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Introduction: Despite growing evidence linking passive social media use to 
depression during public health emergencies, the underlying psychological 
mechanisms remain unclear. This study investigates the impact of passive 
social media use on depression among college students during the COVID-19 
pandemic, specifically examining the mediating roles of vicarious traumatization 
and fear of missing out (FoMO).

Methods: A structured survey was conducted among 322 college students. Data 
were collected through questionnaires and analyzed using SPSS 23.0. ANOVA, 
linear regression, and Bootstrap methods were employed to assess relationships 
and mediating effects in a model linking passive social media use, vicarious 
traumatization, FoMO, and depression.

Results: Results indicated that passive social media use did not directly predict 
depression, suggesting possible masking effects. However, passive social media 
use significantly predicted depression through partial mediation by vicarious 
traumatization and FoMO. Additionally, a chain mediation pathway was 
identified, in which vicarious traumatization and FoMO sequentially mediated 
the relationship between passive social media use and depression.

Discussion: These findings reveal how passive social media behaviors contribute 
to depression during public health crises by highlighting the cognitive-
psychological processes involved. The study advances understanding of social 
media’s negative effects and provides actionable recommendations for mental 
health interventions during emergencies.
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Introduction

Social media has become a pervasive element in daily life, yet its impact on mental health, 
particularly depression, remains complex and multifaceted. Research has shown mixed results: 
while active social media use has been linked to reduced depressive symptoms in younger 
individuals, passive social media use may increase such symptoms (Lewin et al., 2023). While for 
older adults, study revealed that active social media use is associated with higher odds of depressive 
symptoms, passive social media use is linked to lower odds (Lewin et al., 2023). Valkenburg et al. 
(2022) found limited support for the hypotheses that active social media use leads to positive 
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well-being and passive social media use leads to negative well-being, 
suggesting that the characteristics of social media use, such as content 
valence and user motivations, should be  considered. Longitudinal 
research by Primack et al. (2021) indicates that initial social media use can 
predict subsequent depression, supporting a temporal association that 
suggests causality. In contrast, Hartanto et al. (2021) emphasize reverse 
causation, where depressive symptoms may drive social media use as a 
compensatory mechanism to fulfill psychosocial needs. Vidal et al. (2020) 
identified themes such as the quantity and quality of social media use, 
social aspects, and mental health symptom disclosure, finding that 
problematic social media use is associated with emotional maladjustment 
and depressive mood. Collectively, these studies underscore the intricate 
relationship between social media use and depression, indicating that the 
context, content, and motives of social media use play crucial roles in 
determining its impact on mental health. This is especially relevant during 
public health emergencies.

Public health emergencies frequently lead to profound shifts in the 
public’s information-seeking behavior and have a substantial impact on 
mental health (Bento et al., 2020). During public health emergencies, the 
way social media is utilized has a profound impact on individual mental 
health (Drouin et al., 2020). Research indicates that social media not only 
serves as a crucial channel for accessing information but also plays a 
pivotal role in shaping users’ emotions and behaviors (Ngien and Jiang, 
2022). College students, who are already navigating a challenging period 
of life transitions, have found themselves increasingly reliant on social 
media for updates, connection, and emotional support during these times 
of uncertainty (Cauberghe et al., 2021). While social media provides a 
valuable means for staying informed and connected, research indicates 
that passive social media use, where individuals consume content without 
actively engaging, can negatively impact mental well-being. Specifically, 
this type of usage often results in information overload and emotional 
exhaustion, which can exacerbate mental health issues such as depression 
(Lee et al., 2023). Public health crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 
have profoundly altered how individuals interact with digital platforms, 
particularly social media (Wu et al., 2025). During these times, university 
students, isolated by quarantine and social distancing measures, 
increasingly turned to social media to stay connected and informed. 
However, excessive passive consumption, browsing content without active 
engagement, often exposed them to overwhelming negative information, 
adversely affecting their emotional well-being and mental health (van der 
Schuur et al., 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic serves as a clear example 
of this dynamic. During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media emerged 
as a critical platform for information dissemination. A survey by Fan et al. 
(2020) revealed that social media was the primary source of pandemic-
related information, with 50.7% of the Chinese public using platforms like 
QQ and WeChat to stay informed. Yet, the lack of interaction during such 
passive browsing behaviors has been linked to negative emotions, such as 
anxiety and stress (Qian et al., 2020).

College students, as active digital users, exhibited significantly 
higher social media usage during public health emergencies, making 
them particularly susceptible to passive usage behaviors (Yue et al., 
2022). Passive scrolling through posts, images, and news can intensify 
exposure to distressing information, amplifying negative emotions 
like anxiety and stress and potentially contributing to elevated levels 
of depression. This underscores the dual-edged nature of social media 
use during crises, where the benefits of staying informed may come at 
a cost to mental health.

Zhu et al. (2023) examined the relationship between depression and 
social media use in the information system field through systematic 

review. Despite the growing prevalence of passive social media use 
behavior, previous studies have primarily employed cross-sectional 
surveys and similar methods to explore individuals’ passive social media 
use and its influencing factors (Zhu et al., 2023), the specific mechanisms 
by which this behavior influences depression in college students during 
public health emergencies remain underexplored. Previous study has 
not fully explored to what extent and through what factors passive social 
media information behavior affects depression in such a situation. 
Therefore, it is essential to clarify the impact mechanism and how it 
evolves during such emergencies. Understanding the psychological 
impact of this behavior is crucial to develop interventions that promote 
healthier social media habits and improve mental health outcomes. 
We  draw on previous research highlighting the mental health 
implications of social media use during the pandemic and the 
prevalence of depression among Chinese college students to 
contextualize our investigation (Luo et al., 2021). This study aims to 
investigate the effect of passive social media usage on the depression 
levels of college students in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. It 
mainly addresses the following two research questions (RQ):

RQ1: How does passive social media usage impact depression 
among college students?

RQ2: What mediating factors influence the relationship between 
passive social media usage and depression levels in 
college students?

By answering these questions, this research seeks to shed light on 
the underlying processes that link passive social media consumption 
to depression, providing valuable insights for mental health 
professionals and educators. The novelty of this study lies in 
conceptualizing and operationalizing the dark side of social media 
information behavior, specifically in the context of public health 
emergencies, with a focus on its impact on psychological well-being. 
By integrating passive social media information behavior with 
concepts like vicarious traumatization that emerge during public 
crises, this study offers a novel perspective on the mechanisms 
underlying depression development in the mobile media context. This 
study aims to provide a deeper insight into the mediating effects of 
vicarious traumatization and FoMO as intermediate variables that lie 
in the pathway from passive social media usage to the depression level. 
This study contributes to the existing literature by shedding light on 
the cognitive, psychological, and social processes underlying the dark 
side of online information behavior and cyberpsychology. These areas 
have gained increasing significance in research, particularly in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated “infodemic.”

