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H I G H L I G H T S

• Emotional support (ES) from social media (SM) was positively associated with phubbing behavior (PB).

• Fear of missing out (FoMO) mediated the relationship between ES from SM and PB.

• Problematic social media use (PSMU) mediated the relationship between ES from SM and PB.

• FoMO and PSMU sequentially mediated the relationship between ES from SM and PB.

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Emotional support from social media
Fear of missing out
Problematic social media use
Phubbing behavior

A B S T R A C T

Recent research has identified some risk factors for phubbing behavior. However, scarce research has examined
the potential influence of emotional support from social media on phubbing behavior, and little is known re-
garding the mediating mechanisms underlying this relationship. The present study examined the predictive role
of emotional support from social media on phubbing behavior among college students and investigated whether
fear of missing out and problematic social media use both mediated the relationship between emotional support
from social media and phubbing behavior. A sample of 501 Chinese college students (aged 17–23,
Mage = 19.6 years, SD = 1.24) completed questionnaires regarding emotional support from social media, fear of
missing out, problematic social media use, and phubbing behavior. The results indicated that (a) emotional
support from social media was positively associated with phubbing behavior; (b) both fear of missing out and
problematic social media use mediated the relationship between emotional support from social media and
phubbing behavior; and (c) fear of missing out and problematic social media use sequentially mediated the
relationship between emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior. These findings have im-
portant implications for the prevention and intervention of phubbing behavior among college students.

1. Introduction

With smartphones becoming an inseparable part of life, phubbing
behavior has emerged as a common phenomenon and major academic
concern (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016; Roberts & David, 2016).
Phubbing, which is a combination of “phone” and “subbing”, refers to
the act of ignoring other people and using their smartphones during
interpersonal communication (Roberts & David, 2016). Phubbing be-
havior can lead to a series of negative consequences, such as lower
conversation intimacy (Roberts & David, 2016; Vanden Abeele,
Hendrickson, Pollmann, & Ling, 2019; Wang, Zhao, & Lei, 2020) and

depression (Wang, Gao, Yang, Zhao, & Wang, 2020; Wang, Xie, Wang,
Wang, & Lei, 2017; Xie & Xie, 2020). Consequently, it is of theoretical
and practical importance to explore possible risk factors that may in-
crease phubbing behavior.

Prior research has identified some predictive factors for phubbing
behavior. Specifically, these risk factors for phubbing behavior include
personality traits (e.g., neuroticism), addictive behaviors (e.g., Internet
addiction, smartphone addiction, and social media addiction), fear of
missing out (henceforth, FoMO), lack of self-control and anxiety (Al-
Saggaf & O'Donnell, 2019; Gong, Chen, Xie, & Xie, 2019). These find-
ings are important for understanding phubbing behavior. However,
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little empirical research has explored the link between emotional sup-
port from social media and phubbing behavior and the understanding
of the factors which can help account for this relationship is also lim-
ited. Thus, we utilized a sample of Chinese college students to examine
whether emotional support from social media can significantly predict
college students’ phubbing behavior and explore whether fear of
missing out and problematic social media use would significantly
mediate this relationship.

1.1. Emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior

Emotional support is a type of social support that is most strongly
related to mental health (Yao, Zheng, & Fan, 2015; Shensa et al., 2020).
Face-to-face emotional support can significantly decrease the risk of
symptoms of depression (Rueger, Malecki, Pyun, Aycock, & Coyle,
2016). However, the role of emotional support from social media is less
consistent with the role of face-to-face emotional support (McCloskey,
Iwanicki, Lauterbach, Giammittorio, & Maxwell, 2015; Meng, Martinez,
Holmstrom, Chung, & Cox, 2017; Shensa et al., 2020). For example,
emotional support from social media is significantly associated with
higher depression and lower psychological quality of life (McCloskey
et al., 2015; Shensa et al., 2020). Therefore, it is necessary to in-
vestigate the adverse effect of emotional support from social media on
phubbing behavior.

