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Abstract

Aim Guided by Griffiths’ components model of addiction and the I-PACE (Interaction of Person-Affect-Cognition-Execution)
framework, this study tested whether psychological distress is associated with Facebook addiction and smartphone orienta-
tion through two emotion-regulation pathways: fear of missing out (FoMO) and escapism.

Subject and methods A cross-sectional sample of N=480 adults (86.3% female, 11.7% male) completed measures of psy-
chological distress, FOMO, escapism, Facebook addiction, and smartphone orientation. Structural equation modeling was
used to compare mediation models linking these variables.

Results Psychological distress was not directly associated with Facebook addiction (f =0.01, nonsignificant), but it was
positively related to FOMO ( =0.49) and escapism (f=0.38). FoMO (f=0.46) and escapism (4 =0.09) were both associ-
ated with Facebook addiction. Facebook addiction (f=0.21), FOMO (f=0.32), and escapism ( =0.26) were associated
with smartphone orientation. Model comparisons showed that the full mediation model was the most parsimonious and
best-fitting representation of the data.

Conclusion Psychological distress appears to be linked to problematic Facebook use and smartphone orientation indirectly,
primarily through FOMO and secondarily through escapism. Interventions may therefore benefit from targeting FoMO and
maladaptive escapist coping rather than distress alone.
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Introduction

A steady increase in smartphone use has been observed for
years; given their capabilities, smartphones can now effec-
tively substitute for computers (De Araujo and Reinhard
2019). Consequently, users are engaging with their portable
devices more frequently and for longer durations. Recent
data indicate that, depending on the geographical region,
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the functionalities of mobile applications that can be down-
loaded to smartphones, supporting social and professional
interactions, entertainment, and work (Kawata et al. 2023).
On the downside, a growing phenomenon of problematic
smartphone use (PSU) has been documented for years
(Soraci et al. 2026). Problematic smartphone use can be
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understood as a maladaptive pattern of excessive and poorly
regulated smartphone engagement that produces withdrawal-
like symptoms, interferes with daily functioning, and under-
mines well-being (Sohn et al. 2019). Literature reviews sug-
gest that PSU is associated with fear of missing out (FoMO),
which is described as the distress or unease individuals feel
when they perceive themselves as excluded from relevant
social experiences or updates conveyed through social media
(Akyol et al. 2021; Servidio et al. 2021), psychological dis-
tress (Elhai et al. 2020; Soraci et al. 2026), and problematic
social media use (PSMU) (Akyol et al. 2021; Elhai et al.
2017).

Psychological distress and smartphone use

Psychological distress refers to a broad condition of mental
burden and unease, manifested through varied emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral indicators, including helplessness,
irritability, heightened tension, and problems with everyday
coping. Rather than constituting a separate clinical disorder,
it reflects general, nonspecific reactions to stressors and a
decline in psychological well-being (Ridner 2004). Notably,
psychological distress and smartphone use are bidirection-
ally related (Khan et al. 2023). Higher levels of distress are
associated with more frequent and more compulsive device
checking, while intensive use, especially in the evening, con-
tributes to fragmented attention, sleep disturbances, and the
maintenance of negative affect (Elhai et al. 2017; Thomée
2018).

In such contexts, the smartphone serves as a readily
accessible tool for short-term emotion regulation, reinforc-
ing avoidance strategies and engendering problematic use
habits. Literature reviews indicate numerous co-occurrences
of smartphone use with mood and anxiety disorders (Panova
and Carbonell 2018; Wacks and Weinstein 2021). Empirical
findings suggest that FoOMO, boredom proneness, self-regu-
lation deficits, and social comparison processes, along with
“doomscrolling,” often mediate this relationship by amplify-
ing tension and ruminations (Przybylski et al. 2013; Price
et al. 2022). Consequently, a feedback loop emerges; distress
predicts more frequent, impulsive smartphone checking,
while habitual use (via sleep deprivation, cognitive overload,
and exposure to negative content) sustains distress (Elhai
et al. 2017; Thomée 2018; Wacks and Weinstein 2021).

Psychological distress, fear of missing out,
and escapism

Escapism is defined as the deliberate or habitual diversion
from negative affect and problems (Melodia et al. 2020). It
is often considered ambivalent: initially, it provides short-
term relief, but in the long run (especially at higher intensi-
ties) it is associated with diminished offline presence and
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poorer functioning (Hirschman 1983; Stenseng et al. 2021;
Gabbiadini et al. 2021). Empirical results on escapism are
mixed. One body of research confirms positive associations
between escapism and mental health problems; another
reports weaker effects or null findings, suggesting the impor-
tance of moderators (e.g., motivation, stress context) (Akyol
et al. 2021). It is worth noting that higher FoMO is linked
to stronger escapist tendencies, and FoMO itself correlates
with anxiety and depression, thereby sustaining a feedback
loop in which distress relates to FOMO and escapism that
deliver short-term relief but increase vulnerability to distress
over time (Akyol et al. 2021; Uram and Skalski 2022).