Literature review and research 
hypotheses

The impact of social media on mental health has become a critical 
research focus in the field of public health. Existing literature explores the 
effects of various social media usage patterns on the mental health, 
emotional states, and behaviors of different populations from multiple 
perspectives. Lee and Cho (2019) highlighted that social media usage, 
through its provision of instrumental and informational support, is 
negatively associated with poor mental health outcomes. This finding not 
only underscores the positive role of social media in supporting the 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Wang et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637

Frontiers in Psychology 03 frontiersin.org

mental health of vulnerable groups but also raises concerns about the 
potential adverse effects of passive social media use, such as information 
overload. Wang and Liu (2016) further revealed how public opinion 
leaders and media outlets can reinforce stereotypes about depression, 
thereby influencing users’ attitudes and mental health. This provides 
theoretical support for examining the impact of negative information on 
the mental health of university students. Ngien and Jiang (2022) identified 
psychological mechanisms, such as fatalism and information fatigue, 
through which social media indirectly affects stress levels in young people, 
aligning closely with our hypothesis that passive social media use may 
lead to information overload and emotional exhaustion. Chen et  al. 
(2023) investigated how passive social media use, while potentially 
mitigating pandemic fatigue through information overload, may 
simultaneously trigger negative psychological effects. This offers valuable 
insights for exploring the relationship between passive social media use 
and depression. Additionally, Cho et al. (2024) emphasized the complex 
emotional regulation pathways facilitated by social media during crises, 
suggesting the need to focus on its role in emotional regulation during 
public health emergencies. Together, these studies provide critical 
theoretical foundations and insights for investigating how passive social 
media use during public health emergencies impacts the mental health of 
college students.

The relationship between passive social 
media use and depression

As mobile social media usage has become increasingly widespread, 
research has focused on the relationship between social media use and its 
impact on users’ mental health (Primack et al., 2017). The use of mobile 
social media can be classified into active usage behavior and passive usage 
behavior. The former refers to information-producing activities that 
promote online communication (e.g., updating status, commenting on 
posts). The latter refers to browsing behavior characterized by a lack of 
interaction with others, e.g., browsing news or story highlights. Excessive 
passive behaviors like browsing can contribute to negative emotions and 
diminish users’ overall life satisfaction (Yao et al., 2014; Huang, 2017). 
Research has found that when jealousy and upward social comparison are 
introduced as sequential mediators, passive social media use has a 
significant positive impact on depression levels (Li, 2018). The frequency 
of passive social media usage can also negatively predict self-esteem 
through the mediating effect of upward social comparison, while self-
esteem is negatively correlated with anxiety and depression (Liu et al., 
2017a). Another detrimental effect of passive social media use is the 
heightened risk of self-concept disorders. Individuals with a weak self-
concept are more susceptible to external pressures, which can ultimately 
lead to depression. Yang et al. (2007) pointed out that passive social media 
usage positively predicts depression levels through the mediating effect of 
rumination. The chain mediation effect of rumination and core self-
evaluation suggests that the frequency of passive social media use 
positively contributes to higher levels of depression. In addition, passive 
social media usage reduces individual well-being (Liu et al., 2017b).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, quarantine and isolation 
measures confined people to their homes, reducing the frequency of 
their outings. Universities either delayed reopening or shifted to 
online education, and holiday periods were extended. College students 
inevitably have more spare time to use mobile phones and browse 
social media. They are experiencing a more serious “infodemic” 

(information pandemic). Social media has become the main source 
for college students to obtain information about the pandemic; 
however, excessive browsing can heighten anxiety, sadness, and worry, 
ultimately harming their mental health. Therefore, the following 
hypotheses could be posited:

H1: The frequency of passive social media use among college 
students has a significant positive effect on their levels 
of depression.

The mediating effect of vicarious 
traumatization

Vicarious traumatization (VT) originates from the constructivist 
self-development theory. It refers to the traumatic experience of 
psychotherapists in serving patients (McCann and Pearlman, 1990). 
The concept of vicarious trauma has been widely used in various 
contexts, and its conceptual connotation has been enriched. Vicarious 
traumatization refers to indirect exposure to a severe traumatic event 
through activities such as watching, listening, reading, or discussing 
information about the event, which can evoke psychological responses 
similar to those experienced by individuals who have directly endured 
the trauma (Byrne et  al., 2006). Vicarious trauma has numerous 
adverse effects on individuals, including a decline in self-efficacy, 
impaired cognitive processes, and diminished sense of security, trust, 
and self-esteem (McCann and Pearlman, 1990). Ma reported that 
individuals experiencing vicarious trauma may exhibit symptoms 
such as inattention, fatigue, reduced physical performance, and 
emotional instability. These symptoms are often accompanied by 
mental health issues, with depression being the most prominent. Silver 
et al., (2013) observed that prolonged focus on negative news from the 
media can negatively affect both physical and mental health, 
potentially leading to vicarious trauma in severe cases.

During public health emergencies like COVID-19 pandemic, social 
media is flooded with negative information, including reports of illness, 
mass infections, deaths, broken families, pleas for help from affected 
areas, and other tragic stories related to the crisis. Users are immersed 
in such information environments, where the frequency of browsing far 
exceeds that of content creation. Their passive social media use has 
become more frequent than before. The availability of negative 
pandemic information in multimedia formats can make users feel as 
though they are experiencing the situation first-hand. Coupled with the 
impact of empathy, this can lead to virtual emotional interactions with 
those directly affected, ultimately resulting in vicarious trauma (Xu and 
Yang, 2009). It, in turn, leads to depression. These adverse effects may 
be more pronounced in college students since they lack social and life 
experiences. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

H2: Vicarious traumatization mediates the relationship between 
the frequency of passive social media use and depression levels 
among college students.

The mediating effect of fear of missing out

Cognitive psychologist Przybylski et al. were pioneers in exploring 
FoMO (Fear of Missing Out) on social media, defining it as the 
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pervasive anxiety that occurs when individuals feel they are missing 
out on experiences that they desire to be a part of due to their absence 
(Przybylski et al., 2013). It is primarily characterized by a continuous 
desire to know what others are doing. Przybylski et al. (2013) also 
developed a FoMO measurement scale. In essence, FoMO refers to the 
discomfort or anxiety stemming from missing out on the activities 
and experiences of friends.

In traditional society, individuals had limited means to stay 
informed about others’ activities. However, with the development of 
mobile internet and the widespread use of social media, people can 
now check what others are doing anytime and anywhere. This constant 
connectivity has heightened the fear of missing out. Zhao et al. (2017) 
identified that the intensity, frequency, and persistence of mobile 
social media use can reflect users’ FoMO levels. Beata (2013) also 
reported a positive correlation between FoMO and the frequency of 
checking messages on mobile platforms. Research has shown that 
passive social media usage can negatively impact individuals’ mental 
health, including fear of missing out. Ma (2020) maintained that 
passive social media usage is important in generating FoMO. Wortham 
(2011) revealed that FoMO is a contributing factor to negative 
emotions, including depression.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media provided regular 
updates on the progression of the crisis. As highly educated 
individuals, college students were particularly attentive to the 
situation, which inadvertently increased their passive social media 
usage. This makes college students more susceptible to 
FoMO. Additionally, pandemic information comes from diverse 
sources with varying levels of accuracy, mixing false or misleading 
information with factual reports. Such an infodemic exacerbates 
FoMO symptoms in students and may heighten their levels of 
depression. Therefore, the following hypothesis could be posited:

H3: FoMO mediates the relationship between the frequency of 
passive social media use and depression levels in college students.