We drew upon self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) to
predict that emotional support from social media may increase college
students’ phubbing behavior. According to the self-determination
theory, relatedness (i.e., closeness or connectedness with others) is one
of the three basic psychological needs of human beings and is critical to
achieve the optimal development of the individual. The need of relat-
edness will induce college students’ desire for seeking emotional sup-
port from social media, especially when the needs in the offline context
are not well satisfied. The more emotional support provided by social
media, the less desire college students seek face-to-face emotional
support and the more likely they are to phub their offline interaction
peers. Displacement hypothesis also proposes that an increase in overall
time on social media makes less time available for more beneficial face-
to-face emotional supports (Shensa, Sidani, Lin, Bowman, & Primack,
2016), which may exacerbate college students seeking emotional sup-
port from social media. Until now, the relationship between emotional
support from social media and phubbing behavior has not yet been
tested.

1.2. Fear of missing out as a mediator

The fear of missing out is a concept comprising a desire to keep up
with what other people are doing and a belief that other people ex-
perience more interesting events when one is absent (Przybylski,
Murayama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013). Few studies have examined the
relationship between emotional support from social media and fear of
missing out. Despite the scant empirical evidence, it is possible that
emotional support from social media can positively predict fear of
missing out. According to the compensatory motivation perspective of
self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), basic psychological
needs satisfaction is a key motivational mechanism that drives in-
dividuals to make compensation behavior when their needs are not
satisfied. Therefore, college students who do not receive sufficient
emotional support in the offline world may turn to social media to seek
emotional support (Brailovskaia, Rohmann, Bierhoff, Schillack, &
Margraf, 2019). If people keep getting emotional support from social
media, they are therefore increasingly expecting and awaiting more
emotional support (e.g., “likes” and positive comments from their
friends). As a result, they are more likely to fear that they may miss out
on this instant emotional support from their friends when temporarily
leaving the social media, which can lead to a higher level of fear of
missing out. In other words, emotional support from social media is

positively correlated with fear of missing out. This view is supported by
one empirical study, which confirms that social support through online
social networking sites is positively correlated with fear of missing out
(Liu & Ma, 2018).

Moreover, some empirical studies indicate that fear of missing out
can contribute to phubbing behavior (Balta, Emirtekin, Kircaburun, &
Griffiths, 2018; Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016; Davey et al.,
2018; Franchina, Vanden Abeele, van Rooij, Lo Coco, & De Marez,
2018). Based on the theoretical and empirical backgrounds, we pro-
posed that fear of missing out might mediate the relationship between
emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior. Con-
sistent with this theoretical framework, three studies roughly support
our argument by showing that fear of missing out mediates the re-
lationships between four psychological variables (i.e., anxiety, depres-
sion, envy, and materialism) and smartphone addiction (Elhai,
Gallinari, Rozgonjuk, & Yang, 2020; Wang et al., 2019; Long, Wang,
Liu, & Lei, 2019). To our knowledge, no prior research to date has
explored the mediating role of fear of missing out on the relationship
between emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior.

1.3. Problematic social media use as a mediator

Problematic social media use, also known as social media addiction,
is defined as an unhealthy excessive form of social media use, which is
characterized by a lack of control over the behavior and continued
behavior despite adverse life consequences (Franchina et al., 2018).
According to uses and gratification theory (Ryan, Chester, Reece, &
Xenos, 2014), college students use social media to fulfill specific needs
such as seeking and obtaining online emotional support, which may
lead to college students’ psychological dependency on the social media
(Wang & Wang, 2013). The more online emotional support provided by
social media, the higher the frequency and intensity of online in-
formation exchanged; and the more emotional support college students
gain, the more they want to use social media to maintain and to in-
crease their level of emotional support (Brailovskaia, Schillack, &
Margraf, 2018). Abusing good things (i.e., the benefits of using social
media) can turn them into bad things (i.e., problematic social media
use) (Yang, Liu, & Wei, 2016). In support of this notion, some empirical
studies indicate that online social support is positively linked with in-
ternet addiction (Wang & Wang, 2013), Facebook addiction
(Brailovskaia et al., 2019; Tang, Chen, Yang, Chung, & Lee, 2016), and
social networking sites addiction (Liu & Ma, 2018; Yang et al., 2016).
Accordingly, it is reasonable to expect that emotional support from
social media would significantly predict problematic social media use.

