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Abstract

The present study investigates the association between Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) and Problematic Internet Use (PIU) in
a sample of 358 cisgender emerging adults (74.58% females assigned at birth; Mage=25.02, SD=2.60; age range: 18-29
years), with a specific focus on the roles of various stances of Epistemic Trust, including Trust, Mistrust, and Credulity.
The aim is to explore the complexities of these relationships and their implications for the psychological well-being of
this population. We computed a mediation model to examine the relationships among PIU as the dependent variable,
FoMO as the predictor, and Epistemic Trust, Mistrust, and Credulity as the mediating factors. Covariates such as age,
gender, and sexual orientation were also considered in the analysis. The results revealed significant indirect effects for
both Mistrust and Credulity. Specifically, higher levels of FOMO were associated with increased Mistrust and Credulity,
leading to greater PIU. In contrast, the indirect effect of Trust was not significant. Also, FOMO had a direct effect on PIU.
The results highlight the importance of considering Mistrust and Credulity as potential risk factors for Internet addiction
in emerging adults. These findings have practical implications for clinical practice, psychological assessment, and inter-
vention strategies, emphasizing the need to address FOMO and its associated vulnerabilities within different therapeutic
settings. By doing so, mental health professionals can better support the psychological well-being of emerging adults and
assist them in navigating the challenges inherent to this crucial developmental stage.

Keywords Emerging adulthood - Fear of missing out (FoMO) - Epistemic Trust - Problematic internet use (PIU) -
Internet addiction - Mistrust - Credulity

Introduction
Developmental tasks of emerging adulthood

Emerging adulthood is a distinct life phase character-
ized by identity explorations, instability, self-focus, feel-
ing in-between, and perceived possibilities (Arnett, 2007).
Roughly from the end of adolescence through their twen-
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leading to increasing educational demands, delayed mar-
riage, and prolonged dependency on families (Sica et al.,
2016; Cerutti et al., 2022). Furthermore, the COVID-19
pandemic has exacerbated these difficulties, hindering
emerging adults from achieving their developmental tasks,
i.e., promoting higher levels of anxiety during the pandemic
and experiencing intense feelings of insecurity and power-
lessness, which led to heightened concern or avoidance of
interpersonal situations (e.g., Germani et al., 2020; Hawes
et al., 2022). Indeed, as societies navigate the aftermath of
the pandemic, a nuanced understanding of emerging adult-
hood and its unique challenges might be timely and useful.
Thus, as the pandemic has been recently declared to be over
by the World Health Organization, an updated perspective
on emerging adults’ interpersonal experiences is vital to
consider. Indeed, the satisfaction (or not) of their need for
meaningful and fulfilling relationships with peers or roman-
tic mates can profoundly impact emerging adults’ devel-
opmental trajectories, potentially affecting their emotional
well-being and overall growth (Lisitsa et al., 2020; Roisman
et al., 2004).

Fear of missing out and problematic internet use

Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) is a psychological construct
that has recently received increasing research attention, par-
ticularly concerning its associations with mental health and
social media use (Akbari et al., 2021; Milyavskaya et al.,
2018). A widely used definition of FoMO is characterized
by a feeling of potentially being left out, a constant appre-
hension that one might miss out on rewarding experiences
that others are having, which might lead to anxiety, stress,
and the feeling of being left behind (Przybylski et al., 2013).
In light of the recent societal shifts and digitalization, inves-
tigating the dynamics between FoMO and PIU becomes
central to providing new insights into how emerging adults
navigate their interpersonal and online worlds.

Some authors highlighted the need for an “unsatisfied
relatedness” that FOMO entails and suggested that it might
be associated with the fear of “not mattering,” i.e., the
individuals’ perception of not being significant for others
and valued by them (Casale & Flett, 2020; Carone et al.,
2023a, b). Moreover, researchers have argued that FoMO
might be context- or situation-dependent; thus, its levels
might decrease if social experiences are reduced or forbid-
den, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic (Casale &
Flett, 2020). However, another study has shown that dur-
ing the pandemic, the strength of the association between
FoMO and problematic social media use was similar to that
observed before the pandemic, suggesting that the fear of
being excluded from social experiences “outside” might
have been shifted to the online world (Gioia et al., 2021).
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Indeed, several studies have examined the relationship
between FOMO and Problematic Internet Use (PIU), and
the results consistently show a strong positive association
between these constructs (Akbari et al., 2021). PIU is an
umbrella construct that refers to excessive or maladaptive
Internet use patterns associated with negative outcomes
(Kamolthip et al., 2022), characterized by a loss of con-
trol over Internet use, preoccupation with online activities,
and withdrawal symptoms when Internet access is limited
or unavailable. PIU is associated with various adverse out-
comes, including depression, anxiety, stress, loneliness,
social isolation, sleep disturbances, academic and occupa-
tional problems, and impaired interpersonal relationships
(Anderson et al., 2017).