The chain mediating effect of vicarious 
traumatization and FoMO

Vicarious traumatization also influences FoMO. Research has 
shown that exposure to a series of adverse events heightens stress levels 
and negatively impacts individuals’ worldviews and values (Xu and 

Yang, 2009). When stressful life events become more severe, they hinder 
the fulfillment of fundamental psychological needs, such as competence, 
relatedness, and autonomy (Xia and Ye, 2014). When these psychological 
needs remain unmet for an extended period, individuals may seek 
distraction or relief by shifting their focus to a new environment. The 
frustration of unresolved needs can lead to heightened anxiety 
(Vansteenkiste and Ryan, 2013). Studies also suggest potential linkages 
between trauma-related psychological states and fear of missing out 
(FoMO), though direct evidence for vicarious traumatization (VT) 
remains limited. Valkenburg et al. (2022) establish that passive social 
media use amplifies upward social comparison, a core FoMO 
mechanism, particularly among individuals with pre-existing 
vulnerabilities. Complementarily, Zhang (2024) demonstrates that 
trauma symptoms (including but not limited to post-traumatic stress 
disorder) significantly predict FoMO, which in turn mediates social 
media addiction. While not explicitly measuring VT, Qutishat and Sabei 
(2024) reveals that nurses experiencing second victim syndrome (a 
construct overlapping with VT in symptomology) report heightened 
FoMO, with junior clinicians showing the strongest effects. Collectively, 
these findings imply that trauma-associated distress may sensitize 
individuals to FoMO triggers. During the COVID-19 pandemic, a 
worldwide public health crisis, college students are indirectly exposed 
to traumatic events by browsing pandemic-related information or 
reading distressing discussions on social media, leading them to 
experience negative emotional reactions as if they were personally 
affected. Individuals may feel a lack of self-efficacy, believing they are 
unable to control their lives or meet their psychological needs. As a 
result, they shift their focus to other goals, such as staying up-to-date 
with the pandemic, which fosters FoMO. This, in turn, may worsen 
their depression. Therefore, the following hypothesis could be posited 
by this study (see Figure 1).

H4: Vicarious traumatization and FoMO serve as sequential 
mediators in the relationship between the frequency of passive 
social media use and depression levels among college students.

Materials and methods

This study employed a cross-sectional design to explore the 
relationship between passive social media usage and depression 
among college students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

FIGURE 1

Hypothetical model.
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design allowed for the examination of correlational associations 
between various psychosocial factors, such as vicarious 
traumatization and FoMO, and depressive symptoms without 
establishing causality.

A combination of questionnaire surveys and statistical analysis 
techniques were employed in this study to systematically collect and 
analyze data, ensuring a comprehensive evaluation of the research 
variables and their relationships. The questionnaire method enables 
the efficient collection of large, standardized datasets, ensuring 
objectivity in measurement. This resource-efficient approach saves 
time and promotes anonymity, which enhances the likelihood of 
obtaining truthful responses.

As for data analysis, this study utilized SPSS 23.0 to perform a 
series of statistical tests, including Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), 
multiple linear regression, and the Bootstrap method. These 
techniques allowed for a robust examination of the relationships 
between variables, providing both comprehensive and reliable results 
through parametric and non-parametric approaches. The use of the 
Bootstrap method further enhanced the precision of our estimates by 
generating confidence intervals based on resampling, ensuring the 
validity of our findings.

Questionnaire design

In this study, four questionnaire scales were employed to 
investigate the influence of college students’ passive social media usage 
on their depression levels during public health emergencies. These 
scales include the passive social media usage scale, the vicarious 
traumatization scale, the fear of missing out (FoMO) scale, and the 
depression scale. These scales were carefully selected to 
comprehensively capture the key variables, enabling a deep 
understanding of how passive social media use and related 
psychological factors impact the students’ mental health during public 
health emergencies.

The passive social media usage scale was developed by adopting 
the well-established and widely used scale created by Liu et al. 
(2017a). Additionally, elements from the questionnaire designed 
by Krasnova et al. (2013), which measures the intensity of passive 
social media browsing behavior on Facebook, were incorporated 
to refine the assessment tool further. The scale was appropriately 
modified to adjust certain question items to align with the context 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The questionnaire was reviewed by 
three experts in information science or psychology, along with 15 
college students with social media experience. Based on their 
feedback, the question items were revised accordingly. Four 
question items were formed, including “I browse the relevant 
information of the COVID-19 pandemic advances,” “I read the 
relevant status of the COVID-19 pandemic updated by friends,” “I 
view the photos and videos of the pandemic situation uploaded 
and forwarded by friends” and “I browse group members’ ongoing 
conversations about the pandemic.” Each item was scored using a 
five-point Likert scale. In order to ensure that active social media 
use did not influence passive use responses, we  instructed 
participants to answer the four relevant questions based on 
moments when they had no information to share or disclose while 
using social media. They were also asked to reflect on their passive 

social media usage over the past week. Higher scores on the scale 
indicated more frequent passive use.

The vicarious traumatization scale was developed by adopting the 
Chinese version of the Impact of Event Scale-Revised (IES-R) from 
Huang et  al. (2006), along with referencing the Vicarious 
Traumatization Questionnaire designed by Han (2009). Classical 
items were modified to account for the specific context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. There are 18 questions in total, such as “It is 
difficult for me to sleep peacefully until dawn,” “Irrelevant things 
remind me of the COVID-19 pandemic,” and “I feel that I am easily 
irritated.” A five-point Likert scale was utilized, with higher scores 
reflecting greater levels of vicarious traumatization.

The Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) scale was designed based on the 
Fear of Missing Out scale developed by Song et al. (2017), which 
encompasses four dimensions: psychological motivation, cognitive 
motivation, behavioral performance, and emotional dependence. It 
consists of 12 questions, such as “I am anxious when I do not access 
social media for a while.” A 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) was used for scoring. Higher 
scores indicate greater levels of fear of missing out.

For the development of the depression scale, the Center for 
Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D), created by the 
National Institute of Mental Health (NMH) (Zhang et al., 2010), was 
adopted. The original scale consists of 20 items, including 4 reverse-
scored items. In this study, only 16 non-reverse-scoring items were 
selected. Participants were asked to evaluate their feelings based on 
the past week, with higher scores reflecting greater levels of depression.