Furthermore, according to the optimal flow theory (Salehan &
Negahban, 2013), the experience with social media use is so enjoyable
that college students will try to maintain the state of overusing social
media and smartphone even at high costs such as negative con-
sequences of phubbing behavior. In support of this notion, some em-
pirical studies find that problematic social media use is positively as-
sociated with phubbing behaviors (Balta et al., 2018; Błachnio &
Przepiórka, 2019; Franchina et al., 2018; Karadağ et al., 2015). Based
on the theoretical and empirical backgrounds, we proposed that pro-
blematic social media use might mediate the relationship between
emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior. Con-
sistent with this theoretical framework, a growing number of studies
have demonstrated that problematic social media use mediates the re-
lationship between fear of missing out and phubbing behavior (Balta
et al., 2018; Franchina et al., 2018). To our knowledge, no prior re-
search to date has explored the mediating role of problematic social
media use in the relationship between emotional support from social
media and phubbing behavior.

1.4. A multiple mediation model

As reviewed above, both fear of missing out and problematic social
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media use may mediate the relationship between emotional support
from social media and phubbing behavior. However, little is known
about how the two mediators work together in this relationship. Some
indirect evidence suggests a sequential mediation model may exist, in
which the association between emotional support from social media
and phubbing behavior would be mediated sequentially by fear of
missing out and problematic social media use. According to compen-
satory internet use theory (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014), individuals often
try to reduce their negative emotions (e.g., fear of missing out, lone-
liness, and anxiety) by excessive use of social media and smartphone. In
support of this notion, a growing number of studies have indicated that
fear of missing out can positively and significantly associate with and
problematic social media use (Błachnio & Przepiórka, 2018; Casale,
Rugai, & Fioravanti, 2018; Dempsey, O'Brien, Tiamiyu, & Elhai, 2019;
Fabris, Marengo, Longobardi, & Settanni, 2020). A cross-sectional study
further indicates that fear of missing out is more effective than other
variables in predicting social media addiction (Blackwell, Leaman,
Tramposch, Osborne, & Liss, 2017). Specifically, extraversion, neuro-
ticism, and attachment anxiety and avoidance can significantly predict
social media use and addiction, but this effect becomes no longer sig-
nificant when controlling for fear of missing out and only fear of
missing out significantly predicts social media addiction. Thus, the as-
sociation between emotional support from social media and phubbing
behavior may be mediated sequentially by fear of missing out and
problematic social media use.

1.5. The present study

Taken together, we aim to test four research questions in the study:
(a) to test whether emotional support from social media could posi-
tively and significantly associate with phubbing behavior, (b) to test the
mediating role of fear of missing out in the relationship between
emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior, (c) to
examine problematic social media use as a mediator in the link between
emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior, and (d) to
investigate the sequential mediation model that fear of missing out and
problematic social media use work together in pathway from emotional
support from social media to phubbing behavior. Based on the litera-
ture review, we proposed the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Emotional support from social media was positively and
significantly associated with phubbing behavior.

Hypothesis 2. Fear of missing out mediated the relationship between
emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior.

Hypothesis 3. Problematic social media use mediated the relationship
between emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior.

Hypothesis 4. Fear of missing out and problematic social media use
sequentially mediated the relationship between emotional support from
social media and phubbing behavior.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Five hundred and one college students recruited from China. The
sample was 70.66% of females. The average age was 19.60
(SD = 1.24), ranging from 17 to 23. We chose college students because
they moveaway from their familiar environment home, and thus re-
ceive insufficient face-to-face emotional support (Brailovskaia et al.,
2019). College students often intensively use social media, where they
can get online emotional support.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Emotional support from social media
Emotional support from social media was assessed by the Facebook

Measure of Social Support developed by McCloskey et al. (2015). Al-
though the original scale includes four dimensions, only emotional
support dimensions (4 items) were used in the present study. This scale
has been used in Chinese college students and shows good reliability
and validity (Liu & Ma, 2018). College students rated each item (e.g.,
“I’m happy when people ‘‘Like’’ my posts”) on a five-point scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Responses to all items
were averaged, with higher scores indicating higher levels of emotional
support from social media. Cronbach's α was 0.80 in this study.

