximum of 1.175, suggesting no serious multicollinearity. Scatterplot matrices 
revealed approximately linear relationships among the variables. The effective sample size was 883, and the model 
contained 31 free parameters, meeting the minimum of at least 10 cases per free parameter. In addition, the results of the 
common method bias test indicated that common method bias was not a serious concern in this study.
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Then, we employed Mplus 8.3 software to construct an SEM to explore the associations among FoMO, academic 
burnout, and depression, anxiety, and stress among college students. SPSS 27.0 software was used to compute descriptive 
statistics and correlation coefficients for the key variables in this investigation. Subsequently, path analysis was carried out 
in Mplus 8.3 with the maximum likelihood estimation method to test the proposed theoretical model. The model fit was 
evaluated using several key indices: CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR. According to Hu and Bentler’s recommendations, 
model fit is considered acceptable when CFI and TLI values approach 0.95, RMSEA approaches 0.06, and SRMR 
approaches 0.08.67 The mediation effect was tested following the procedures outlined in Hayes’ model.68 To reduce 
estimation bias, the indirect effect was calculated using 5000 bootstrap resamples, with 95% confidence intervals computed.

Results
Common Method Bias Test
The measurement data of the participants in the research involved multiple scales, which may have led to common 
method bias. We used Harman’s single-factor test to assess potential common method bias before conducting formal data 
analysis. All 44 measurement items of the core variables were imported into SPSS 27.0 for exploratory factor analysis, 
with unrotated principal component analysis adopted as the extraction method. The results showed that seven common 
factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were identified, and the first principal component accounted for only 33.53% of 
the total variance, which was below the 40% critical threshold. This suggests that no severe common method bias was 
present in the current study.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis
The means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation coefficients for FoMO, academic burnout, depression, anxiety, and 
stress are shown in Table 2. The correlation analysis results revealed that college students’ FoMO was notably positively 
associated with academic burnout (r = 0.386, p < 0.01), depression (r = 0.480, p < 0.01), anxiety (r = 0.525, p < 0.01), and stress 
(r = 0.565, p < 0.01). Academic burnout was also notably positively associated with depression (r = 0.516, p < 0.01), anxiety (r 
= 0.448, p < 0.01), and stress (r = 0.507, p < 0.01). These results provided preliminary support for the research hypotheses. 
This study used DASS to assess 883 college students and conducted statistical analyses on the detection rates of depression, 
anxiety, and stress symptoms based on raw scores. The results showed that for depressive symptoms, 428 participants (48.5%) 
were at a normal level, 116 (13.1%) had mild depression, 202 (22.9%) had moderate depression, 81 (9.2%) had severe 
depression, and 56 (6.3%) had extremely severe depression. Overall, 51.5% of college students exhibited depressive 
symptoms to varying degrees, with a detection rate of 38.4% for moderate or above depressive symptoms. For anxiety 
symptoms, 344 participants (39.0%) were at a normal level, 62 (7.0%) had mild anxiety, 176 (19.9%) had moderate anxiety, 
110 (12.4%) had severe anxiety, and 191 (21.7%) had extremely severe anxiety. Over sixty percent (61.0%) of college students 
exhibited anxiety symptoms to varying degrees, with a detection rate of 54.0% for moderate or above anxiety symptoms. For 
stress symptoms, 480 participants (54.4%) were at a normal level, 133 (15.1%) had mild stress, 128 (14.5%) had moderate 
stress, 108 (12.2%) had severe stress, and 34 (3.8%) had extremely severe stress. Overall, 45.6% of college students exhibited 

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis (N=883)

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5

FoMO 2.550 0.910 1

Academic Burnout 2.870 0.570 0.386** 1

Depression 0.780 0.680 0.565** 0.507** 1

Anxiety 0.840 0.670 0.525** 0.448** 0.869** 1

Stress 1.020 0.710 0.480** 0.516** 0.846** 0.849** 1

Note: **p<0.01. 
Abbreviations: M, mean; SD, standard deviation.
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stress symptoms, with 30.5% experiencing moderate or above levels. The detection rates of depression, anxiety, and stress 
among the college students were at relatively high levels.