Reliability and validity test

Since substantial modifications were made to the vicarious 
traumatization scale, particularly following expert recommendations 
and considering the COVID-19 pandemic context, confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to assess the scale. The fit 
indicators from the analysis were found to be acceptable, indicating 
that the revised scale demonstrated good statistical validity: ᵪ2/
df = 2.765, RMSEA = 0.076, IFI = 0.906, CFI = 0.905.

A reliability test is generally performed using Cronbach’s alpha 
reliability coefficient, which measures the internal consistency of a 
scale. A higher alpha coefficient indicates better consistency across 
items. In this study, the reliability analysis demonstrated that the 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the passive social media usage scale, 
FoMO scale, vicarious traumatization scale, and depression scale were 
0.864, 0.858, 0.914, and 0.945, respectively. These results indicate that 
the scales exhibit strong reliability and high internal consistency, 
confirming the robustness of the questionnaires used in this research.

Ethical considerations

All procedures involving human participants in this study were 
conducted in accordance with the ethical standards of the Ethics 
Committee of the School of Management at Tianjin Normal 
University. Informed consent was obtained from all adult participants 
prior to their inclusion in the study. Each participant received a 
compensation of CNY 50 for their participation.
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Data collection

The data for this study were collected through the online 
questionnaire platform.1 College students with social media 
experience were invited to participate in the survey, which was 
conducted from March 14 to March 19, 2020, during the peak period 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants were recruited via campus 
BBS, and voluntary participation was used to ensure a representative 
sample. Eligibility criteria required that participants be  actively 
enrolled in a university and regular social media users. Participants 
were excluded if they had any clinician-diagnosed mental disorders, 
specifically pre-existing conditions diagnosed before the pandemic, 
all included participants confirmed no such history. Informed consent 
was obtained from all participants before they completed the 
questionnaire. This study employed a priori sample size calculations 
using the statistical software G*Power (version 3.1.9.4) (Faul et al., 
2007) for sampling decisions before conducting the online 
questionnaire to ensure a sufficiently powered study and uninflated 
effect sizes. Calculation of the sample size for an ANOVA with the 
given effect size (0.05) and a power of 0.80 resulted in N = 269. The 
actual number of recruits in our study is 322.

A total of 322 questionnaires were received, with 305 deemed 
valid after excluding 17 responses with missing data. Of the 305 valid 
respondents, 240 were aged between 18 and 23, while 65 were aged 24 
and above. The final sample consisted of 260 undergraduate students 
and 45 graduate students.

Data analysis

This study used the five-point Likert scale to measure the key 
variables, with response options ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
5 (strongly agree). The midpoint value 3 represents a neutral or 
balanced position, indicating that respondents neither agree nor 
disagree with the statement. Using the midpoint as a reference point 
allows a clear interpretation of whether responses tend to skew toward 
agreement (scores above 3) or disagreement (scores below 3). This 
approach is consistent with survey design practices outlined by 
Chyung et al. (2017) and Nadler et al. (2015), which highlight the 
significance of midpoints in Likert scales for understanding 
participant responses. By comparing mean scores to the midpoint, 
we can better gauge overall tendencies in passive social media usage 
and fear of missing out (FoMO), providing context for how these 
behaviors are distributed among the participants. However, it is 
important to note that this comparison does not imply a strict cutoff 
but rather serves as an interpretive tool for understanding general 
trends in the data.

Common method bias (CMB) test

To assess common method bias, we  employed SPSS 23.0 to 
perform Harman’s single-factor test. This test involves conducting an 
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) without rotation to determine 

1 www.wjx.cn

whether a single factor accounts for the majority of variance in the 
data. If a significant portion of the variance is explained by one factor, 
it may indicate the presence of common method bias, which could 
affect the validity of the results. This approach helps ensure data 
collection method does not unduly influence the observed 
relationships between variables.

One-way ANOVA analysis

In this study, passive social media usage, vicarious traumatization, 
FoMO, and depression were collectively categorized as psychosocial 
factors, as each variable reflects aspects of individuals’ psychological 
well-being and social interactions. By combining these concepts, the 
study aimed to explore how different age groups experience and 
respond to these psychosocial factors, especially in public health 
emergencies. A one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine potential 
differences in these psychosocial factors across various age groups. 
The purpose of this analysis was to identify whether there are 
significant variations in the levels of passive social media usage, 
vicarious traumatization, FoMO, and depression among individuals 
of different age ranges. Significant findings would indicate that specific 
interventions could be designed to support vulnerable age groups in 
mitigating the negative effects of passive social media usage, vicarious 
traumatization, FoMO, and depression. On the other hand, 
non-significant results would suggest that these psychological factors 
affect individuals similarly across different age groups.

Descriptive statistics and correlation 
analysis

In this study, descriptive statistical analyses were conducted on 
four Psychosocial Factors: Passive Social Media Usage, Vicarious 
Traumatization, FoMO and Depression. These analyses aimed to 
provide an overview of the distribution of each variable, including 
measures such as mean, standard deviation, and range, to capture the 
general trends and variations within the sample population.

Following the descriptive analysis, correlation analyses were 
performed to explore the relationships between these psychosocial 
factors. Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to examine the 
strength and direction of associations between passive social media 
usage, vicarious traumatization, FoMO, and depression. The 
correlation analysis also helps provide insights into how these factors 
might influence one another, potentially contributing to the 
development of psychological interventions tailored to 
individuals’ needs.

Chain mediating model test

Regression analysis was conducted to further investigate the 
relationship between passive social media usage and depression levels 
among college students. While the earlier correlation analysis 
indicated no significant direct relationship between these two 
variables, regression analysis was utilized to explore whether passive 
social media usage could act as a predictor of depression when 
controlling for additional factors, such as fear of missing out and 
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vicarious traumatization. This approach allowed for a better 
understanding of how different psychosocial factors might interact to 
influence mental health outcomes.

A chain mediating model test was conducted to delve deeper into 
the complex relationships between passive social media usage and 
depression levels, with a specific focus on understanding the indirect 
pathways through two key psychosocial factors: vicarious 
traumatization and fear of missing out. This analysis aimed to uncover 
not only the direct effects of passive social media usage on depression 
but also the mechanisms by which these relationships unfold, 
particularly through the mediating influence of vicarious 
traumatization and FoMO. This method allows for a more 
comprehensive understanding of how different psychological factors 
interact within the context of passive social media usage, shedding 
light on the indirect pathways that can lead to mental health challenges.

Results

Common method bias (CMB) test

The results revealed nine common factors with eigenvalues greater 
than 1, with the first factor accounting for 29% of the variance, which 
is below the 40% threshold. According to the established standard 
(Zhou and Long, 2004), this indicates that no significant common 
method bias was present in this study’s sample data.