Fear of missing out, escapism, and smartphone use

Fear of missing out refers to an anxious state experienced by
individuals when they are unable to participate in social life
(initially defined outside the digital context and later linked
to social media (Przybylski et al. 2013). Fear of missing out
is assumed to result from unmet needs for belonging and
fears of exclusion, and the ubiquity of smartphones (which
offer constant, immediate access to social platforms) inten-
sifies the compulsion to be “always online” (Fabris et al.
2020). High FoOMO manifests as anxiety about missing
events; the belief that others (including close contacts) are
having more and better experiences; habitual monitoring of
others’ activities and reporting one’s own (typically positive)
content; and keeping the phone within arm’s reach (Uram
and Skalski 2022). This pattern promotes problematic social
media use (PSMU) and PSU, triggering a vicious cycle of
anxiety, frustration, and social comparison, with individuals
perceiving themselves as excluded from social activities or
inferior in their experiences (Soraci et al. 2026).

As a result, FOMO is understood as a sense of rejection
and a fear of missing out (driving sustained social media
engagement, hindering digital “disconnection” and screen-
time reduction) (Hutul et al. 2025). Fear of missing out is
also linked to poorer mood, depressive symptoms, and lower
life satisfaction (Fabris et al. 2020; Soraci et al. 2026). More-
over, FOMO may mediate the relationship between deficits
in psychological needs and addictive engagement with plat-
forms (e.g., Facebook).

In recent years, the construct has appeared with increas-
ing frequency in the psychological literature, particularly in
the context of social media expansion and the widespread
use of mobile devices (Marino et al. 2018; Przybylski et al.
2013; Servidio 2023). Constant network access fosters the
habit of “being logged in,” which can readily evolve into
problematic smartphone use patterns and sustain spirals of
anxiety and frustration (Elhai et al. 2017), as well as feelings
of inadequacy and dissatisfaction (Fox and Moreland 2015).

Research increasingly highlights escapism as a key
mechanism underlying PSU (Hagstrém and Kaldo 2014).
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Evidence suggests that escapism may mediate the relation-
ship between psychological distress and addictive behav-
iors, with adolescents frequently perceiving social media as
a source of reassurance through shared opinions and sup-
portive feedback (Ohno 2016). Moreover, existing studies
have conceptualized both FoMO and escapism as mediating
factors in the association between distress and problematic
engagement with smartphones and social media (Akyol et al.
2021).

Psychological distress, smartphone use,
and Facebook addiction

Although the term “Facebook addiction” is retained here
to remain consistent with the Bergen Facebook Addiction
Scale (BFAS), it is not a formally recognized diagnosis
in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders, Fifth Edition, Text Revision (DSM-5-TR) and is
more appropriately understood as problematic Facebook
use. Facebook addiction can be defined as a pattern of
excessive and poorly regulated use of the platform that
functions as a maladaptive emotion-regulation strategy,
is positively associated with psychological distress, and
is linked to interpersonal dysfunction and broader prob-
lematic smartphone use (Elhai et al. 2017; Sha et al.
2019). Research findings indicate that psychological dis-
tress (symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress) posi-
tively predicts problematic smartphone use (Akyol et al.
2021; Wacks and Weinstein 2021). This is consistent with
reports that indicate that smartphone use serves as a com-
pensatory strategy aimed at regulating negative emotions.
Research on problematic Facebook use documents a posi-
tive association with psychological distress in meta-analy-
ses, and basic research on “Facebook intrusion” shows that
excessive use of the platform co-occurs with relationship
dysfunction, highlighting the importance of unregulated
use of the platform (Marino et al. 2018). Thus, Facebook
use, especially when using a smartphone, appears to be
a significant link that exacerbates psychological distress
(Elhai et al. 2017; Sha et al. 2019).

Theoretical assumptions of the present research

According to Gross’s (2015) process model, emotion regula-
tion unfolds through the following elements: situation selec-
tion, situation modification, attentional deployment, cogni-
tive reappraisal, and response modulation. This implies that
when the level of distress is elevated and persists over an
extended period, these regulatory processes become weak-
ened. As aresult, the use of adaptive strategies, such as cog-
nitive reappraisal, is constrained, while the tendency to rely
on short-term, maladaptive strategies increases (Gratz and
Roemer 2004).

Referring to Gross’s model (2015), fear of missing out
(FoMO) can thus be conceptualized as a form of deregulated
attentional deployment, characterized by heightened vigi-
lance toward social cues. Escapism, on the other hand, can
be understood as avoidance-oriented response modulation,
namely, a behavioral tendency to withdraw from negative
affect through immersion in digital content. In this sense,
both FOMO and escapism represent strategies that provide
immediate relief; however, in the long term, they reinforce
problematic patterns through mechanisms of negative rein-
forcement and cue-response learning (Gratz and Roemer
2004; Gross 2015). The affordances generated by the con-
temporary use of smartphones and access to social media
(namely, constant availability, salient notifications, and per-
sonalized streams) render them fast and readily accessible
channels for maladaptive regulatory responses.