Structural Equation Model and Hypothesis Testing
To identify the optimal fitting structural model, we tested a full mediation model as well as a partial mediation model. 
The relevant model fit indicators were summarized in Table 3. We first tested a full mediation model (SM1), in which 
academic burnout served as a mediator in the relationship between FoMO and depression, anxiety, and stress (Figure 2). 
The model fit indices for SM1 were as follows: χ2/df = 12.96, CFI = 0.954, TLI = 0.920, RMSEA = 0.116, SRMR = 
0.062. Subsequently, we tested a partial mediation model (SM2), in which academic burnout mediated the associations 
between FoMO and depression, anxiety, and stress, with the addition of three direct paths from FoMO to depression, 
anxiety, and stress. The model fit indices for SM2 were: χ2/df = 4.58, CFI = 0.989, TLI = 0.976, RMSEA = 0.064, SRMR 
= 0.031. Additionally, the standardized path coefficients for Model SM2 are presented in Figure 3. The results showed 
that FoMO was significantly positively associated with depression (β = 0.321, t = 7.579, p < 0.001), anxiety (β = 0.455, 
t = 11.313, p < 0.001), and stress (β = 0.477, t = 12.126, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis H1. FoMO was significantly 
positively associated with academic burnout (β = 0.559, t = 15.723, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis H2. Academic 
burnout was significantly positively associated with depression (β = 0.404, t = 9.828, p < 0.001), anxiety (β = 0.268, t = 
6.643, p < 0.001), and stress (β = 0.307, t = 7.738, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis H3. The bias-corrected percentile 
Bootstrap method (with 5000 resamples) was used to test the mediating effect of academic burnout. As shown in Table 4, 
the 95% confidence intervals for the indirect effects of FoMO on depression, anxiety, and stress through academic 
burnout did not include zero. This result suggests that academic burnout served as a significant mediating role in the 
relationships between FoMO and college students’ depression, anxiety, and stress, supporting Hypothesis H4. 
Specifically, the indirect effect of FoMO on depression through academic burnout was 0.226 (95% CI [0.177, 0.283]), 
the indirect effect on anxiety was 0.150 (95% CI [0.107, 0.198]), and the indirect effect on stress was 0.172 (95% CI 

Table 3 Fit Indices Among Competing Models

Model χ2 df χ2/df CFI SRMR RMSEA RMSEA 90% CI AIC ECVI Δχ2 Δdf

SM1-fully mediation model 207.409 16 12.96 0.954 0.062 0.116 [0.103, 0.131] 12,863.522 14.58 - -

SM2-partial mediation model 59.545 13 4.58 0.989 0.031 0.064 [0.048, 0.080] 12,721.657 14.42 147.864 3

Abbreviations: CFI, comparative fit index; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; AIC, akaike’s information 
criterion; ECVI, expected cross-validation index.

Figure 2 Fully mediated model SM1. 
Note: ***p<0.001.
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[0.130, 0.222]). Given that both the direct and indirect effects were significant, academic burnout served a partially 
mediating function in the relationships between FoMO and college students’ depression, anxiety, and stress.

Discussion
The Relationship Between FoMO and Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
This research systematically investigated the direct associations of FoMO on college students’ depression, anxiety, and 
stress. It indicates that, among college students, FoMO was significantly positively associated with depression, anxiety, 
and stress. The finding suggests that FoMO, as an emerging risk factor, is substantially associated with college students’ 
mental health. Theoretically, this finding can be explained by SDT.35 FoMO essentially reflects a self-regulation dilemma 
arising from temporary or persistent gaps in individuals’ fulfillment of psychological needs.20 Particularly when 
individuals observe through social media that others are experiencing positive events they themselves have missed, 
their sense of thwarted belongingness is significantly intensified. This sustained frustration of psychological needs may 
gradually be associated with broader psychological distress over time. As documented in a review by Elhai et al, 
a negative emotional state arising from the thwarting of basic psychological needs is how FoMO can be understood,69 

a view that aligns closely with the core tenets of SDT. Sankapal further incorporated social comparison theory, pointing 
out that FoMO is closely linked to individuals’ upward social comparisons on social media, suggesting that when 

Figure 3 Partially mediated model SM2. 
Note: ***p<0.001.