Descriptive statistics and correlation results

The descriptive statistical results, presented in Table 1, indicate 
that each variable was measured using a five-point Likert scale, with a 
midpoint value of 3 (Jamieson, 2004; Norman, 2010). The findings 
show that college students scored above the midpoint for both passive 
social media usage frequency and FoMO, with mean values of 3.57 
and 3.38, respectively. These elevated scores suggest that college 
students engage more frequently in passive social media usage 
[t(304) = 11.566, p < 0.001] and experience relatively high levels of 
FoMO [t(304) = 9.985, p < 0.001] compared to the scale’s medium 
value. However, the scores for vicarious traumatization and depression 
were lower, averaging 1.98 [t(304) = −27.359, p < 0.001] and 1.59 
[t(304) = −45.342, p < 0.001], respectively. Given the relatively high 
score for passive social media usage, and considering that passive 
browsing is the primary behavior associated with this usage (Yue et al., 
2022), it can be  inferred that passive social media browsing has 
become a prevalent approach for college students to access information 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This suggests that passive 
engagement with social media platforms has increasingly served as a 

key information source for students within this period. Moreover, 
college students exhibited notable symptoms of fear of missing out 
(FoMO) on pandemic-related information. The correlation analysis 
(see Table 1) demonstrated that passive social media usage frequency 
was significantly and positively correlated with both FoMO and 
vicarious traumatization but showed no significant correlation with 
depression levels. This finding aligns with Li′s research, which 
similarly found no significant relationship between passive social 
media usage and depression levels (Li, 2018). Other results presented 
in Table 1 indicate that fear of missing out (FoMO) is significantly and 
positively correlated with both vicarious traumatization and 
depression levels. Furthermore, vicarious traumatization also shows a 
significant positive correlation with depression levels. These 
relationships suggest that higher FoMO is associated with increased 
psychological distress, as reflected in both vicarious traumatization 
and depression.

The correlation analysis results indicated that among college 
students, passive social media usage frequency was significantly and 
positively correlated with vicarious traumatization. Additionally, 
significant positive correlations were found between any two variables 
of vicarious traumatization, fear of missing out (FoMO), and depression 
levels. These findings suggest interconnected relationships between 
these psychosocial factors. Given that the conditions for a mediation 
effect are met, the next step is to conduct a mediation analysis to 
determine whether vicarious traumatization or FoMO mediates the 
relationship between passive social media usage and depression, offering 
deeper insights into the underlying mechanisms of these associations.

Chain mediating model results

The test results of the relationship between passive social media 
usage and depression level are shown in Table  2. There was no 
significant effect of passive social media usage frequency on depression 
among college students (β = −0.049, p > 0.05). Therefore, Hypothesis 
1 is not supported.

The absence of a direct effect between passive social media usage 
and depression levels could be attributed to several factors. Firstly, 
the quality of human-information interaction, rather than the 
frequency of usage, may play a more critical role in shaping 
depression. Engaging with meaningful, supportive, or informative 
content could mitigate negative emotional outcomes, whereas passive 
consumption of irrelevant or superficial content may not have a 
significant impact on depression. Secondly, government-led epidemic 
prevention and control efforts during the pandemic may have 
bolstered individuals’ sense of security and confidence, thereby 
alleviating overall depression levels. These interventions provided a 
stabilizing effect, reducing the psychological distress that might 

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics results and correlations between four variables.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4

1 Passive social media usage 3.57 0.87 1

2 Vicarious traumatization 1.98 0.64 0.127* 1

3 Fear of missing out 3.38 0.66 0.431*** 0.345*** 1

4 Depression 1.59 0.54 −0.053 0.665*** 0.250*** 1

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Wang et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637

Frontiers in Psychology 08 frontiersin.org

otherwise be associated with passive social media use. Lastly, drawing 
from the Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) model (Mehrabian, 
1974), the informational stimuli encountered during passive social 
media browsing may evoke affective responses indirectly by altering 
users’ internal states or organismic conditions. In this framework, the 
cues or content encountered do not immediately cause depression 
but may influence the user’s emotional and cognitive processes, 
eventually shaping their psychological well-being. Therefore, the 
nonexistence of a direct relationship could be  explained by the 
complex mediation of internal emotional and cognitive mechanisms 
that process these stimuli (Elhai et al., 2017; Valkenburg and Peter, 
2013). Following the mediation effect test procedure proposed by 
Wen and Ye (2014), the relationship was treated as a masking effect, 
and the Bootstrap method was employed to further examine this 
effect. The analysis was conducted using the PROCESS macro 
developed by Hayes (2017). Specifically, the Bootstrap method was 
applied with 5,000 resampling iterations and a 95% confidence 
interval to test the mediating effect (Hayes et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 
2010). Age, gender, and education were included as control variables 
to ensure the robustness of the results.

The chain mediating effect results (Tables 3, 4) showed that the 
mediating effects of vicarious traumatization and fear of missing out 
were mainly composed of three indirect effects. (1) indirect effect 1 
(mediating effect value = 0.0531): passive social media 
usage→vicarious traumatization→depression, Bootstrap  95% 
confidence interval is [0.0077, 0.0984], which does not include 0. 
Such result means that vicarious traumatization has a significant 
mediation effect on the relationship between social media usage 
frequency and depression level. Hypothesis 2 is thus supported. (2) 
indirect effect 2 (mediating effect value = 0.0258): passive social 
media usage frequency→fear of missing out→depression, 
Bootstrap 95% confidence interval is [0.0029, 0.0531] that excludes 
0. Fear of missing out (FoMO) exerts a significant mediating effect 
on the relationship between passive social media usage frequency and 
depression levels among college students. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is 
supported. (3) Indirect effect 3 (mediating effect value = 0.0025): 
passive social media usage frequency→vicarious traumatization→fear 
of missing out→depression, Bootstrap 95% confidence interval is 
[0.00001486, 0.0069], excluding 0. This provides strong evidence of a 
significant chain mediating effect between passive social media usage 
frequency and depression levels, mediated through both vicarious 
traumatization and fear of missing out (FoMO), thereby supporting 
Hypothesis 4. The indirect effects 1, 2, and 3 accounted for 27, 13.12, 
and 1.27% of the total effect, respectively; the total mediating effect 
value is 0.0813, accounting for 41.33% of the total effect (0.1967) (see 
Figure 2).

Discussion and implications

General discussion

This study examined the impact of passive social media usage 
frequency on depression among college students during the 
COVID-19 pandemic while also exploring the chain mediating effects 
of vicarious traumatization and FoMO in this relationship. The 
findings revealed that passive social media usage frequency did not 
directly predict depression. However, it significantly and positively 
influenced depression through the individual mediating effects of 
vicarious traumatization and FoMO, as well as through their 
combined chain mediating effects.