Referring to the above model (Gross 2015), the selection
of FoMO and escapism as potential mediators is grounded in
contemporary models of emotion regulation and behavioral
addiction. Within Gross’s model (2015), FoMO and escap-
ism represent two qualitatively distinct yet parallel maladap-
tive pathways. FOMO is associated with a strategy character-
ized by heightened vigilance, whereby distress is reduced
through constant monitoring of online social information,
which in turn minimizes the perceived sense of exclusion.
This pathway is rooted in socio-attentional processes and
aligns with evidence indicating that distress amplifies vigi-
lance toward cues of belongingness and rejection (Przybyl-
ski et al. 2013).

Escapism, on the other hand, reflects an avoidance-ori-
ented strategy (Hirschman 1983). In threatening situations,
individuals withdraw from aversive self-awareness and emo-
tional discomfort by consuming digital content (Akyol et al.
2021). This is consistent with both the concept of avoidance
coping (Folkman 1984; Lazarus and Folkman 1984) and
the escape-from-self theory (Baumeister 1990). Importantly,
we assume that these two mediators are not redundant but
complementary: FoMO channels distress into compulsive
social vigilance and the pursuit of online interactions,
whereas escapism channels distress into withdrawal from
offline discomfort and immersion in digital distraction. In
this way, they capture independent yet convergent routes of
emotion regulation through which distress can contribute to
the development of addictive patterns of platform use (e.g.,
Facebook addiction) and device-related habits (e.g., smart-
phone orientation).

Griffith’s model (components model of addiction) assumes
that both substance and behavioral addictions are characterized
by a common set of six components: salience, mood modifica-
tion, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse. This set of six
components serves as a diagnostic and conceptual framework
that allows us to assess whether a given behavior exhibits an
addictive profile and to what extent each of the components is
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Fig.1 Conceptual and tested model

active. The component model of addiction is biopsychosocial
in nature (Griffiths 2005, 2019).

The I-PACE (Interaction of Person-Affect-Cognition-Exe-
cution) model integrates personal and temperamental factors
(predispositions, persons), affective and cognitive factors (e.g.,
expectations, motives, coping styles), and executive factors
(self-control, impulsivity, habits). The aim of such integration
is to explain how specific disorders of habitual Internet use and
related behaviors develop. It is worth noting that in the model,
problem behaviors are defined as the result of the interaction
of predispositions with reactive affective—cognitive states, as
well as limitations in executive functions, which are reinforced
by learning and conditioning. A newer version of the model
further generalizes these assumptions to a broader spectrum of
behavioral addictions (Brand et al. 2019).

Current study

Referring to the Gross model (2015), and also drawing on
Griffiths’ components model of addiction, we conceptual-
ize problematic smartphone use and Facebook addiction as
manifestations of a common addictive structure compris-
ing salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal,
conflict, and relapse (Griffiths 2005, 2019). Whereas Face-
book addiction captures a platform-specific syndromic
pattern that may depend on various factors, smartphone
use reflects the executive behaviors through which such
patterns may emerge. The I-PACE (Interaction of Person-
Affect-Cognition-Execution) model specifies a process
linking two layers: distal predispositions and psychopa-
thology shape proximal affective—cognitive responses,
which in turn foster addictions in platform-specific form
(Brand et al. 2019) and execution behaviors (frequent/
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reactive smartphone use). Prior work has associated stress,
FoMO, escapism, and problematic use of smartphones or
platforms (e.g., Elhai et al. 2017; Andreassen et al. 2012);
however, to our knowledge, no study has tested a serial
pathway from stress, through FoMO/escapism, to BFAS
and subsequently to smartphone use within a single inte-
grated model. Accordingly, we propose the following
research hypotheses:

H1. Higher levels of psychological distress predict higher
FoMO (Akyol et al. 2021; Elhai et al. 2020; Thomée
2018), and predict higher escapism (Akyol et al. 2021;
Elhai et al. 2020; Gabbiadini et al. 2021).

H2. FoMO and escapism positively predict Facebook
addiction (Dempsey et al. 2019; Uram and Skalski 2022;
Young et al. 2017).

H3. FoMO and escapism mediate the association of psy-
chological distress on Facebook addiction (Akyol et al.
2021; Soraci et al. 2026; Uram and Skalski-Bednarz
2024).

H4. FoMO and escapism positively predict smartphone
orientation (Soraci et al. 2026).

HS5. Facebook addiction positively predicts smartphone
orientation (Khoury et al. 2019) (Fig. 1).

Materials and methods

Participants

Analyses were conducted on n =480 complete cases
(M =20.84, SD=2.52, range =18-33). The sam-