Evidence suggests an association between Problematic
Internet Use (PIU) and interpersonal problems in emerging
adults (Spada, 2014). While digital mediums can enhance
social connections and foster creativity, they may also
amplify internalizing and externalizing issues, particularly
in individuals with specific vulnerabilities (Selfhout et al.,
2009). The nexus between interpersonal relationship qual-
ity and PIU has been underscored, with research suggesting
that deficient peer interactions may precipitate PIU. Further-
more, loneliness has been identified as a precursor to and a
consequence of PIU (Kim et al., 2009). Additionally, PIU
has been correlated with a spectrum of psychopathological
conditions, including anxiety, depression, personality disor-
ders, and substance-related disorders (Anderson et al., 2017,
Fontana et al., 2018, 2023).

A widespread interpretation is that the online world
might serve as both a refuge and a means of self-validation,
particularly for emerging adults with fragile self-esteem and
identity. Such individuals often gravitate towards social net-
works to circumvent real-life difficulties, seeking satisfac-
tion and validation without the discomfort of direct social
exchanges (Benzi et al., 2023; Musetti et al., 2022a). Indeed,
for these emerging adults, digital platforms have become the
preferred avenue to test their social standing and enhance
their self-representation. This trend is notably pronounced
in the presence of narcissistic characteristics, where vul-
nerable narcissism has been robustly linked to maladaptive
social media practices, with a particular emphasis on Face-
book-related addictive behaviors (Casale & Banchi, 2020).

In this scenario, FOMO represents an interpersonal dis-
position that multiple studies associated with problems
navigating the online world (Elhai et al., 2020; Kamolthip
et al., 2022; Miiller et al., 2020; Wolniewicz et al., 2018).
For example, a recent meta-analysis analyzed data from 33
studies and found a significant positive correlation between
FoMO and Problematic Social Networking Site Use, con-
sistent across different geographical locations, age groups,
and genders (Fioravanti et al., 2021).
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Interpersonal dispositions through the lens of
epistemic trust

Epistemic trust is a concept that refers to an individual’s
capacity to trust the relevance and generalizability of inten-
tional communication (Milesi et al., 2023). Fonagy and col-
leagues argued that psychopathology, insecure attachment,
and impaired mentalizing are interconnected due to difficul-
ties in establishing epistemic trust (ET) (Fonagy et al., 2017).
A healthy ET enables individuals to remain alert to decep-
tion while preserving confidence in information conveyed
through interpersonal interactions. In contrast, limited ET
can manifest as epistemic hypervigilance or naiveté, leading
to rigid mental states and behavior or increased susceptibil-
ity to deception. Campbell and colleagues (2021) suggested
that individuals can adopt three overlapping stances in social
communication related to socially transmitted knowledge:
Trust, Mistrust, and Credulity. Epistemic Trust involves a
selective and judicious openness to social learning within
relationships, essentially affirming the dependability and
utility of information received from others. In opposition,
Epistemic Mistrust reflects a stance where all information
is deemed suspect or malevolent, leading to a dismissal
of external influences in communication (Campbell et al.,
2021). Finally, in the case of Epistemic Credulity, a deficient
critical stance makes one prone to accepting misinformation
and being susceptible to manipulation.

Available evidence suggests that the way individuals
navigate the interpersonal world (i.e., in borderline subjects
in a dysregulated way, in anxious subjects with overwhelm-
ing preoccupation) is entangled with a specific capacity to
find information coming from others’ reliable and valu-
able, and nuances in this experience (i.c., epistemic stances)
(Orme et al., 2019; Fonagy et al., 2017). This might prove
exceptionally informative when exploring the perceived
dissatisfaction of emerging adults’ need for interpersonal
connections (i.e., FOMO) and its consequences. However,
given the novelty of the operationalization of this construct,
only a few contributions have explored the different facets
of ET in association with maladaptive outcomes (Locati et
al., 2023; Tanzilli et al., 2022). This opens up a pivotal ave-
nue for exploration of the interplay of these variables in the
current socio-digital scenario.