2.2.2. Fear of missing out
Fear of missing out was assessed by the Fear of Missing Out Scale

(10 items) developed by Przybylski et al. (2013). This scale has been
used among the Chinese participants and shows good reliability and
validity (Wang, Xie, et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2019). College students
rated each item (e.g., “It bothers me when I miss an opportunity to meet
up with friends”) on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all true of
me) to 5 (extremely true of me). Responses to all items were averaged,
with higher scores indicating higher levels of fear of missing out.
Cronbach's α was 0.79 in this study.

2.2.3. Problematic social media use
Problematic social media use was assessed by the Facebook

Intrusion Questionnaire (8 items) developed by Elphinston and Noller
(2011). This scale has been used in the Chinese sample and shows good
reliability and validity (Błachnio et al., 2016; Wang, Wang et al., 2018).
College students rated each item (e.g., “I often use social media for no
particular reason”) on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7
(always). Responses to all items were averaged, with higher scores in-
dicating higher levels of problematic social media use. Cronbach's α was
0.81 in this study.

2.2.4. Phubbing behavior
The nine-item Phubbing Scale, which was adapted from the Partner

Phubbing Scale (Roberts & David, 2016), was used to examine college
students’ phubbing behavior. The Partner Phubbing scale has been used
in the Chinese sample (Wang et al., 2017) and adapted to examine
Chinese adolescents’ perceived parents’ phubbing behavior (Wang
et al., 2020). College students rated each item (e.g., “I use my cell
phone when we are out together”) on a five-point scale ranging from 1
(never) to 5 (always). Responses to all items were averaged, with higher
scores indicating higher levels of phubbing behavior. Cronbach's α was
0.79 in this study. Furthermore, confirmatory factor analysis suggested
that all the factor loadings ranged from 0.35 to 0.72, and the one-factor
model fitted the data well: χ2/df = 3.88, TLI = 0.90, CFI = 0.93,
RMSEA = 0.076, SRMR = 0.044.

2.3. Procedure

This investigation was approved by the first author’s University
Ethics Committee. Trained research assistants conducted the survey
with standardized instructions in classrooms. Informed consent was
obtained from the participants before data collection. Participants were
informed that their participation was voluntary and they could decline
to participate at anytime they want.

2.4. Data analysis

First, data screening revealed that there were no outliers in our data.
Second, mean imputation was used to handle missing data because
of< 1% of missing data for all variables (Little & Rubin, 2002). Third,
descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations were calculated among
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the study variables. Fourth, we used Model 4 of the PROCESS macro for
SPSS to test the mediating effects of fear of missing out and problematic
social media use separately (Hayes, 2013). Fifth, the PROCESS macro
for SPSS (Model 6) was applied to examine the mediating effect of fear
of missing out and problematic social media use in the relationship
between emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior
(Hayes, 2013). The bootstrap confidence intervals (CIs) determine
whether the effects in Model 4 and 6 are significant, based on 5000
random samples (Hayes, 2013). An effect is regarded as significant if
the CIs do not include zero. All study variables were standardized in
Model 4 and 6 before data analyses.

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary analyses

The means, SDs, Skewness, kurtosis, and Pearson correlations for
the study variables are reported in Table 1. The skewness and kurtosis
values showed that all variables were normally distributed (i.e., skew-
ness < |2.0| and kurtosis < |7.0|; Hancock & Mueller, 2010). As
expected, emotional support from social media was positively corre-
lated with fear of missing out, problematic social media use, and
phubbing behavior. Fear of missing out was positively correlated with
problematic social media use and phubbing behavior. Problematic so-
cial media use was positively correlated with phubbing behavior.