ple was 86.3% female (n=414), 11.7% male (n=56),
and 2.1% who preferred not to say (n=10). Regarding
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residence, 47.1% lived in cities with > 500,000 inhabitants
(n=226), 25.8% in rural areas (n=124), 19.6% in cities
of 50,000-100,000 (n=94), 5.0% in 100,000-250,000
(n=24), and 2.5% in 250,000-500,000 (n=12). In
terms of education, 93.3% reported secondary educa-
tion (n=448), 5.0% higher (n=24), 1.3% vocational
(n=06), and 0.4% primary (n=2). For marital status,
55.4% identified as single (n=266), 40.0% were in infor-
mal relationships (n=192), and 4.6% in formal relation-
ships (n=22). With respect to employment, 58.3% were
students (n=280), 40.0% were studying and employed
(n=192), 1.3% worked on civil contracts/part-time (n=06),
and 0.4% were unemployed (n =2). For daily social media
use, 29.2% reported 3 h (n=140), 25.0% 5+ h (n=120),
242% 4h (n=116),12.9% 2h (n=62),5.4% 1 h (n=26),
and 3.3% < 1 h (n=16). As for the number of social media
friends, 28.3% reported 150-250 (n=136), 27.9% 50-150
(n=134), 20.0% 250-500 (n=96), 17.9% > 500 (n=86),
and 5.8% <50 (n=28). Finally, for formal religious affilia-
tion, 84.6% identified as Roman Catholic (n =406); 10.4%
reported unsure/undisclosed (n=50); 1.3% left the item
blank (n=6); and 3.8% selected other/none (Greek Catho-
lic, Protestant/Christian, or no affiliation; n=18).

Sample size calculation

Prior to data collection, an a priori power analysis was
conducted using G*Power 3.1.9 (Faul et al. 2009). The
minimum required sample size was estimated for a multi-
ple linear regression model, assuming a small effect size
(Cohen’sf2 =0.05), «=0.05, and a statistical power of
0.95. Although a power of 0.80 is the conventional bench-
mark in the behavioral sciences (Cohen 1988), methodo-
logical research indicates that studies planned at this level
remain vulnerable to type II errors and have contributed
to a broader problem of underpowered, non-replicable
findings in psychological research (Maxwell 2004). Given
that small effect sizes are common in models involving
multiple, often weakly correlated psychological con-
structs, and that failing to detect a true small effect can
undermine theory development as much as a false posi-
tive, a more conservative power level of 0.95 was adopted
to minimize this risk. The analysis indicated that a mini-
mum sample of N =458 participants was required. This
regression-based calculation was used as an approximate
framework for determining the target sample size, because
the hypothesized path model comprised regression-based
relationships among observed variables. The hypotheses
were subsequently tested using path analysis within the
structural equation modeling framework.

Procedure

The study was conducted in spring 2024 (from March to
May) among Polish Internet users. It adhered to the tenets
of the Declaration of Helsinki (Goodyear et al. 2007) and
to national standards for research involving human partici-
pants. The research procedure was positively reviewed by
the Ethics Committee of the Institute of Psychology, Pol-
ish Academy of Sciences. Data were collected via a dedi-
cated Facebook page created for the study, which facilitated
recruitment through a snowball sampling strategy. The page
contained links to the study questionnaires developed in
Google Forms. Participants were informed about the study’s
aims and procedures, data confidentiality, and their right
to withdraw at any time without providing a reason. Only
individuals who provided informed consent were permitted
to proceed to the questionnaire. Eligibility required having
an account on at least one social media platform.

Measures

The Smartphone Orientation Scale (SOS) by Roberts and
David 2022 (a=0.82), in the Polish version by Czerski et al.
(2024) (a=0.82), was used to measure individuals’ habitual
and affective orientation toward their smartphones, reflect-
ing the extent to which the device occupies a central role in
daily life. The tool was developed based on Griffith’s model
of addiction components (absorption/withdrawal, conflict,
mood modification, tolerance/relapse) and shortened to eight
items (two from each component). SOS consists of eight
statements rated on a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 means
“definitely not” and 7 means “definitely yes.” The internal
consistency of the scale in this study was a=0.82. Sample
item: “It’s hard for me to turn off my smartphone.”

The Escapism Social Media Scale (ESMS), developed
by Hirschman (1983), modified by Wu and Holsapple (2014)
and Gao et al. (2017) (a=0.76), and translated into Polish
by Uram and Skalski-Bednarz (2024) (¢=0.91), was used
to measure escape into the virtual world of social media.
The scale consists of four statements, and the respondents
answer using a 7-point scale, where 1 represents “strongly
disagree,” and 7 represents “strongly agree.” The higher the
score on the scale, the greater the desire to escape into the
world of social media. The internal consistency of the scale
in this study was a=0.86. Sample item: “This SNS [social
networking site] helps me escape from the world of reality.”

The Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale (BFAS) by
Andreassen et al. (2012) (ax=0.83) was used to measure
Facebook addiction. The Polish version was developed by
Charzyriska and G6zdz (2014) (a=0.84). The BFAS consists
of six test items, each corresponding to one of the six criteria
for addiction: 1 =domination, 2 =tolerance, 3=mood change,
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4 =relapse, 5 =withdrawal symptoms, and 6 =conflict. The
respondent’s task is to determine, using a 5-point scale, the
extent to which each of the six statements applies to their situ-
ation, where 1 represents “very rarely,” and 5 represents “very
often.” Sample item: “How often during the last year have
you felt the urge to use Facebook more and more” or “used
Facebook to forget about personal problems?” The reliability
coefficient of the scale in this study was o=0.90.