Table 4 Standardized Estimates for the Structural Mediation Model

Path Effect Boot SE Bootstrap 95% CI

Indirect effects

FoMO→ Academic burnout→ Stress 0.172 0.023 [0.130, 0.222]

FoMO→ Academic burnout→ Anxiety 0.150 0.023 [0.107, 0.198]

FoMO→ Academic burnout→ Depression 0.226 0.027 [0.177, 0.283]

Total effects

FoMO→ Stress 0.649 0.027 [0.593, 0.699]

FoMO→ Anxiety 0.605 0.029 [0.547, 0.657]

FoMO→ Depression 0.547 0.031 [0.483, 0.606]

Abbreviations: Boot-SE, bootstrap standard error (based on 5000 resamples); CI, confidence interval.
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individuals compare their own lives with others’ exciting ones, they are prone to anxiety and feelings of loss.70 Thus, 
FoMO is rooted in the blocking of fundamental psychological needs and is gradually associated with mental health by 
steadily consuming psychological resources.

Consistent with existing empirical research are the findings yielded by the present investigation. In a study of 
adolescents, a significant positive relationship between FoMO and depressive and anxious symptoms was observed by 
Dhir et al.71 A recent study by Elhai and Casale found a notable positive link between FoMO and the severity of 
depression and anxiety, a relationship that was validated across different sample types and regions.72 Focus on young 
Spanish adults, Salazar et al further demonstrated that FoMO was significantly positively associated with depression, 
anxiety, and stress.73 Similarly, Kacker and Saurav, in a study of Indian college students, revealed that FoMO was 
notably correlated with anxiety, and also showed significant associations with social media addiction and certain factors 
of aggression, further confirming the close link between FoMO and negative emotions as well as related behaviors.74 

Together, these studies corroborate the consistency and stability of FoMO as a correlate of mental health problems. Given 
that FoMO has been shown to be a notable factor associated with the mental health of contemporary college students, 
universities can adopt multifaceted approaches, including cognitive guidance, behavioral intervention, and environmental 
shaping, to integrate the alleviation of FoMO into broader mental health promotion efforts. By raising awareness and 
acceptance of FoMO and assisting students in planning their digital device usage time, universities can reduce students’ 
cognitive resource depletion caused by frequent task switching, guiding them toward a dynamic balance between digital 
connectivity and real-world focus, which may be associated with lower levels of mental health difficulties.

The Mediating Role of Academic Burnout
It is demonstrated in our findings that academic burnout functions as a noteworthy mediator between FoMO and college 
students’ depression, anxiety, and stress. Additionally, according to the SEM, FoMO was significantly positively 
associated with academic burnout, and academic burnout significantly positively associated with depression, anxiety, 
and stress. Moreover, the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap analysis confirms that all indirect effects of FoMO via 
academic burnout were statistically significant. This finding indicates that FoMO is positively associated with college 
students’ mental health both directly and indirectly through the pathway of academic burnout.

