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Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) has become a defining psychological experience of the digital era. Although widely studied in relation to social media use and problematic smartphone behaviour, FOMO has rarely been examined through a neuropsychiatric lens, particularly in adult populations. Existing research predominantly conceptualizes FOMO as a situational motivator or behavioural correlate, underestimating its role as a chronic cognitive–emotional vulnerability. The present conceptual review advances a novel framework positioning FOMO as a neuropsychiatric vulnerability syndrome characterized by persistent anticipatory anxiety, predictive cognitive overload, attentional fragmentation, emotional dysregulation, and cumulative digital allostatic load. Drawing upon psychological, cognitive, developmental, and neuropsychiatric literature, this article synthesizes empirical findings and theoretical perspectives to demonstrate how FOMO operates as a sustained vulnerability mechanism rather than a transient digital concern. Adult developmental contexts are emphasized, highlighting how identity consolidation, career pressures, and perceived irreversibility of choices intensify FOMO-related distress. New conceptual propositions are introduced, including FOMO as a failure of predictive cognitive economy and a contributor to emotional homeostatic instability. The review concludes with implications for neuropsychiatric research, clinical assessment, and digital mental health interventions. By reframing FOMO as a syndrome-level vulnerability embedded within adult cognitive - emotional functioning, this article contributes a theoretically advanced perspective to contemporary neuropsychiatric discourse.
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Introduction
The rapid integration of digital technologies into everyday life has profoundly reshaped human cognition, emotion, and social interaction. Smartphones and social networking platforms enable continuous access to information, opportunities, and interpersonal connection, but they also introduce persistent psychological demands. Among the most salient psychological phenomena emerging from this transformation is Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), commonly defined as a pervasive apprehension that others may be experiencing rewarding events from which one is absent (Przybylski et al., 2013).
Initially discussed as a cultural or motivational phenomenon, FOMO has since been linked to a range of psychological outcomes, including anxiety, stress, emotional instability, attentional disruption, and reduced well-being (Elhai et al., 2018; Wolniewicz et al., 2018). Despite this expanding literature, theoretical integration of FOMO within neuropsychiatric frameworks remains limited. Most studies conceptualize FOMO as an antecedent or consequence of problematic digital behaviour, rather than as a psychological vulnerability with broader implications for adult mental health.
This gap is particularly striking given that adulthood represents a period marked by identity consolidation, long-term commitments, and heightened responsibility. In such contexts, concerns about missed opportunities may carry greater psychological weight than during earlier developmental stages. Persistent exposure to alternative life trajectories through digital media may therefore amplify anxiety, dissatisfaction, and emotional instability in adults.
The present article addresses this gap by advancing a comprehensive conceptual framework that positions FOMO as a neuropsychiatric vulnerability syndrome in adults. Rather than treating FOMO as a transient digital concern, this review conceptualizes it as a sustained cognitive–emotional state involving anticipatory anxiety, predictive processing failure, attentional fragmentation, emotional dysregulation, and cumulative digital allostatic load.

Methodological Orientation of the Review
This article adopts a narrative - conceptual review approach, synthesizing findings from psychology, psychiatry, cognitive science, and digital mental health research. Literature was drawn from peer-reviewed journals focusing on FOMO, anxiety, attentional processes, emotional regulation, adult development, and technology-related stress. Priority was given to studies involving adult samples, theoretical reviews, and high-impact empirical work.
The goal of this review is not exhaustive enumeration of studies, but theoretical integration and model development. Such an approach is particularly suited to emerging constructs like FOMO, where empirical findings outpace conceptual clarity.

Conceptual Origins and Evolution of Fear of Missing Out
Fear of Missing Out was initially conceptualized within the framework of self-determination theory, which emphasizes the role of unmet needs for relatedness, competence, and autonomy in psychological distress (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Przybylski et al. (2013) argued that FOMO reflects anxiety arising from perceived deficits in social connection and self-worth, motivating individuals to remain continuously connected to others’ activities.
Subsequent research confirmed associations between FOMO and excessive social media engagement, compulsive checking behaviours, and reduced life satisfaction (Alt, 2015; Wegmann et al., 2017). However, early conceptualisations largely framed FOMO as a motivational driver of digital behaviour, overlooking its cognitive and emotional complexity.
More recent scholarship suggests that FOMO operates as a sustained cognitive–emotional state rather than a situational response (Elhai et al., 2020). Adults experiencing high FOMO report persistent anticipatory worry, difficulty disengaging from digital cues, and chronic dissatisfaction with present experiences. This shift necessitates a reconceptualisation of FOMO as an internalized vulnerability embedded within cognitive and emotional regulation systems.