Fear of missing out (FOMO) was measured using the
scale by Przybylski et al. (2013) (a¢=0.90), named the Fear
Of Missing Out Scale (FoMoS) in the Polish version devel-
oped by Jupowicz-Ginalska et al. (2020) (a=0.89). This
scale consists of 10 statements that the respondent answers
using a 5-point scale, where 1 represents “generally not true”
and 5 represents “completely true.” The scale’s reliability in
this study was «=0.83. Sample item: “I get worried when I
find out my friends are having fun without me.”

The Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21),
developed by Lovibond and Lovibond (1995) (Depression
a=0.91; Anxiety a=0.84; Stress a=0.90), was used to meas-
ure depression, stress, and anxiety. The Polish version was
developed by Makara-Studziniska et al. (2022) (general result
of ®=0.93). The scale consists of three subscales: Depression
(e.g., “I felt that I had nothing to look forward to), Stress
(e.g., “I found it hard to wind down”), and Anxiety (e.g., “I
felt Iwas close to panic”). It consists of 21 questions (7 ques-
tions for each subscale), and the person being tested answers
using a 0-3 scale, where 0 means “did not apply to me at
all” and 3 means “applied to me very much or most of the
time.” The high subscale score suggests an increased risk of
the phenomenon it measures. For the purposes of this study,
subscales were not considered separately, but as a whole. The
internal consistency of the scale in this study was «=0.93.

The sociodemographic questionnaire contained ques-
tions about age, gender, place of residence, education, mari-
tal status, and occupation.

Results
Analytical strategy

Data analysis was performed using SPSS Statistics ver-
sion 29 (George and Mallery 2024) and Amos version 29
(Shek and Yu 2014). The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test was
utilized to assess normality of variable distributions, while
Levene’s test verified homogeneity of variance, justifying
the use of parametric tests (O’Neill and Mathews 2002).
Pearson correlation analysis and structural equation model-
ling were used to verify hypotheses. Confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA), with maximum likelihood (ML) estimation,
was used to test the theoretical models. Hu and Bentler’s
(1999) criteria assessed model fit. The chi-squared statistic
(Xz) was used to evaluate the sample and implied covariance
matrices; however, this statistic strongly depends on sample
size and provides too conservative an evaluation of model fit
(Rao 2002). The comparative fit index (CFI) and goodness
of fit index (GFI) were used to assess model fit relative to
the baseline model in which all variables are uncorrelated,
with values above 0.95 indicating good fit and values above
0.90 considered acceptable. The root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) was also examined. Ideally, these
values should be less than 0.05, but values below 0.08 are
acceptable (Byrne 2016). Pearson’s correlation analysis was
used to determine the relationships between variables.
Descriptive statistics, internal consistency, and inter-
correlations among composites (n=480) were ana-
lyzed. Reliability was adequate to excellent (a, DASS-
21=0.935, FoMoS =0.832, ESMS =0.861, SOS =0.824,
BFAS =0.902). DASS-21 correlated positively with SOS
(r=0.33, p<0.001) and BFAS (r=0.27, p<0.001). Both
FoMoS and ESMS were associated with higher SOS (FoMO,
r=0.49, p<0.001; ESMS, r=0.38, p<0.001), and SOS was
strongly related to BFAS (r=0.42, p <0.001) (Table 1).

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Variable k o M SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. DASS-21 21 0.935 1.30 0.64

2. FoMoS 10 0.832 2.63 0.75 0.497%*

3. ESMS 4 0.861 3.86 1.46 0.3 0.267%**

4. SOS 8 0.824 3.57 1.09 .33k 0.493#sk 0.3k

5. BFAS 6 0.902 1.80 0.87 0.277%* .49k (.22 %3k 0.42%%%

N=480. Pearson correlations are reported below the diagonal. a=Cronbach’s alpha. * p <.05, ** p<.01,
*#% p<.001. SOS = Smartphone Orientation Scale. ESMS =Escapism Social Media Scale. BFAS =Bergen
Facebook Addiction Scale. DASS-21=Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21. k=number of items
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Model 1: Baseline (including the direct
psychological distress, DASS-21 to Facebook
addiction, BFAS path)

A structural equation model was estimated with psycho-
logical distress as a predictor, FOMO (FoMoS) and escap-
ism (ESMS) as parallel mediators, and Facebook addiction
(BFAS) and smartphone orientation (SOS) as outcomes. The
model demonstrated good fit, x*(2)=4.32, p=0.115, x*/
df=2.16, RMSEA =0.049, 90% confidence interval (CI)
[0.000, 0.114], root mean square residual (RMR)=1.21,
GFI1=0.99, adjusted GFI (AGFI)=0.97, parsimony GFI
(PGFI)=0.13, normed fit index (NFI)=0.99, incremental fit
index (IFI)=0.99, CFI=0.99, Akaike information criterion
(AIC)=30.32, Bayesian information criterion (BIC)=84.58.