3.2. The mediating role of fear of missing out

We used Model 4 of the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) to test the
mediating role of fear of missing out on the relationship between
emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior. After
controlling for gender and age, emotional support from social media
was positively associated with fear of missing out (β = 0.44, t = 10.88,
p < 0.001), which in turn was positively related to phubbing behavior
(β = 0.22, t = 4.74, p < 0.001). The positive direct association be-
tween emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior
remain significant (β = 0.14, t = 2.94, p = 0.004). Therefore, fear of
missing out partially mediated the relationship between emotional
support from social media and phubbing behavior (indirect ef-
fect = 0.10, SE = 0.03, 95%CI = [0.06, 0.15]). The mediation effect
accounts for 41.47% of the total effect of emotional support from social
media and phubbing behavior. Thus, Hypothesis 1 and 2 were sup-
ported.

3.3. The mediating role of problematic social media use

Similarly, the same procedures were performed to test the med-
iating effect of problematic social media use on the relationship be-
tween emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior.
After controlling for gender and age, emotional support from social
media was positively associated with problematic social media use
(β = 0.43, t = 10.67, p < 0.001), which in turn was positively related

to phubbing behavior (β = 0.39, t = 8.67, p < 0.001). The positive
direct association between emotional support from social media and
phubbing behavior became not significant (β = 0.07, t = 1.54,
p = 0.12). Therefore, problematic social media use mediated the re-
lationship between emotional support from social media and phubbing
behavior (indirect effect = 0.17, SE = 0.03, 95%CI = [0.12, 0.23]).
Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

3.4. Examining the multiple mediation model

Model 6 of the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) was adopted to test
the mediating effect of fear of missing out and problematic social media
use. As shown in Table 2 and Fig. 1, all pathways were significant,
except for the residual direct pathway of emotional support from social
media → phubbing behavior (β = 0.04, p > 0.05). First, the pathway
of “emotional support from social media → fear of missing out →
phubbing behavior” was significant (indirect effect = 0.05,
95%CI = [0.01, 0.10]). Second, the pathway of “emotional support
from social media → problematic social media use → phubbing beha-
vior” was significant (indirect effect = 0.10, 95%CI = [0.07, 0.15]).
Third, the sequential pathway of “emotional support from social
media → fear of missing out → problematic social media use →
phubbing behavior” was significant (indirect effect = 0.05,
95%CI = [0.03, 0.08]). Thus, more emotional support from social
media was serially associated with higher fear of missing out (β = 0.44,
p < 0.001), problem social media use (β = 0.32, p < 0.001), and
finally phubbing behavior (β = 0.35, p < 0.001). This multiple
mediation model accounted for a significant amount of variance in
college students’ phubbing behavior (R2 = 0.21). Thus, Hypothesis 4
was supported.

4. Discussion

Little research has investigated the relationship between emotional
support from social media and phubbing behavior, and the mediating
mechanisms underlying this relationship remain largely unknown. The
present study investigated the predictive role of emotional support from
social media to college students’ phubbing behavior, and the mediating
roles of fear of missing out and problematic social media use in this
relationship. The results showed that emotional support from social
media could positively predict college students’ phubbing behavior, and
this relationship was sequentially mediated by fear of missing out and
problematic social media use.

Table 1
Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables of interest.

M SD 1 2 3 4

1. ES 3.49 0.64 1
2. FoMO 3.05 0.60 0.44** 1
3. PSMU 4.46 0.96 0.43** 0.45** 1
4. PB 3.38 0.54 0.25** 0.29** 0.42** 1
Skewness — — −0.44 −0.23 −0.30 −0.37
Kurtosis — — 1.27 0.51 0.35 0.77

Note: N = 501. ES = Emotional Support from social media. FoMO = Fear of
Missing Out. PSMU = Problematic Social Media Use. PB = Phubbing Behavior.
**p < 0.01.

Table 2
Testing the pathways of the multiple mediation model.