Results indicated that the passive social media usage frequency of 
college students does not have a significant impact on their depression 
levels (β = −0.049, p > 0.05), thus Hypothesis 1 was not supported. 
During the COVID-19 epidemic, social media is flooded with 
pandemic-related information, allowing college students to easily 
browse and access this content through passive social media use. 
However, this passive information consumption does not directly 
increase depression levels unless it triggers FoMO via vicarious 
traumatization. This finding is consistent with previous studies, which 
have similarly reported that the frequency of passive social media 
usage does not have a direct predictive effect on depression levels 
(Chhatwani et al., 2023). Findings from Lewin et al.’s (2023) research 
showed that passive social media usage was even found to 
be associated with lower depression levels among older adults. Meier 
and Krause (2023) pointed out that the effects of passive social media 
usage on well-being were highly variable, significantly challenging the 
passive use hypothesis, which posits that passive engagement is 
inherently harmful to well-being (“passive” = “bad”). Therefore, the 
influence of passive social media usage is debatable.

Two possible explanations for the lack of a direct relationship 
between passive social media usage frequency and depression levels 
were proposed by this study. Firstly, depression is likely influenced 
more by the quality of user-media interactions and the emotional 
experiences these interactions evoke rather than the frequency of 
usage. Davila et al. (2012) argued that time spent on social media does 
not necessarily result in depression. Users often engage in both passive 
and active social media behaviors within a given period, and the 
positive effects of active use may weaken or offset the negative impact 
of passive use (Zhang et al., 2020). Secondly, implementing various 
protective measures, such as government-mandated mask-wearing 
and quarantine policies, and consequencing the low number of 
infections in China from April 2020 to November 2022, bolstered 
public confidence in overcoming the pandemic. These efforts helped 

TABLE 2 Linear regression results of passive social media usage and depression level.

Regression equation Overall fit index Significance of regression 
coefficients

Dependent variables Independent variables r r2 F β t

Depression Passive social media usage 0.105 0.011 0.501 −0.049 −0.844

Age −0.056 −0.846

Gender −0.052 −0.879

Educational background 0.092 1.428

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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alleviate the negative emotions typically associated with passive social 
media use, such as the anxiety induced by browsing pandemic-related 
information. According to Guo (2020), over 80% of the Chinese public 

maintained a positive attitude toward pandemic prevention, control, 
and protective measures implemented by both the Chinese 
government and individuals. They believe that overcoming the 

TABLE 3 Regression results for chain mediating model test.

Regression equation Overall fit index Significance of regression 
coefficients

Dependent variables Independent variables r r2 F β t

Vicarious traumatization Passive social media usage frequency 0.175 0.031 1.897 0.100 2.29*

Age 0.03 0.413

Gender −0.009 −0.094

Specialty −0.015 −0.285

Highest education 0.148 1.412

Fear of missing out Passive social media usage frequency 0.530 0.281 19.429 0.312 7.962***

Vicarious traumatization 0.300 5.854***

Age −0.016 −0.247

Gender 0.073 0.857

Specialty −0.047 −0.989

Highest education 0.032 0.346

Depression Passive social media usage frequency 0.685 0.47 66.402 −0.115 −3.868***

Vicarious traumatization 0.551 14.566***

Fear of missing out 0.084 2.077*

Age −0.068 −1.503

Gender −0.076 −1.272

Specialty −0.027 −0.816

Highest education 0.033 0.502

*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.

TABLE 4 Summary for chain mediating effect.

Effect type Indirect effect 
size

Boot standard 
deviation

BootCI lower 
limit

BootCI upper 
limit

Relative mediation 
effect

Total indirect effect 0.0813 0.0283 0.0254 0.1363 41.33%

Indirect effect 1 0.0531 0.0233 0.0077 0.0984 27.00%

Indirect effect 2 0.0258 0.0126 0.0029 0.0531 13.12%

Indirect effect 3 0.0025 0.0018 0.0000 0.0069 1.27%

FIGURE 2

Chain mediating model.
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challenges posed by the pandemic is achievable. As a highly educated 
group, college students possess a rational and well-rounded 
understanding of the COVID-19 pandemic, allowing them to remain 
composed and level-headed in the face of a public health emergency. 
Consequently, they tend to exhibit lower levels of anxiety when 
exposed to negative information from social media regarding 
the pandemic.

This study suggested that vicarious traumatization mediates the 
relationship between passive social media usage frequency and 
depression levels among college students, thereby supporting 
Hypothesis 2. Vicarious traumatization is a proximal factor of 
environment and behavior affecting individual mental health. 
Neuropsychological studies have provided evidence linking brain 
functional connectome mechanisms to COVID-19 vicarious 
traumatization, offering valuable insights into the prediction of 
general distress (Suo et al., 2022). During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many Chinese people were quarantined at home. Social network sites 
emerged as a key source of information for them to stay informed 
about the pandemic. Social media browsing has become an integral 
part of their daily lives. Constant exposure to a flood of negative 
content related to COVID-19, including news about illness and death, 
along with the emotional distress conveyed through text, images, 
videos, and other multimedia formats, led users to empathize deeply 
with the suffering of others. This empathetic engagement adversely 
affected their psychological and emotional well-being, ultimately 
resulting in vicarious traumatization. Researchers have demonstrated 
that vicarious traumatization can lead to persistent negative emotional 
states (Wen and Ye, 2014). Over time, these prolonged emotional 
disturbances may ultimately trigger the onset of depression.

This study supported Hypothesis 3, showing that the relationship 
between passive social media usage frequency and depression levels is 
significantly mediated by FoMO. This finding aligns with the 
bibliometric results of Çelik et al. (2023), which indicate that FoMO 
is strongly associated with negative affectivity and problematic social 
media use. Passive social media usage is a vital source of FoMO 
generation. As pointed out by Riordan et al. (2022), social network site 
(SNS) use is highly associated with FoMO and the influence of the 
former is moderated by the latter. The World Health Organization 
(WHO) highlighted that the outbreak of COVID-19 was accompanied 
by an “infodemic,” characterized by an overwhelming surge of mixed-
quality information. This flood of content made it challenging for 
individuals to discern between real and false information, identify 
trustworthy sources, and obtain reliable guidance during the 
pandemic. In other words, the delayed release of authoritative 
information during the COVID-19 pandemic led to social media 
being flooded with rumors, misinformation, and disinformation 
(Barua et al., 2020). In the face of the infodemic, users are forced to 
spend considerable time browsing, filtering, and identifying accurate 
and relevant pandemic information. This passive social media 
consumption can be mentally exhausting. Additionally, FoMO on 
valuable information intensifies this behavior, often resulting in 
negative emotional outcomes such as stress and depression.