Psychological distress (DASS-21) significantly predicted
both mediators, increasing FoMO (FoMoS) (B=0.27,
f=0.49, p<0.001) and escapism (ESMS) (B=0.17,
p=0.38, p<0.001). In turn, both FoMO (FoMoS) (B=0.32,
p=0.46, p<0.001) and escapism (ESMS) (B=0.08,
B=0.09, p <0.05) were positively associated with BFAS.
Regarding smartphone orientation, FOMO (FoMoS)
(B=0.37,=0.32, p<0.001), escapism (ESMS) (B=0.38,
f=0.26, p<0.001), and BFAS (B=0.36, p=0.21,
p<0.001) all showed independent positive contributions
(Fig. 2).

The total effect of distress on BFAS was positive but
not statistically significant (B=0.11, f=0.27, ns). By con-
trast, the total effect of psychological distress (DASS-21)
on smartphone orientation (SOS) was significant (B =0.20,
p=0.31, p<0.05). When FOMO (FoMoS) and escapism
(ESMS) were included as mediators, the direct effects of
psychological distress (DASS-21) on both BFAS (B=0.01,
f=0.01, ns) and smartphone orientation (SOS) (B =0.00,

Fear of

f=0.00, ns) became nonsignificant. The indirect effects
were significant: psychological distress (DASS-21) pre-
dicted BFAS indirectly via FOMO (FoMoS) and escapism
(ESMS) (B=0.10, $=0.26, p <0.05), and smartphone ori-
entation indirectly via FOMO (FoMoS), escapism (ESMS),
and BFAS (B=0.20, $=0.31, p<0.05).

Taken together, these findings indicate full mediation.
Psychological distress (DASS-21) did not exert direct effects
on BFAS or smartphone orientation (SOS) once mediators
were accounted for. Instead, the influence of psychologi-
cal distress (DASS-21) operated entirely through FoMO
(FoMoS) and escapism (ESMS), with FoMO (FoMoS)
emerging as the stronger mediator and escapism (ESMS)
contributing a smaller but significant effect.

Alternative models

Alternative Model a (without psychological distress;
DASS-21 to Facebook addiction, BFAS)

Removing the nonsignificant DASS-21, (Table 2) BFAS
path did not change the pattern of effects on the remaining
paths and improved parsimony and fit indices: X2(3) =4.39,
p=0.222; x*/df=1.46; RMSEA =0.031 [0.000, 0.089];
RMR =0.74; GFI=0.99; AGFI=0.98; PGFI=0.20;
NFI=0.99; IFI=0.99; CFI=0.99; AIC=28.39; BIC=78.48
(Fig. 3).

Alternative Model b (with psychological distress;
DASS-21 to smartphone orientation, SOS)

Introducing the DASS-21 to SOS path did not yield a sig-
nificant effect (3=0.016, p=0.591) and did not improve fit
relative to the baseline: x*(2)=4.10, p=0.129; x */df =2.05;
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_// missing out \
/ - —~——_ B=0.324**
p=049**s 7
/ B=0.46%** “\_
/ N
/ \\
» —
B=0.01 B=0.21***
Psychological Facebook Smartphone
distress addiction orientation
\ / e
p=0.09*

B (1.38*\

Escapism

Fig.2 Results of the baseline model
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RMSEA =0.047 [0.000, 0.112]; RMR =1.10; GFI=0.99;
AGFI=0.97; PGFI=0.13; NFI=0.99; IFI=0.99;
CFI=0.99; AIC=30.10; BIC=284.36.

Alternative Model c (both paths: psychological
distress, DASS-21 to Facebook addiction, BFAS

and psychological distress, DASS-21 to smartphone
orientation, SOS)

The variant including both paths (Table 2) produced the
weakest fit indices: X2(1) =4.02, p=0.045; Xz/df= 4.02;

RMSEA =0.079 [0.010, 0.167]; RMR =1.09; GFI=0.99;
AGFI=0.95; PGFI=0.07; NFI=0.99; IFI=0.99;
CFI=0.99; AIC=32.03; BIC=90.46.

Model comparison and selection

Comparisons of AIC/BIC and RMSEA indicate that Alter-
native a provides the best fit (lowest AIC/BIC; lowest
RMSEA). A nested comparison of the baseline model ver-
sus Alternative a confirmed that removing the DASS and
BFAS path does not degrade fit (AX2(1) =0.07, p=0.79),