Epidemiological and Statistical Trends in Adult FOMO
Large-scale empirical investigations increasingly demonstrate that Fear of Missing Out is not a marginal or developmentally limited phenomenon but a widespread psychological experience among adults in digitally saturated societies. Population-based surveys across North America, Europe, and Asia indicate that between 40% and 70% of adults report moderate to high levels of FOMO, particularly those engaged in intensive smartphone and social media use (Baker et al., 2016; Elhai et al., 2018; Rozgonjuk et al., 2020). These prevalence estimates suggest that FOMO constitutes a normative yet psychologically consequential experience rather than a clinical outlier.
Beyond prevalence, statistical analyses consistently show that FOMO is significantly associated with anxiety, stress, and emotional exhaustion, even after controlling for frequency of digital technology use (Elhai et al., 2016; Wolniewicz et al., 2018). This finding is critical, as it indicates that FOMO is not merely a proxy for screen time but an independent psychological construct with distinct mental health implications. Meta-analytic trends further suggest moderate effect sizes between FOMO and anxiety-related outcomes, typically ranging from r = .25 to .40, comparable to other established cognitive vulnerability factors (Dempsey et al., 2019; Servidio, 2021).
Age-stratified analyses reveal that the psychological correlates of FOMO may intensify across adulthood. Milyavskaya et al. (2018) reported stronger associations between FOMO and distress among older adult samples compared to younger cohorts, suggesting that perceived opportunity costs and life-course finality amplify FOMO-related anxiety. Similarly, longitudinal studies indicate that adults with persistently high FOMO exhibit stable elevations in stress and worry over time, supporting its conceptualisation as a chronic vulnerability rather than a transient state (Brailovskaia et al., 2018).

Table 1. Epidemiological Indicators of Adult FOMO
	Indicator
	Empirical Trend

	Prevalence
	40–70% report moderate–high FOMO

	Anxiety correlation
	Moderate, independent of screen time

	Developmental pattern
	Stronger effects in later adulthood

	Temporal stability
	Moderate–high stability over time

	Clinical relevance
	Linked to stress, burnout, and anxiety



Collectively, these epidemiological trends justify the need to conceptualize FOMO as a population-level mental health risk factor rather than a niche behavioral concern.

FOMO and Anxiety-Prone Cognitive Styles
A robust body of literature links FOMO with anxiety-related cognitive processes. Individuals high in FOMO exhibit heightened anticipatory worry, intolerance of uncertainty, and persistent concern about missed opportunities (Dempsey et al., 2019). These features closely mirror core characteristics of anxiety disorders, suggesting that FOMO may function as a vulnerability factor rather than a secondary stressor.
Studies consistently report positive associations between FOMO and both state and trait anxiety (Elhai et al., 2016; Wolniewicz et al., 2018). This relationship appears to be driven by hypervigilant attentional patterns, whereby individuals remain cognitively oriented toward potential external events rather than present experiences. Such attentional bias reinforces rumination and emotional tension, undermining psychological stability.
In adults, these effects may be amplified by the perceived consequences of missed opportunities in domains such as career advancement, social capital, and relational fulfillment.

Predictive Processing Failure and Cognitive Overload
Contemporary cognitive neuroscience emphasizes predictive processing as a fundamental principle of brain functioning, whereby individuals continuously generate and update expectations about future events to minimize uncertainty (Clark, 2013; Friston, 2010). Within this framework, psychological well-being depends on the brain’s ability to achieve predictive closure - the resolution of uncertainty through reliable environmental feedback.
Digital environments disrupt this process by introducing continuous novelty, infinite informational alternatives, and variable social feedback. FOMO emerges when predictive systems are repeatedly activated without resolution. Adults high in FOMO struggle to determine when sufficient information has been obtained, resulting in prolonged anticipatory states characterized by vigilance and uncertainty (Elhai et al., 2020). This persistent prediction error creates a cognitive milieu conducive to anxiety and mental fatigue.
From a neuropsychiatric standpoint, unresolved predictive processing is associated with heightened arousal, impaired attentional control, and emotional dysregulation (Carleton, 2016; Bishop, 2007). FOMO may therefore be conceptualized as a maladaptive predictive state, in which the individual remains cognitively oriented toward hypothetical futures at the expense of present-moment engagement.
Cognitive overload further compounds this vulnerability. Empirical research demonstrates that frequent digital interruptions and task-switching impair executive functioning, working memory, and emotional regulation capacity (Ophir et al., 2009; Wilmer et al., 2017; Mark et al., 2018). Adults experiencing high FOMO are particularly susceptible to these effects due to compulsive monitoring behaviours driven by unresolved predictive uncertainty.