The present study

In summary, developmental tasks of emerging adulthood
entail, amongst others, establishing meaningful relation-
ships with peers and romantic mates (Arnett, 2007; Rois-
man et al., 2004). However, in recent years, these tasks have
been challenged by the pandemic and socio-economical
crisis (Barlett et al., 2020; Germani et al., 2020), fostering

emerging adults’ interpersonal dispositions to entail fear of
being left out (i.e., FOMO) (Elhai et al., 2020), which has
been associated with resorting to the online world in mal-
adaptive ways (i.e., PIU) (Akbari et al., 2021). Research
also suggests that the individual’s ability to trust informa-
tion from others as helpful and valid (i.e., ET) might be a
valuable lens to better understand these associations (Fon-
agy et al., 2015; Campbell et al., 2021).

Thus, the present study explores the associations between
individuals’ FoOMO and PIU, accounting for the contribu-
tion of Epistemic Trust stances. More specifically, we aim
to explore the role of Trust, Mistrust, and Credulity in this
association. In line with the available literature (Akbari et
al., 2021), we hypothesize that FOMO will be significantly
associated with PIU. Also, we expect that Trust will nega-
tively affect this association (Fonagy et al., 2015). Finally,
we expect Mistrust and Credulity to have no indirect effect
on the relationship between FoMO and PIU (Campbell et
al., 2021; Tanzilli et al., 2022).

Materials and methods
Study design and procedures

Participants for this cross-sectional research were enlisted
via snowball sampling methods, including word-of-mouth
referrals and disseminating the study link across social
media platforms. Upon reviewing and agreeing to the online
informed consent, they completed the questionnaires hosted
on the Qualtrics online platform. The survey took approxi-
mately 30 min. Voluntary participation was emphasized
among all study participants, and measures were taken to
ensure privacy and anonymity through the survey design.
Participants received no material/monetary incentives for
participating in the study. Inclusion criteria for participation
were 18 or older and no older than 29 years old (Arnett,
2007).

Moreover, participants should have been fluent in Ital-
ian. Participants aged 30 or more were excluded from
the study. Confidentiality of information was also strictly
maintained, and data were presented in an aggregated for-
mat. The study was conducted per the Ethical Code of the
American Psychological Association (APA) and the Decla-
ration of Helsinki. The Ethics Committee of the University
of Milano-Bicocca approved all materials and procedures.

Participants
In this study, a non-random community sample consist-

ing of 358 cisgender emerging adults who regularly used
the internet was examined (Mean age=25.02 years,
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SD =2.60; age range: 18-29 years). Of these participants,
267 (74.58%) were assigned females at birth. To determine
the minimum sample size needed to identify at least small
effect sizes, a preliminary power analysis was conducted
using G*Power version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2009), with the
significance threshold set at 0.05. The analysis determined
that a sample of 204 participants would provide 80% power
to detect small effects. Therefore, the achieved sample size
of 358 participants was deemed adequately powered for the
research objectives.

About two-thirds (n=232, 64.80%) reported a hetero-
sexual orientation, with the remaining identifying as gay/
lesbian (n=70, 19.55%) or bisexual (n=56, 15.64%).
All resided in Italy and spoke Italian fluently; almost all
(n=350, 97.77%) were Italian citizens. Almost half of the
sample (n=174, 48.61%) had a master’s degree, while 147
subjects (41.06%) had a bachelor’s degree, 10 participants
had a Ph.D. (2.80%), 26 participants had a secondary school
diploma (7.26%), and 1 participant had a middle school cer-
tificate (0.28%).