Table 2 Regression weights in

tested models Model b SE B R P
Model baseline
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) —FoMO (FoMoS) 486 .022 272 12175 wE*
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — Escapism (ESMS) 380 .018 .165 9.005 HkE
FoMO (FoMoS) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) 463 .031 320 10.202  ##*
Escapism (ESMS) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) .093 .038 .082 2.163 .031
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) 013 .019 .005 .261 794
Facebook addiction (BFAS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 214 071 356 4983 HkE
FoMO (FoMoS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 320 .049 366 7.428 HkE
Escapism (ESMS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 258  .056 381 6.749 HkE
Model a
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — FoMO 486 022 272 12175 k¥¥*
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — Escapism (ESMS) 380 .018 .165 9.005 HkE
Escapism (ESMS) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) .096 .036 .086 2.383 017
FoMO (FoMoS) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) 469 .028 323 11.602  #**
Facebook addiction (BFAS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 214 071 356 4.983 Hkok
FoMO (FoMoS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 320 .049 366 7.429 HkE
Escapism (ESMS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 258 .056 .381 6.750 dkok
Model b
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) —FoMO 486 .022 272 12175 Fk*
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — Escapism (ESMS) 380 .018 .165 9.005 HkE
FoMO (FoMoS) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) 469 .028 323 11.602  #**
Escapism (ESMS) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) .096 .036 .086 2.383 .017
Facebook addiction (BFAS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 214 .071 355 40978 HkE
FoMO (FoMoS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 309 .054 355 6.553 HkE
Escapism (ESMS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 251 .060 371 6.194 HkE
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) .024 .029 .016 .537 591
Model ¢
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — FoMO 486 .022 272 12,175 EEE
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — Escapism (ESMS) 380 .018 .165 9.005 ok
FoMO (FoMoS) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) 463 .031 320 10.202  #**
Escapism (ESMS) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) .093 .038 .082 2.163 .031
Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — Facebook addiction (BFAS) .013 .019 .005 .261 794
Facebook addiction (BFAS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 214 .071 355 4977 HkE
FoMO (FoMoS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 309 .054 355 6.567 Hkok
Escapism (ESMS) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) 251 .060 371 6.197 Hkok

Psychological Distress (DASS-21) — Smartphone orientation (SOS) .024 .029 .016 .537 591

Pstandardized regression coefficient, Bunstandardized regression coefficient, SEstandard error of B,

CR critical ratio
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and the direct paths from psychological distress (DASS-21)
to Facebook addiction (BFAS) and to smartphone orienta-
tion (SOS) remain nonsignificant.

Discussion

The objective of this study was to test the research hypoth-
eses assessing whether psychological distress affects Face-
book addiction and smartphone orientation indirectly via
FoMO and escapism. Results from the first (baseline) model
showed that psychological distress does not directly pre-
dict Facebook addiction (f=0.01, ns), but it significantly
increases FOMO and escapism. In turn, FOMO and escap-
ism positively predict Facebook addiction. Regarding smart-
phone orientation, three variables make independent and
significant contributions: fear of missing out, escapism, and
Facebook addiction.

Our results align with an emotion-regulation account:
elevated distress overloads regulatory resources, prompt-
ing individuals to adopt two short-term, nonadaptive
routes: attentional hypervigilance to social cues (FoMO)
and avoidance-oriented response modulation (escapism).
These routes increase cue salience, deliver immediate
(negatively reinforced) relief, and, through learning, con-
solidate platform-level symptoms of Facebook addiction
and device-level habits of smartphone orientation. This
explains why psychological distress showed no direct
paths to Facebook addiction and smartphone orientation
while exerting robust indirect effects through fear of miss-
ing out and, to a lesser extent, escapism, in line with the
I-PACE Person, Affect/Cognition, and Execution sequence
and the mood-modification, salience, and withdrawal com-
ponents of Griffiths’ model.

The tested baseline model indicated that a higher level
of psychological symptoms is associated with heightened
social vigilance and fear of missing out on information,
as well as a greater tendency to regulate mood through
escape into social media. This pattern supports the pro-
posed research hypotheses (H1). Accordingly, distress,
understood as a “background vulnerability” (a distal fac-
tor), promotes two psychological strategies: (a) social
hypervigilance (FoMO), that is, continuous scanning and
readiness for social signals (Akyol et al. 2021; Elhai et al.
2020; Thomée 2018); and (b) mood regulation through
escape (escapism), that is, seeking rapid relief in digital
stimuli (Akyol et al. 2021; Elhai et al. 2020; Gabbiadini
et al. 2021).

Moreover, the results showed that FOMO strongly ampli-
fies platform addiction symptoms (H2) (Dempsey et al. 2019;
Uram and Skalski 2022) and robustly predicts device-level
habits (H4) (Soraci et al. 2026). Thus, FOMO increases sali-
ence (the elevated priority of online cues), raises checking

frequency, and heightens susceptibility to withdrawal-like
symptoms (anxiety when access is restricted). Consequently,
it strongly drives both platform-related symptoms (e.g.,
Facebook addiction) and device-level habits (smartphone
orientation) (Li et al. 2022). Psychologically, this reflects a
“fear of losing something important™ that sustains the check-
ing loop (Przybylski et al. 2013).

Similar, albeit weaker, effects were observed for escapism
(Akyol et al. 2021). The tested model confirmed a positive
association between escapism and Facebook addiction (H2)
(Young et al. 2017; Akyol et al. 2021). This suggests activa-
tion of the mood modification component (Griffiths 2005):
escaping into social media content is linked to immediate
relief (negative reinforcement). In turn, this consolidates a
cognitive pattern that motivates reaching for the phone when
feeling unwell, thereby strengthening both BFAS and SOS
(Young et al. 2017). Although weaker than the FoOMO effect,
the association is consistent.

The model also indicated that platform-related symp-
toms translate into device-level habits (HS5) (Khoury et al.
2019). Thus, components typical of addiction generalize to
various operational tiers of the device, such as more fre-
quent unlocks and the consolidation of cue-response pat-
terns, thereby increasing an individual’s propensity toward
a smartphone-oriented style (Griffiths 2005, 2019).