It is worth clarifying that the academic burnout construct in this study focuses on dejection, improper behavior, and 
reduced personal accomplishment. Theoretically, FoMO is linked to these dimensions through resource depletion, task 
interruption, and sustained underperformance. Specifically, students with high FoMO tend to experience emotional 
exhaustion and academic frustration, which manifest as dejection and reduced accomplishment, while their frequent 
task switching and distraction are captured by improper behavior. From the perspective of COR theory, individuals have 
a tendency to obtain, protect, and maintain valuable resources.50 When confronted with possible or actual loss of such 
resources, they fall into a state of stress, which in turns related to a series of negative adaptive consequences. FoMO is 
essentially a psychological phenomenon closely related to the need for social connection, which is associated with invest 
substantial time in social networking platforms and frequently check their smartphones to obtain social information and 
avoid missing others’ updates.75 This continuous use of devices and attention to information consumes individuals’ 
psychological, cognitive, and time resources, thereby depleting the cognitive resources originally intended for deep 
learning and academic tasks. As a result, students struggle to maintain focus during learning, which is associated with 
declines in academic efficiency, emotional exhaustion, and diminished interest in learning. As resources continue to 
deplete, students eventually show a state of academic burnout characterized by behavioral disengagement, low mood, and 
reduced sense of achievement. This result is largely comparable to the evidence presented by C. Liu et al,51 which 
similarly confirmed the positive association between FoMO and college students’ academic burnout. Ye et al also 
confirmed through empirical research on medical students that FoMO has a stable and notable positive association with 
academic burnout, further supporting the role of FoMO as a correlate of academic burnout.76 Furthermore, academic 
burnout is associated with lower students’ self-worth and self-efficacy, which is related to broader psychological distress. 
Existing research also provides ample empirical support for this pathway. For example, research conducted among Italian 
college students documented that academic burnout represents a meaningful association.77 In addition, Keshavarzi et al 
revealed that academic burnout is correlated with anxiety,78 which is further associated with the influence of academic 
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burnout on learners’ academic performance. Meanwhile, Menacho-Rivera et al, in an investigation of 566 Peruvian 
university students, further confirmed that academic burnout is markedly relevant to depression, anxiety, and stress, with 
depression and stress having the most prominent associations with the cynicism dimension, revealing the relationship of 
academic burnout on mental health.79 Allen et al, in a study involving 2683 graduate students, also indicated that greater 
academic burnout was positively related to more severe stress, as well as moderate or higher levels of anxiety and 
depression.80 A study focusing on biomedical doctoral students in the US revealed that academic burnout and mental 
health problems exhibited high comorbidity, elevated levels of academic burnout significantly related to increased risk of 
mental disorders, severity of depressive symptoms, and level of psychological functional impairment.81 Thus, academic 
burnout acts as a crucial mediator between FoMO and college students’ depression, anxiety, and stress. That is, students 
with higher FoMO tend to be more prone to academic burnout. This condition is then associated with a stronger 
association between FoMO and depressive, anxious, and stress symptoms, which may correspond to more severe mental 
health problems.

Notably, this research revealed that, among college students, academic burnout functions as a notable partial mediator 
connecting FoMO to depression, anxiety, and stress. It indicates that FoMO is associated with their depression, anxiety, 
and stress through both a direct pathway and an indirect pathway mediated by academic burnout. This finding reveals 
a dual-path mechanism: In one respect, FoMO is significantly positively associated with depression, anxiety, and stress. 
In another respect, FoMO is positively associated with these psychological outcomes through its association with the 
disrupted learning process and academic burnout. In summary, academic burnout serves as an important mediator linking 
FoMO to depression, anxiety, and stress. This finding not only expands our comprehension of the pathways through 
which FoMO is related to psychological outcomes among college students but also provides a novel entry point for 
mental health interventions in higher education by addressing academic burnout, which in turn may be associated with 
fewer negative mental health consequences related to FoMO. It should be noted that academic burnout is only one 
possible mediator. Other mechanisms may also explain the link between FoMO and mental health and warrant future 
investigation. For example, Chin and Xie demonstrated that insomnia is a behavioral pathway from FoMO to 
depression,82 while W.Wu et al found that irrational procrastination and media multitasking mediate the association 
between FoMO and online social anxiety.83 These studies, together with our findings, suggest that FoMO may impact 
mental health through various cognitive, behavioral, and emotional mechanisms.

Research Implications
This current research applied a quantitative design to analyze the associations linking FoMO, depression, anxiety, and 
stress among college students, and the mediating function of academic burnout. At the theoretical level, FoMO, academic 
burnout, depression, anxiety, and stress were incorporated within the context of a unified framework by this study, 
showing the dual pathways through which FoMO is associated with college students’ mental health. This goes beyond 
the limitations of prior studies that focused solely on the direct relationships between FoMO and depression, anxiety, and 
stress, thereby enriching studies on the antecedents of psychological well-being among college students and serving as 
a theoretical reference for later research. Furthermore, this study integrates SDT and COR Theory, supporting their 
applicability in explaining the link between FoMO and academic burnout. It describes the complete pathway from FoMO 
to academic burnout and subsequently to depression, anxiety, and stress, expanding the application contexts of both 
theories and offering a new analytical framework for understanding college students’ psychological adaptation. 
Meanwhile, by incorporating depression, anxiety, and stress as parallel outcome variables into a structural equation 
model, this study found that academic burnout was positively associated with each of the three psychological outcomes. 
This finding suggests that future research could further investigate the specific associations between different mental 
health problems and academic-related variables, thereby contributing to the further refinement of theoretical models.