The demographic breakdown of occupation and living
arrangements showed that 259 participants (72.35%) were
students. Among the remaining participants, 67 (18.72%)
were employed, 18 (5.03%) balanced employment with
studies, and 14 (3.91%) were unemployed. Residential

Table 1 Demographic Characteristics of the Study Sample (N=358)

Characteristic N (%)
Gender

Assigned female at birth 267 (74.58)
Sexual Orientation

Heterosexual 232 (64.80)
Gay/Lesbian 70 (19.55)
Bisexual 56 (15.64)
Citizenship

Italian 350 (97.77)
Education Level

Middle school certificate 1(0.28)
Secondary school diploma 26 (7.26)
Bachelor’s degree 147 (41.06)
Master’s degree 174 (48.61)
PhD 10 (2.80)
Occupational Status

Students 259 (72.35)
Employed 67 (18.72)
Employed and students 18 (5.03)
Unemployed 14 (3.91)
Living Situation

With both parents 157 (43.86)
With one parent 36 (10.06)
Alone 73 (20.39)
With friends 45 (12.57)
Cohabiting 42 (11.73)
With relatives 5(1.40)

@ Springer

situations were diverse: 157 individuals (43.86%) lived with
both parents, 36 (10.06%) with one parent (32 with only the
mother and 4 with only the father), 73 (20.39%) lived alone,
45 (12.57%) with friends, 42 (11.73%) were in cohabiting
arrangements, and 5 (1.40%) resided with other relatives.
See Table 1 for an overview of demographic characteristics

Materials

Problematic Internet use. The Internet Addiction Test
(IAT) (Ferraro et al., 2006; Young, 2016) was administered
to assess Problematic Internet Use (PIU). Participants self-
report their internet use on 20 items rated on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale (1 =never to 5=always) (e.g., “How often do you
choose to spend more time online over going out with oth-
ers?”). A total score > 50 indicates a problematic use. In the
present study, McDonald’s ® was 0.89.

Fear of Missing Out. FoOMO was examined and mea-
sured utilizing the Fear of Missing Out scale (FoMO) as
developed by Casale and Fioravanti (2020) and Przybylski
et al. (2013). The scale includes ten items (e.g., “I get anx-
ious when I don’t know what my friends are up to,” “It both-
ers me when I miss an opportunity to meet up with friends™),
with responses rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Elevated
scores on this scale are indicative of greater levels of FOMO.
Within the scope of this research, the reliability of the FOMO
scale was quantified using McDonald’s omega (®) with a
value of 0.88, denoting high internal consistency.

Epistemic Trust, Mistrust, Credulity. The ability to view
information shared by others as important, relevant to one-
self, and applicable in different situations was measured
through the Epistemic Trust, Mistrust, Credulity Question-
naire (ETMCQ) (Campbell et al., 2021; Liotti et al., 2023).
In the original form, the ETMCQ is a 15-item self-report
questionnaire. The present study used 14 items (exclud-
ing item 11) according to the Italian version (Liotti et al.,
2023), rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 =strongly disagree
to 7=strongly agree). The ETMCQ yields three scales: (a)
Trust, which encompasses being open to learning from oth-
ers in social situations; (b) Mistrust, which entails a habit of
doubting or fearing information and communication from
others being unreliable or ill-intentioned; (¢) Credulity,
which indicates a tendency to easily believe things, making
one prone to false information and possible exploitation. In
the present study, the ETMCQ scales showed good inter-
nal consistency: ®=0.70, 0.69, and 0.79, respectively, for
Trust, Mistrust, and Credulity.
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Data analyses

Analyses were conducted in R (Core Team, 2021), and sig-
nificant effects at p <.05 were interpreted. The dataset was
explored for outliers using the interquartile range approach,
yet none were detected. Normal data distribution was con-
firmed by assessing skewness and kurtosis, with all study
variables remaining within the acceptable range (skewness
within +2 and kurtosis within + 7). Sociodemographic fea-
tures and variables related to the study were summarized
using percentages, mean scores, and standard deviations for
descriptive clarity. To investigate differences across gender
and sexual orientation, we conducted two separate analyses
of variance (ANOVAs) with Problematic Internet Use (PIU)
and Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) as dependent variables,
as well as a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)
considering Epistemic Trust, Mistrust, and Credulity as out-
comes. Bivariate correlations were also employed to explore
the relationship between participants’ age and the variables
under study. Significant correlations led to the inclusion of
age, gender, and sexual orientation as covariates in subse-
quent analyses.