Attentional Entropy and Emotional Dysregulation
Attentional entropy refers to the dispersion of cognitive resources across multiple competing stimuli. FOMO increases attentional entropy by compelling individuals to remain constantly receptive to digital information. This fragmentation undermines emotional regulation by depleting cognitive resources required for adaptive coping.
Empirical studies link FOMO to increased emotional reactivity, envy, frustration, and dissatisfaction, particularly following exposure to curated representations of others’ lives (Franchina et al., 2018; Rozgonjuk et al., 2020). Adults experiencing persistent FOMO often report diminished enjoyment of present experiences, as attention remains oriented toward perceived alternatives.
Neuropsychiatric models identify emotional dysregulation as a transdiagnostic vulnerability underlying anxiety and depressive disorders (Gross & Jazaieri, 2014). By sustaining negative affect and impairing emotional regulation capacities, FOMO may indirectly increase susceptibility to internalizing psychopathology.

Adult Developmental Context and Intensification of FOMO
Adulthood is characterized by identity consolidation, long-term commitments, and increased responsibility (Erikson, 1968). Within this developmental context, missed opportunities are often interpreted as irreversible losses rather than temporary absences. Digital platforms intensify this perception by continuously presenting alternative life trajectories.
Research suggests that adults engage in digital social comparison through a lens of achievement, progress, and life satisfaction, intensifying self-evaluation and existential concern (Stead & Bibby, 2017). Unlike adolescents, who often perceive future opportunities as abundant, adults experience FOMO against a backdrop of perceived finality, amplifying psychological distress.
This developmental perspective underscores the need to treat adult FOMO as a distinct mental health concern rather than an extension of adolescent digital behaviour.

Digital Allostatic Load: An Integrative Concept
Allostatic load refers to the cumulative physiological and psychological cost of chronic adaptation to stress. FOMO contributes to a form of digital allostatic load by sustaining hypervigilance, cognitive overload, and emotional strain over time.

Table 2. Components of Digital Allostatic Load in FOMO
	Domain
	Manifestation

	Cognitive
	Mental fatigue, attentional overload

	Emotional
	Chronic dissatisfaction, anxiety

	Behavioural
	Compulsive checking, monitoring

	Neuropsychiatric
	Increased vulnerability to anxiety



This construct integrates multiple pathways into a unified framework explaining how chronic FOMO may erode psychological resilience in adults.

Protective Factors: Resilience and Metacognitive Awareness
Not all individuals experiencing FOMO develop psychological distress. Psychological resilience plays a critical moderating role by enhancing tolerance for uncertainty, cognitive flexibility, and emotional regulation (Smith et al., 2008). Resilient individuals are better able to contextualize digital information and disengage from compulsive monitoring.
Metacognitive awareness further enables individuals to recognize FOMO-related thoughts without acting upon them. Studies indicate that resilience and self-regulation buffer the relationship between FOMO and anxiety, emotional exhaustion, and problematic digital engagement (Brailovskaia et al., 2018).

Integrated Conceptual Model
The reviewed literature supports an integrated model in which FOMO functions as a neuropsychiatric vulnerability syndrome. In this model, predictive uncertainty and anxiety drive persistent monitoring behaviour, leading to cognitive overload and attentional entropy. Emotional dysregulation emerges as cognitive resources are depleted, while cumulative digital allostatic load increases vulnerability to anxiety-related disorders.