The current research indicates that vicarious traumatization and 
fear of missing out serve as significant chain mediators in the 
relationship between passive social media usage frequency and 
depression. This finding provides strong support for Hypothesis 4. As 
mentioned above, passive social media use has a significant influence 
on vicarious traumatization. Trippany et  al. (2004) argued that 

vicarious traumatization can lead to various psychological issues, 
including anxiety, with fear of missing out being a specific 
manifestation of such anxiety. Additionally, vicarious traumatic events 
can lead to a diminished sense of self-efficacy. When an individual’s 
sense of self-efficacy is low, they may struggle to regulate their 
emotions and cognition effectively. This decline in self-efficacy will 
further impair an individual’s ability to self-regulate. Chai et al. (2018) 
suggested that the fear of missing out is a direct manifestation of 
impaired self-regulation. In other words, vicarious traumatization 
undermines self-efficacy, which, in turn, contributes to the 
development of FoMO. Moreover, FoMO serves as a source of negative 
emotions, such as depression. In this study, college students frequently 
browsed social media to stay informed about the COVID-19 
pandemic, often encountering reports of severe traumatic events. This 
stressful, passive information consumption led to vicarious 
traumatization, which in turn heightened anxiety levels, particularly 
FoMO on important pandemic updates. Prolonged FoMO increased 
their susceptibility to depression over time.

This study focuses on the impact of passive social media use on 
depression among college students in the context of public health 
emergencies, addressing several critical gaps in the existing literature. 
First, unlike Lee and Cho (2019), who primarily emphasized the 
positive role of social media in supporting mental health, we examined 
the negative effects of passive information consumption, highlighting 
the dual-edged nature of social media use. This perspective contributes 
to a more balanced understanding of its broader implications. Second, 
we extend research on psychological mechanisms within the public 
health domain by drawing on the moderating frameworks of Chen 
et al. (2023). Specifically, we delve into the mediating roles of vicarious 
traumatization and fear of missing out in the relationship between 
passive social media use and depression, offering fresh theoretical 
insights into the mental health challenges faced during public health 
crises. Moreover, in contrast to Jiang et al. (2023) and other studies 
that focus on the general impact of health communication, we target 
college students, a demographic characterized by high-frequency 
social media use, and illuminate their heightened sensitivity to 
negative information and their vulnerability to mental health 
challenges. This focus sheds light on the unique psychological needs 
of this specific population. Finally, our study provides valuable 
guidance for public health interventions, emphasizing the importance 
of mitigating passive social media use and reducing exposure to 
negative content as strategies to improve students’ mental health. 
Contributions of this study have broad applicability across several 
areas. Firstly, the findings can be extended to other contexts of public 
health crises. Public health emergencies are often accompanied by an 
explosion of disinformation, misinformation, and alarming news 
stories. In such situations, passive social media usage can easily lead 
to FoMO and vicarious trauma, ultimately increasing depression 
levels. By addressing these mediators, it is possible to reduce 
depression symptoms during crises. Secondly, the findings are relevant 
to other youth populations. Young people, much like college students, 
may exhibit similar cognitive and online information behavior 
patterns during public health emergencies. The insights and 
recommendations from this study can be used to enhance online 
information services and social support for youth, helping to lower 
their risk of developing psychological disorders. Finally, the findings 
of this study offer value to information professionals and mental 
health practitioners. These insights can assist in designing better social 
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media information services and guide future research efforts, aiding 
professionals in addressing the mental health challenges posed by 
passive social media use during public health emergencies.

Implications

Beyond the immediate context of COVID-19, the core 
contribution of this study lies in identifying and empirically validating 
vicarious traumatization and FoMO as critical mediating mechanisms 
linking passive social media use to heightened depression during a 
large-scale crisis. The identified mediation pathway delineates three 
critical interventions for future pandemic responses. First, universities 
should establish digital resilience training to help students recognize 
vicarious trauma signals (e.g., emotional exhaustion from prolonged 
exposure to crisis content) and compulsive browsing behaviors. 
Second, social media platforms should implement emergency safety 
protocols, such as automated time limits for passive scrolling during 
infodemic peaks. Third, healthcare systems need to develop screening 
frameworks incorporating passive usage metrics to enable proactive 
psychological support for high trauma-exposure populations. This 
integrated approach addresses the pathway at educational, 
technological, and clinical levels to mitigate mental health risks during 
public health emergencies. The current research also offers significant 
insights for adjusting mobile information behaviors to help mitigate 
psychological trauma and promote positive mental health, particularly 
among college students during public health emergencies like the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Artificial intelligence and large language 
models (LLMs) can play a key role in identifying passive social media 
usage behavior and encouraging users to engage in more active, 
creative activities tailored to their profiles. Students should practice 
positive self-talk when accessing pandemic-related information to 
avoid becoming overwhelmed by negative emotions. Additionally, 
they should shift from passive to active social media use. Parents and 
universities must intervene and support this transformation. 
Additionally, students should participate in stress-relieving activities 
such as mindfulness and physical exercise, which are proven to reduce 
negative emotions. Replacement therapy also offers significant 
benefits. For students particularly vulnerable to vicarious 
traumatization, targeted psychological interventions are essential. In 
summary, the current research, grounded in the context of public 
health emergencies and enriched by theoretical and empirical insights, 
deepens the understanding of the psychological mechanisms driving 
the effects of social media and offers a robust foundation for public 
health interventions and crisis management strategies.

Limitations and future directions

This study specifically examined passive social media use, 
scrolling through content without active interaction, because this 
behavior dominates daily digital engagement, especially during health 
crises when people are flooded with pandemic news. While this study 
provides valuable insights into the relationship between passive social 
media use and depression, addressing the limitations would deepen 
our understanding and offer more targeted interventions to mitigate 
the negative psychological effects of social media use. There are 
several limitations that should be considered. Firstly, active social 

media use behavior was not examined. Active engagement with social 
media, such as participating in discussions, creating content, or 
interacting with others, has been shown to have positive effects on 
mental health and may help alleviate depression. Future research 
should investigate the balance between active and passive social media 
usage as well as quantify the tradeoff between the two behaviors to 
understand their combined influence on depression levels better. This 
would provide a more nuanced perspective on how different types of 
social media engagement affect psychological well-being. Another 
limitation lies in that the sample was restricted to Chinese college 
students, which may hinder the generalization of the findings to other 
demographics or cultural settings. Future research could enhance 
generalizability by incorporating a more diverse participant pool. 
Besides, this study has limitations related to the use of self-reported 
measures, which may introduce response bias and lack objective 
behavioral data. However, the self-reported method also has 
advantages, such as being easy to administer and able to collect a large 
amount of data during the emergency. Future research could mitigate 
these limitations by combining experimental methods and 
neuroscience approaches to explore causal relationships and gain 
deeper insights into the underlying mechanisms. Moreover, the 
study’s focus on the COVID-19 pandemic context may constrain 
extrapolation to public health emergencies with divergent 
epidemiological profiles or societal impacts. Future work could 
validate this model across diverse public health emergencies (e.g., 
localized outbreaks, natural disasters) and cultural contexts to 
establish boundary conditions and mechanism robustness. 
Furthermore, the current design inherently limits causal inference. To 
verify the causality of the pathways proposed here, we recommend 
longitudinal cohort studies tracking the dynamics of key variables and 
randomized controlled trials manipulating target variables to measure 
their subsequent effects on outcomes.