In line with the procedures outlined by Hayes (2017), a
mediation analysis was carried out using the R mediation
package. This involved computing 95% confidence intervals
based on bootstrap percentiles and 5,000 bootstrap samples.
The analysis mapped out three pathways: ‘a’ assessed the
connection between FoMO (X) and potential mediators
(M), namely Epistemic Trust, Mistrust, and Credulity; ‘b’
explored the relationship between these mediators (M) and
PIU (Y) while controlling for FOMO (X); and ‘c’ focused
on the direct impact of FoMO (X) on PIU (Y), consider-
ing the mediators (M). The indirect influence of FOMO on
PIU through the mediators was quantified by multiplying
coefficients a and b, with the bootstrap method validating
the statistical significance. Indirect effects were evaluated
with 95% confidence intervals derived from 5,000 bootstrap
samples.

To test the statistical power of the indirect effects, a post-
hoc Monte Carlo power simulation was executed utilizing
the ‘shiny’ and “MASS’ supplementary R packages.

Results
Preliminary analyses

Out of the 358 participants, 94 (26.26%) emerging adults
fell in the range of a moderate to severe level of PIU
(score>50). An ANOVA with PIU as an outcome, and par-
ticipants’ gender (female, male), sexual orientation (hetero-
sexual, lesbian/gay, bisexual), and their interaction as factors

indicated that male participants reported higher levels of PIU
relative to female participants, F(1,352)=13.143, p<.001,
nzp =0.036. Also, both sexual orientation, F(2,352)=4.804,
p=.009, nzp =0.027, and the interaction between gender
and sexual orientation were significant, F(2,352)=4.518,
p=.012, n2p=0.025. Post-hoc analyses (with Bonferroni’s
correction) indicated that bisexual participants reported
higher PIU than heterosexual participants, #(352)=3.097,
p=.006. Also, bisexual males reported higher PIU than
heterosexual females, #352)=4.206, p<.001, hetero-
sexual males, #352)=3.575, p=.006, d=1.018, lesbian
females, #(352)=3.999, p=.001, and bisexual females,
#(352)=3.653, p=.004.

A further ANOVA with FOMO as an outcome showed that
sexual orientation had a significant effect, F(2,352)=2.957,
p=.011, nzp =0.025, with bisexual participants reporting
higher FOMO than heterosexual participants, #(352) =0.402,
p=.009. Conversely, neither gender, F(1,352)=0.525,
p=.469, nzp =0.001, nor the interaction between gender and
sexual orientation, F(2,352)=0.340, p=.712, nzp =0.002,
had a significant effect.

Finally, a MANOVA with Epistemic Trust, Mistrust,
and Credulity as outcomes indicated that both gender,
Wilks® 4(3,350)=0.973, p=.021, nzp =0.027, and sexual
orientation, Wilks’ A(6,700)=0.948, p=.004, nzp =0.027,
had a significant effect. At the same time, their interac-
tion was not significant, Wilks’ A(6,700)=0.977, p=.218,
n2p=0.012. Univariate effects showed that female partici-
pants reported higher epistemic trust than male participants,
F(2,352)=6.999, p=.009, nzp =0.019, while post-hoc com-
parisons showed that bisexual participants reported higher
Epistemic Mistrust, #(352)=0.451, p=.019. Table 2 dis-
plays mean scores, standard deviations, and associations
among PIU, FoMO, Epistemic trust, Mistrust, Credulity,
and age by participants’ gender, sexual orientation, and their
interaction.

Fear of missing out and problematic internet use:
epistemic mistrust and credulity as mediating
mechanisms

One mediation model was run with PIU as an outcome,
FoMO as a predictor, and Epistemic Trust, Mistrust, and
Credulity as mediators. Given the significant association
between participants’ age and PIU and gender and sexual
orientation differences in PIU, these three variables were
entered as covariates. Bootstrap percentile methods were
utilized to calculate confidence intervals, with the data
being resampled 5,000 times to ensure the robustness of the
results.

The results indicated that FoOMO directly affected emerg-
ing adults’ PIU (estimate=3.328, SE=0.871, 95% CI
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[1.635,5.056], p=0.238, p <.001), demonstrating the direct
impact of FoMO on PIU without considering the media-
tors. The indirect effects showed how FoMO impacted
PIU through Mistrust (estimate=1.111, SE=0.363, 95%
CI [0.442, 1.863], p=0.079, p=.002) and Credulity (esti-
mate=0.869, SE=0.295, 95% CI[0.329, 1.496], p=0.062,
p=.003). Conversely, Trust’s indirect effect was insig-
nificant (estimate = -0.155, SE=0.179, 95% CI [-0.525,
0.198], 3 =—0.011, p=.388).