Table 3. Behavioural vs Neuropsychiatric Conceptualisation of FOMO
	Dimension
	Behavioural View
	Vulnerability Syndrome View

	Duration
	Situational
	Chronic

	Core process
	Social monitoring
	Predictive anxiety

	Clinical relevance
	Limited
	High

	Intervention focus
	Screen time
	Cognition & emotion



Conceptual Propositions
1. Fear of Missing Out functions as a sustained neuropsychiatric vulnerability rather than a situational digital response.
2. FOMO reflects failure of predictive cognitive economy under conditions of continuous digital input.
3. Attentional entropy mediates the relationship between FOMO and emotional dysregulation.
4. Emotional dysregulation contributes to anxiety vulnerability in adults experiencing high FOMO.
5. Digital allostatic load represents the cumulative psychological cost of chronic FOMO.
6. Adult developmental context amplifies the neuropsychiatric impact of FOMO.
7. Psychological resilience moderates the relationship between FOMO and adverse mental health outcomes.
The following propositions further elaborate the neurocognitive mechanisms underlying FOMO:
8. FOMO may be conceptualized as a maladaptive predictive state that prevents cognitive and emotional closure.
9. Persistent prediction error mediates the relationship between digital environments and anxiety vulnerability.
10. FOMO contributes to attentional entropy by sustaining readiness for alternative possibilities.
11. Emotional dysregulation in FOMO reflects depletion of cognitive control resources.
12. Digital allostatic load represents the cumulative neuropsychiatric cost of unresolved predictive uncertainty.

Implications for Neuropsychiatric Research and Practice
1. Research Implications
Future research should move beyond cross-sectional designs and examine FOMO as a longitudinal vulnerability marker for anxiety and mood disorders. Studies employing experience sampling and ecological momentary assessment may clarify how predictive uncertainty and emotional dysregulation unfold in real time. Neurocognitive research could investigate associations between FOMO and attentional control networks, default mode activity, and emotion regulation circuitry. Measurement development is another priority. Existing FOMO scales primarily capture behavioural concern; refined instruments assessing predictive uncertainty, anticipatory anxiety, and emotional exhaustion would advance construct validity (Przybylski et al., 2013; Elhai et al., 2020). These directions position FOMO as a construct of direct relevance to neuropsychiatric vulnerability research.

2. Clinical Implications
Clinically, FOMO-related cognitions should be routinely assessed in adults presenting with anxiety, burnout, or stress-related complaints. Cognitive-behavioural interventions may target intolerance of uncertainty, rumination, and maladaptive prediction cycles (Carleton, 2016; Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008). Mindfulness-based approaches can enhance present-moment engagement and reduce anticipatory vigilance. Therapeutic work may also focus on restoring predictive closure by helping individuals define boundaries around information sufficiency and digital engagement. Such interventions align with emerging models of digital mental health care. Such approaches align with transdiagnostic neuropsychiatric models of anxiety and stress.

3. Public Mental Health and Digital Policy Implications
· At the population level, digital literacy programs should incorporate education about FOMO as a psychological vulnerability rather than a personal failure. Platform-level design changes - such as reduced infinite scrolling, delayed notifications, and well-being prompts - may help mitigate predictive overload (Tarafdar et al., 2019). Workplace mental health initiatives should address FOMO-driven hyperavailability norms that contribute to cognitive overload and emotional exhaustion among adults. This reframing supports population-level neuropsychiatric prevention strategies.


Conclusion
Fear of Missing Out represents a significant and under-theorized psychological challenge in the digital age. This conceptual review advances a novel neuropsychiatric framework positioning FOMO as a vulnerability syndrome characterized by anticipatory anxiety, predictive cognitive failure, attentional fragmentation, emotional dysregulation, and cumulative digital allostatic load. In adulthood, where identity, commitment, and meaning are central developmental concerns, FOMO assumes heightened psychological significance. Recognizing FOMO as a syndrome rather than a symptom provides a foundation for more precise research, assessment, and intervention strategies, contributing to improved mental health outcomes in digitally saturated societies.
Recommendations 
1.	Include FOMO screening in adult anxiety assessments.
2.	Develop FOMO-specific subscales targeting predictive uncertainty.
3.	Examine FOMO longitudinally as a risk marker.
4.	Integrate FOMO into techno-stress models.
5.	Target rumination in FOMO-focused interventions.
6.	Emphasize predictive closure in therapy.
7.	Promote metacognitive awareness of digital triggers.
8.	Incorporate FOMO education in digital literacy programs.
9.	Design workplace norms limiting constant availability.
10.	Encourage notification minimalism.
11.	Promote present-focused attentional training.
12.	Study FOMO across adult life stages.
13.	Examine neurocognitive correlates of FOMO.
14.	Differentiate adaptive vs maladaptive anticipation.
15.	Treat FOMO as a public mental health concern.
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