Finally, the findings provide convergent evidence that the
association between psychological distress and digital outcomes
is indirect: primarily through FOMO and, to a lesser extent,
through escapism (H3) (Akyol et al. 2021; Soraci et al. 2026;
Uram and Skalski-Bednarz 2024). Full mediation finds empiri-
cal support and is theoretically consonant with the frameworks
considered (Griffiths’ components model/I-PACE). Central
to this mechanism is FoOMO—a high-leverage target for inter-
vention that links mental health with platform symptoms and
device behaviors (Griffiths 2019; Brand et al. 2019).

Alternative models

Analyses of alternative models revealed that the full-mediation
specification, denoted as Model a—that is, without a direct path
from psychological distress to Facebook addiction—exhibited
the best fit and greater parsimony than the baseline model and
variants that added paths from distress to BFAS or to the smart-
phone outcome (SOS). It is also noteworthy that the direct
effects of distress (to BFAS, and to the smartphone outcome)
were nonsignificant, and a nested-model test confirmed no
deterioration in fit after their removal. Accordingly, among the
models tested, we consider Model a optimal and corroborative
of the full-mediation specification.

The results align with the Person-Affect-Cognition to
Execution sequence, consistent with the theoretical premises
of Griffiths’ components model and the I-PACE framework
(Griffiths 2019; Brand et al. 2019). They support accounts in
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which psychological symptoms influence digital behaviors
through cognitive-motivational intermediaries. In this view,
FoMO functions as a socio-attentional “hub” linking dis-
tress with the platform-level outcome (Facebook addiction)
and the device-level behavior (smartphone orientation/use)
(Griffiths 2005). FOMO occupies the central node, integrat-
ing components of salience (heightened priority of online
cues) and withdrawal (discomfort in the absence of access).
Escapism (mood modification) reinforces use via negative
reinforcement (relief), explaining additional variance in both
outcomes, albeit more weakly than FoMO (Griffiths 2019).
At the same time, Facebook addiction, as a platform-specific
syndrome, contributes independently to smartphone orien-
tation/use, adding a habit-generalization component from
platform to device, which suggests the following cascade:
motives/cognitions to platform symptoms to device habits
(Brand et al. 2019; Griffiths 2005, 2019).

Limitations and future directions

Our study is affected by certain limitations. First, the sam-
ple was relatively young and dominated by females, which
substantially constrains the generalizability of the findings.
Accordingly, all inferences are most applicable to the age
group examined here. Second, the study employed a cross-
sectional design, precluding causal inference. We therefore
recommend that future research adopt experimental designs
or longitudinal approaches (e.g., manipulating notification
intensity or implementing digital hygiene). Future studies
should also draw on samples with greater social diversity
(gender, age, and intensity of media use). Moreover, sub-
sequent research should assess whether the results obtained
for Facebook addiction generalize to other social media
platforms. It should be emphasized that although the term
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Facebook addiction is widely used in the scholarly literature,
it has not yet been officially included in diagnostic manuals
(e.g., DSM-5-TR) and is therefore more often conceptual-
ized as problematic Facebook use (Marino et al. 2018). It
would also be valuable to evaluate interventions aimed at
reducing the fear of missing out (FOMO), such as notifica-
tion hygiene, increased tolerance for missing social informa-
tion, and addressing beliefs about constant connectivity, and
to promote alternative emotion-regulation strategies (rather
than screen-based escapism). Such approaches are likely to
most effectively attenuate both the severity of Facebook-
related addictive patterns and overall smartphone use. From
a digital environment design perspective, it is worth test-
ing features that minimize FoMO triggers (e.g., batching
or delaying notifications, reducing saliency-boosting cues)
(Skalski-Bednarz et al. 2026).

Despite these limitations, to our knowledge, this is the
first study to provide coherent evidence that the association
between psychological distress and digital outcomes is indi-
rect, primarily via FOMO and, to a lesser extent, via escap-
ism. A mediation model is both empirically superior and
theoretically consistent with Griffiths’ components model
(Griffiths 2005) and the I-PACE model proposed by Brand
et al. (2019). FoOMO emerges as the central mechanism, a
high-leverage target for intervention linking mental health
with platform-related symptoms and device-level behaviors.

Conclusion

The present findings demonstrate that psychological distress
does not directly predict Facebook addiction or smartphone
orientation but exerts its influence entirely through mala-
daptive emotion-regulation pathways, most notably FoMO
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and, to a lesser extent, escapism. FOMO emerged as the cen-
tral mechanism, linking distress to both platform-specific
symptoms and device-level habits, underscoring its pivotal
role in the development of problematic digital behaviors.
These results highlight the practical importance of targeting
FoMO in prevention and intervention strategies. For exam-
ple, there is a need for strategies that reduce notification sali-
ence, promote tolerance for missed social information, and
foster healthier offline coping strategies, as such approaches
may effectively weaken the distress—addiction pathway and
mitigate broader smartphone overuse. However, given the
young, predominantly female and student-based convenience
sample, caution should be used in generalizing the findings
to broader populations.
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