Considering the significant indirect effects and the direct
effect, the total effect of FOMO on PIU, which encompasses
the cumulative impact considering all possible paths, was
significant (estimate=5.145, SE=0.689, 95% CI [3.796,
6.495], =0.367, p <.001), highlighting the robust associa-
tion between FoOMO and PIU when accounting for all path-
ways. Emerging adults reporting higher levels of FoMO
showed greater Mistrust and Credulity, which, in turn,
reflected in greater PIU. A Monte Carlo power analysis for
the indirect effects showed a large power of 92% (with epis-
temic Mistrust as a mediator) and 96% (with epistemic Cre-
dulity as a mediator) (based on a 95% CI). The full model
explained 25% of the variance (p <.001). Figure 1 displays
a graphical representation of the model.

Discussion

This study aimed to provide further evidence on the asso-
ciations between emerging adults’ FoMO and PIU. More
specifically, it aimed to explore the contribution of differ-
ent stances of Epistemic Trust in this association (i.e., Trust,
Mistrust, and Credulity). More than one out of four emerg-
ing adults in our sample displayed moderate to severe PIU
with significant gender differences. This entails often los-
ing control over the amount of time spent online, prioritiz-
ing online relationships to the detriment of in-person ones,
and resorting to the internet world to find consolation from
negative thoughts (Ferraro et al., 2006; Young, 2016). The
prevalence in our study is comparable to available epide-
miological findings that highlight that male emerging adults
are more prone to PIU. The underlying causes behind the
gender disparities in problematic internet use (PIU) remain
largely elusive. However, it is theorized that these differ-
ences may partially stem from gender-specific preferences
for specific online activities. For instance, the literature sug-
gests that men tend to consume more online pornography
(Cooper et al., 2000) and engage more frequently in online
gaming (Wang et al., 2015). These patterns suggest that a
deeper investigation into how gender influences the variety
and nature of internet activities could be beneficial.
Corroborating our original hypothesis, a significant rela-
tionship was found between Fear of Missing Out (FoMO)
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Fig. 1 Epistemic Trust, Mistrust, and Credulity as mediators in the
Association Between Fear of Missing Out and Problematic Internet
Use in Emerging Adults (N=358). Note. B=unstandardized betas.

and PIU, indicating that the more individuals are concerned
about not partaking in rewarding experiences their peers
are engaged in, the more pronounced their difficulties with
internet use become. This observation is consistent with
existing studies that delve into the factors contributing to
PIU (Akbari et al., 2021; Fioravanti et al., 2021; Milyavs-
kaya et al., 2018).

Second, we explored the different contributions of Epis-
temic stances to this association. Interestingly, preliminary
data showed that the higher FOMO corresponded to higher
levels of all Epistemic standpoints (i.e., Trust, Mistrust, and
Credulity). These direct associations suggest that individu-
als who experience FoMO are open to all possible commu-
nication stances, meaning they might trust the information
provided to them by others, be skeptical of the information
they receive, or be credulous and accept it without ques-
tioning it. Looking more specifically at the association with
Credulity, we might argue that the more emerging adults
fear missing out on essential experiences, the more they
would try to conform to others’ opinions and points of view.
On the other hand, Mistrust can also be a solution to protect
themselves from the fear of others’ rejection. However, a
more fine-grained explanation might be possible when look-
ing at the broader picture of the context of PIU.

In line with our initial hypothesis, both Mistrust and Cre-
dulity indirectly affected the relationship between FoMO
and PIU. Thus, emerging adults reporting higher FoMO
also reported greater Mistrust and Credulity, which, in turn,
reflected in greater PIU. These results suggest the impor-
tance of considering the role of Mistrust and Credulity as
risk factors for behavioral addictions and subsequent with-
drawal from developmental tasks (Campbell et al., 2021;
Locati et al., 2023).