Effect β BCa95%CI
Lower Upper

Direct effects
ES → FoMO 0.44*** 0.36 0.52
FoMO → PSMU 0.32*** 0.23 0.40
ES → PSMU 0.30*** 0.21 0.38
FoMO → PB 0.11* 0.02 0.21
PSMU → PB 0.35*** 0.26 0.44
ES → PB 0.04 −0.06 0.13
Indirect effects
ES → FoMO → PB 0.05 0.01 0.10
ES → PSMU → PB 0.10 0.07 0.15
ES → FoMO → PSMU → PB 0.05 0.03 0.08

Note. N = 501. ES = Emotional Support from social media. FoMO = Fear of
Missing Out. PSMU = Problematic Social Media Use. PB = Phubbing Behavior.
Gender and age were controlled.
*p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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4.1. Emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior

The current study explored for the first time the relationship be-
tween emotional support from social media and college students’
phubbing behavior. Our result showed that emotional support from
social media could trigger college students’ phubbing behavior. This
result has particular meaning for college students, due to the fact that
college students spend more time on mobile phones and social media.
Specifically, there are about 847 million mobile phone netizens in
China by the end of June 2019, of which 25% are between the ages of
20–29, and this group includes many college students (Center, 2019).
Moreover, our findings could advance the understanding of the college
students’ phubbing behavior and enlighten interventions and preven-
tions regarding digital product overuse.

4.2. The mediating role of fear of missing out

Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that fear of missing out
mediated the relationship between emotional support from social
media and college students’ phubbing behavior. That is, emotional
support from social media would strengthen fear of missing out, which
in turn facilitates phubbing behavior among college students.
Therefore, fear of missing out is not only an outcome that is affected by
emotional support from social media, but also an internal motivation of
phubbing behavior. Specifically, according to the compensatory moti-
vation perspective of self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000),
college students move away from their home and receive low levels of
offline emotional support, which can trigger college students to com-
pensate for the lack of emotional support on social media. Providing
that need deficits could lead to sensitivity to fear of missing out
(Przybylski et al., 2013). As a result, college students will worry about
losing emotional support on social media once they leave social media
temporarily and emerge fear of missing out. In fact, young adults tend
to experience higher levels of fear of missing out (Przybylski et al.,
2013). For the second part of the mediation process, fear of missing out
could arouse college students’ insecurity and promote them to overuse
of social media to alleviate negative moods, eventually causing them to
phub their offline interaction peers (Franchina et al., 2018). This in-
terpretation is supported by previous research (Balta et al., 2018;
Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016; Franchina et al., 2018). Last but
not least, the present study to our knowledge is the first to confirm that
fear of missing out as a mediator increases the adverse effect of emo-
tional support from social media on college students’ phubbing

behavior. This finding goes beyond the previous studies by uncovering
why college students with emotional support from social media are
more likely to phub their offline peers.

4.3. The mediating role of problematic social media use

Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that problematic social
media use is another important explanatory mechanism through which
emotional support from social media is linked to college students’
phubbing behavior. To be specific, for the first part of the mediation
process, emotional support from social media would induce more pro-
blematic social media use. There are two possible explanations. First,
the satisfaction with college students’ emotional support from social
media may make college students addict social media use and gradually
losing control of their use of social media, and therefore ultimately lead
to problematic social media use, according to uses and gratification
theory (Ryan et al., 2014). Second, when college students receive
“likes” or supportive comments from social media, they report more
happiness and higher self-esteem (Zell & Moeller, 2018), and this po-
sitive reinforcement will drive them to continuously use social media
and eventually lead to problematic social media use. This interpretation
is supported by one study showing that subjective happiness experi-
enced during intensive Facebook use is a positive predictor of the level
of Facebook addiction (Brailovskaia et al., 2018).

For the second part of the mediation process, problematic social
media use is positively associated with college students’ phubbing be-
havior. This finding is consistent with previous research (Balta et al.,
2018; Błachnio & Przepiórka, 2019; Franchina et al., 2018; Karadağ
et al., 2015). The possible explanations are as follows. David and
Roberts (2017) indicated that the dopamine released by a “Like” or
posting a positive comment is similar to the impulse we get from face to
face hug or smile. Accordingly, emotional support from social media is
especially important as compensation for the lack of offline emotional
support. Furthermore, the instant gratification feature of social media,
such as updating personal status, sending messages, posting and
viewing comments at any time, make it easier for college students to
keep in touch with others and receive emotional support without face-
to-face communication. Thus, the experience in social media is so en-
joyable that college students will try to maintain the state of overusing
social media even at high costs such as adverse effects of phubbing
behavior, according to optimal flow theory (Salehan & Negahban,
2013). To the best of our knowledge, the current study is the first to
confirm the mediating role of problematic social media use on the

Fig. 1. The multiple mediation model. The link between emotional support from social media and phubbing behavior is mediated by fear of missing out and
problematic of social media. Gender and age are controlled during this analysis but are not presented for reasons of simplicity. Path values are the path coefficients
(standard errors). *p < 0.05. ***p < 0.001.
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relationship between emotional support from social media and college
students’ phubbing behavior. Therefore, our results fill this gap in un-
derstanding the importance of problematic social media use in ex-
acerbating the negative effects of emotional support from social media.