The empirical findings of this research may inform mental health education and academic support efforts in colleges 
and universities. First, universities should prioritize the screening and prevention of FoMO and establish relevant risk 
prevention mechanisms. For instance, assessing FoMO levels could be integrated into routine mental health screenings 
for incoming students to facilitate early identification of high-risk groups. Additionally, for students with elevated FoMO 
levels, offering digital literacy training initiatives can help cultivate healthful digital practices and critical analytical skills 
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for online content, equipping them with the ability to manage information overload, which may be associated with lower 
FoMO.84 Second, universities should conduct timely screening for academic burnout. For students already experiencing 
academic burnout, interventions such as providing guidance on learning strategies can help them re-establish a positive 
learning relationship and may be associated with a weaker association between FoMO and psychological distress. For 
example, targeted interventions, including psychological counseling and resilience-building programs, can assist students 
in developing essential emotion regulation skills.85 Third, faculty should strive to create a supportive campus environ
ment by optimizing classroom design and fostering positive teacher-student interactions, which may help reduce 
unnecessary information anxiety and peer pressure. Building harmonious teacher-student relationships and peer support 
networks can help satisfy students’ basic psychological needs, which could be associated with lower FoMO.

Limitations and Future Studies
We must acknowledge several limitations inherent to this research. First, data can only reflect participants’ status at the 
time of measurement, as a cross-sectional design was adopted in the current investigation. As a result, it remains difficult 
to establish clear causal inferences regarding the link between FoMO and psychological distress. Moreover, complex 
bidirectional relationships and dynamic interactions may exist among these variables. Future investigations could adopt 
a longitudinal design in order to further explore temporal paths and developmental trends. Second, data were collected 
during a regular semester, and the DASS-21 is a self-report screening tool rather than a clinical diagnostic instrument. 
These factors may have influenced the reported detection rates, and the percentages should not be directly extrapolated to 
clinical prevalence estimates. Additionally, the DASS subscales exhibited relatively high correlations in our sample. 
Future research is encouraged to employ clinical interviews or structured diagnostic instruments for further validation. 
Third, the research only explored the mediating function of academic burnout. However, the mechanisms by which 
FoMO is related to depression, anxiety, and stress are likely more complex, and there may be other unexamined 
mediating variables, as well as moderating variables that may buffer or moderate these associations. Subsequent studies 
could construct a more integrated theoretical framework that simultaneously tests multiple mediating pathways and 
moderating effects to more fully elucidate the underlying mechanisms. Fourth, participants were college students in 
mainland China, a constraint that may limit the extrapolation of conclusions across different cultural backgrounds and 
demographic groups. Future cross-cultural comparative studies could perform detailed examinations to analyse the 
similarities and differences in these relationships within diverse cultural and social settings, thereby providing empirical 
support for more generalizable theoretical models.

Conclusion
Using a sample of Chinese college students, the research explored the mediating role of academic burnout within the 
linkages among FoMO, depression, anxiety, and stress. SEM was adopted to systematically analyze the complex 
pathways linking FoMO to college students’ mental health. The key findings are as follows: First, FoMO demonstrated 
a notable positive association with academic burnout among college students. Second, FoMO was notably and 
positively correlated with depression, anxiety, and stress among college students. Third, academic burnout acted as 
a mediator in the connections between FoMO and depression, anxiety, and stress among college students. These 
findings elucidate the mediating mechanisms linking FoMO, academic burnout, depression, anxiety, and stress, thereby 
providing theoretical and empirical evidence for feasible intervention programs to foster the positive mental health of 
college students.
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