Epistemic Credulity

The mediational analysis was controlled for participants’ age, B =
-0.468, SE=0.218, p=.033

In emerging adults who seek refuge in the “protected”
online environment, an increased interpersonal disposition
to insecurity toward the social world (i.e., fear of missing
out on something in the relational realm), probably accom-
panied by a sense of “not mattering” for others, may lead
to disinvestment not only in the in-person world but also
in communicative openness (Casale & Flett, 2020; Fiora-
vanti et al., 2021). Indeed, some emerging adults might
read information coming from outside as unreliable and
potentially harmful (i.e., Mistrust). In contrast, others might
translate their relational insecurity into difficulties appre-
ciating their perspective, probably not recognizing it, thus
uncritically relying on external communications and being
vulnerable to the possibility of being manipulated (i.e., Cre-
dulity). These difficulties configure obstacles to the essential
tasks of emerging adulthood, such as consolidating relation-
ships outside the family and building trust in the ties that
accompany them into adulthood (Arnett et al., 2014; Rois-
man et al., 2004).

As hypothesized, Trust did not contribute to the relation-
ship between FoMO and PIU. Campbell and colleagues
(2021) provided a valuable interpretation of this finding as
they also found no associations between Trust and mental
health symptoms. Indeed, they hypothesized that Trust is
an innate characteristic of social behavior, thus bearing no
specific value in explaining psychopathology and providing
other benefits for social functioning, such as an increased
ability to acquire novel information through social commu-
nication (Campbell et al., 2021).

The interpretation of our findings must consider the
study’s limitations. First, the relevant variables were mea-
sured through self-reporting. Given the complex nature of
individual presentations, semi-structured interviews and
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a multi-informant approach would be useful. Second, the
analyses were cross-sectional, meaning only associations
can be inferred, and no causal implications can be made.
Third, further studies should ensure the generalizability of
the study results in clinical samples and larger, culturally
diverse populations. Fourth, we did not collect data on par-
ticipants’ socio-economic status (SES), which might serve
as a potential confounder or moderator in understanding the
dynamics of FOMO and PIU. Future research should incor-
porate the exploration of SES, considering potential differ-
ences across economic strata. Fifth, findings are embedded
in a specific socio-temporal context where the pandemic
was almost declared to be over. However, we did not control
for specific aspects of the pandemic, such as stressors and
individual experiences, that might have influenced partici-
pants’ responses. Future research is essential to replicate our
findings in light of a more in-depth assessment of possible
COVID-19 pandemic-related aspects. Finally, future stud-
ies should consider further variables that may explain the
antecedents of FoOMO, as well as the implicit mechanisms
involved, such as attachment, defenses, parenting styles,
and personality traits (e.g., Musetti et al., 2022b), to unpack
relational dispositions in the relation between FoMO and
PIU.

In conclusion, the study provides additional insights
into the association between Fear of Missing Out (FoMO)
and problematic internet use (PIU), explicitly offering a
developmentally relevant framework that applies to emerg-
ing adults. This framework may help in understanding
the nuances of how FoMO influences PIU within this age
group. First, it aligns with previous research highlight-
ing the association between FoMO and PIU, a maladap-
tive behavior that is moderate to severe in one out of four
emerging adults. Second, it underlines the importance of
considering the contribution of both Mistrust and Credulity
as transmission mechanisms for behavioral addictions and
subsequent withdrawal from crucial developmental tasks.
Indeed, the disinvestment in interpersonal relations might
result from perceiving incoming communication as unreli-
able and potentially harmful (i.e., Mistrust) or from a lack of
vigilance and discrimination in evaluating information (i.e.,
Credulity).

The present study’s results have implications for clini-
cal practice and intervention in different therapeutic settings
(Steele et al., 2020; Parolin et al., 2021). Despite its wide-
spread usage in everyday language, FOMO is a multifaceted
interpersonal disposition that must be recognized in emerg-
ing adults’ psychological assessment and intervention. In
this scenario, as a larger alphabetization is made available
for clinicians on this construct and its association with other
variables, it is also essential to refine assessment protocols
to include a nuanced assessment of FoMO, its impact on

@ Springer

interpersonal dispositions, and maladaptive behaviors.
Moreover, results also highlight the potential vulnerabili-
ties associated with excessive mistrust or credulity, which
must be considered in terms of their impact on the quality
of emerging adults’ relationships and their implications on
both the development and maintenance of the therapeutic
relationship and the psychotherapeutic outcomes. Finally,
we argue the importance of considering the challenge of
overcoming FoMO as a developmental step, especially for
current generations of emerging adults.
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