4.4. The multiple mediation model

Finally, the results showed that fear of missing out and problematic
social media use mediated the association between emotional support
from social media and college students’ phubbing behavior not only
parallelly but also sequentially. First, emotional support from social
media is significantly associated with fear of missing out and proble-
matic social media use, both of which in turn impact college students’
phubbing behavior. Second, the effect of emotional support from social
media on phubbing behavior was sequentially mediated by fear of
missing out and problematic social media use. These findings uncover
that college students with higher emotional support from social media
are more likely to have higher levels of fear of missing out, which in
turn leads to problematic social media use, and eventually leads to
increased risk of phubbing behavior.

Taken together, the present study examined the predictive role of
emotional support from social media on college students’ phubbing
behavior, and the mediating role of fear of missing out and problematic
social media use in this relationship. Our result showed a sequential
mediating that emotional support from social media affecting college
students’ phubbing behavior through fear of missing out and proble-
matic social media use. This integrated sequential mediation model
offers new insights into the literature and provides a more compre-
hensive process account for how emotional support from social media is
associated with college students’ phubbing behavior.

4.5. Limitations and future directions

Several limitations need to be considered when interpreting the
findings. First, our cross-sectional data limit causal inferences.
However, when the mediation models are based on theory and are
partially supported by previous empirical research, cross-section med-
iation can provide valuable information about the relationship of
variables. Future research should use longitudinal designs to test this
multiple mediation model. Second, the present study used college stu-
dent self-report to collect data. In order to assess the possible common
method bias, Harman’s one-factor test (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986) was
performed on all measurement items. If the bias is large, either a single
factor will emerge or one general factor will account for most of the
variance (> 40%). In the present study, the results showed that the first
factor did not account for the majority of the variance (only 23%) and
there was no general factor in the unrotated factor structure. Therefore,
common method variance was unlikely to be a serious threat in this
study. Third, this study was conducted with a sample of Chinese college
students, and the majority of the participants were female college stu-
dents (70.66%), so generalization of the findings to other cultures or
populations should be done with caution. Future studies should be
conducted by using samples with a more equal proportion of both
genders, and other samples.

Despite these limitations, this study has both theoretical and prac-
tical implications. From a theoretical perspective, the results offer some
evidence to the relationship between emotional support from social
media and college students’ phubbing behavior, which enriches the
literature in phubbing field. It also provides an empirical framework
through testing the multiple mediating effects of fear of missing out and
problematic social media use. These results can shed light on the un-
derlying mechanism between emotional support from social media and
college students’ phubbing behavior. From a practical perspective, our
findings can help to design effective preventions and interventions
aimed at reducing college students’ phubbing behavior. For example,
increasing offline emotional support (e.g., teacher-student and

student–student emotional support) should be the focus of interventions
that aimed at decreasing the risk of college students’ phubbing beha-
vior. Furthermore, the educators and practitioners should focus more
on college students with a high level of fear of missing out and let
college students know the negative effect of fear of missing out and
teach them to alleviate fear of missing out in cyberspace.

5. Conclusion

In summary, the current study contributes to the literature by
conducting a multiple mediation model, which provides a sophisticated
understanding of how emotional support from social media can con-
tribute to college students’ phubbing behavior. The results showed that
emotional support from social media was positively related to college
students’ phubbing behavior. Mediating analyses showed that fear of
missing out and problematic social media use could separately mediate
the link between emotional support from social media and college
students’ phubbing behavior. Moreover, fear of missing out and pro-
blematic social media use could sequentially mediate the relationship
between emotional support from social media and college students’
phubbing behavior.
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