Conclusion

Taking COVID-19 as a case study, this research investigated the 
impact of passive social media usage on depression among college 
students during public health emergencies, focusing on the mediating 
roles of vicarious traumatization and fear of missing out. The study 
identified significant age-related differences in passive social media 
use and depression levels, with younger students using passive social 
media less frequently but exhibiting higher susceptibility to 
depression. Notably, passive social media usage frequency did not 
directly predict depression, indicating a potential masking effect. 
However, the frequency of passive social media use positively 
predicted depression through the partial mediation of vicarious 
traumatization and fear of missing out. Additionally, vicarious 
traumatization and fear of missing out served as chain mediators 
collectively in the relationship between passive social media usage 
frequency and depression, highlighting the complex pathways through 
which passive social media usage influences mental health.

Data availability statement

Due to ethical restrictions and to protect participant privacy, the 
raw data supporting the conclusions of this article are not publicly 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Wang et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637

Frontiers in Psychology 12 frontiersin.org

available. However, anonymized data may be made available by the 
corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Ethics statement

All procedures performed in this study involving human 
participants were in accordance with the ethical standards of the 
Ethics Committee of the School of Management, Tianjin Normal 
University, and with the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later 
amendments or comparable ethical standards. Informed consent was 
obtained from all individual adult participants included in the study.

Author contributions

LW: Conceptualization, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Project 
administration, Supervision, Validation, Writing – original draft, Writing – 
review & editing. SL: Data curation, Formal analysis, Methodology, 
Software, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. YL: Formal 
analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Resources, Software, Writing  – 
original draft, Writing – review & editing. LC: Data curation, Formal 
analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Validation, Visualization, Writing – 
original draft, Writing – review & editing, Software.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the 
research and/or publication of this article. This work was supported 

by Chinese National Social Science Key Funding “Chinese 
Information Poor People’s Health Anxiety and Psychological 
Dredging under Healthy China Strategy” (Grant No. 21ATQ005) and 
Leading Talent Cultivation Grant in Philosophy and Social Sciences 
Planning of Zhejiang Province “Information Behavior of Online 
Health-Anxious Populations in the ‘Healthy China’ Context” (Grant 
No. 25YJRC006ZD).

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Generative AI statement

The authors declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of 
this manuscript.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated 
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the 
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or 
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or 
endorsed by the publisher.

References
Barua, Z., Barua, S., Aktar, S., Kabir, N., and Li, M. (2020). Effects of misinformation 

on COVID-19 individual responses and recommendations for resilience of disastrous 
consequences of misinformation. Progress in Disaster Science, 8:100119. doi: 10.1016/j.
pdisas.2020.100119

Beata, H. (2013). Mobile phone checking behavior out of a fear of missing out: 
development, psychometric properties and test-retest reliability of a C-FoMO-scale. 
Tilburg: Tilburg University.

Bento, A. I., Nguyen, T., Wing, C., Lozano-Rojas, F., Ahn, Y.-Y., and Simon, K. (2020). 
Evidence from internet search data shows information-seeking responses to news of local 
COVID-19 cases. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 117, 11220–11222. doi: 10.1073/pnas.2005335117

Byrne, M. K., Lerias, D., and Sullivan, N. L. (2006). Predicting vicarious traumatization 
in those indirectly exposed to bushfires. Stress. Health 22, 167–177. doi: 10.1002/smi.1092

Cauberghe, V., Van Wesenbeeck, I., De Jans, S., Hudders, L., and Ponnet, K. (2021). 
How adolescents use social media to cope with feelings of loneliness and anxiety during 
COVID-19 lockdown. Cyberpsychol. Behav. Soc. Netw. 24, 250–257. doi: 
10.1089/cyber.2020.0478

Çelik, F., Koseoglu, M. A., and Elhai, J. D. (2023). Exploring the intellectual structure 
of “fear of missing out” scholarship: current status and future potential. Int. J. Hum. 
Comput. Interact. 39, 3406–3430. doi: 10.1080/10447318.2022.2097783

Chai, H. Y., Niu, G. F., Chu, X. W., Wei, Q., Song, Y. H., and Sun, X. J. (2018). Fear of 
missing out: what have I  missed again? J. Psychol. Sci. 26, 527–537. doi: 10.3724/
SP.J.1042.2018.00527

Chen, M., Yu, W., and Cao, X. (2023). Experience pandemic fatigue? Social media use 
may play a role: testing a model of pandemic fatigue development from a social media 
perspective. Health Commun. 38, 3346–3356. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2022.2149095

Chhatwani, M., Mishra, S. K., and Rai, H. (2023). Active and passive social media 
usage and depression among the elderly during COVID-19: does race matter? Behav. 
Inf. Technol. 42, 215–226. doi: 10.1080/0144929X.2022.2045359

Cho, H., Li, P., and Chen, A. (2024). Nostalgia, social media, and subjective wellbeing: 
the dualistic and conditional effects of nostalgia during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Health Commun. 39, 507–517. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2023.2170723

Chyung, S. Y. Y., Roberts, K., Swanson, I., and Hankinson, A. (2017). Evidence-based 
survey design: the use of a midpoint on the Likert scale. Perform. Improv. 56, 15–23. doi: 
10.1002/pfi.21727

Davila, J., Hershenberg, R., Feinstein, B. A., Gorman, K., Bhatia, V., and Starr, L. R. 
(2012). Frequency and quality of social networking among young adults: associations 
with depressive symptoms, rumination, and corumination. Psychol. Pop. Media Cult. 1, 
72–86. doi: 10.1037/a0027512

Drouin, M., McDaniel, B. T., Pater, J., and Toscos, T. (2020). How parents and their 
children used social media and Technology at the Beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic and associations with anxiety. Cyberpsychol. Behav. Soc. Netw. 23, 727–736. 
doi: 10.1089/cyber.2020.0284

Elhai, J. D., Dvorak, R. D., Levine, J. C., and Hall, B. J. (2017). Problematic 
smartphone use: a conceptual overview and systematic review of relations with 
anxiety and depression psychopathology. J. Affect. Disord. 207, 251–259. doi: 
10.1016/j.jad.2016.08.030

Fan, P., Cheng, Z., Zhang, Y., Gao, X., Mo, X., Zhang, X., et al. (2020). Analysis of 
public psychology and behavior during the COVID-19 pandemic and policy 
recommendations. Soc. Sci. Rev. 35:5. doi: 10.3969/j.issn.1007-9106.2020.02.001

Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Lang, A.-G., and Buchner, A. (2007). G*power 3: a flexible 
statistical power analysis program for the social, behavioral, and biomedical sciences. 
Behav. Res. Methods 39, 175–191. doi: 10.3758/BF03193146

Guo, X. (2020). Public participation COVID-19 prevention and control of research 
reports. Institute of e-Health, Harbin Institute of Technology. Available at: http://ehealth.
hit.edu.cn/2020/0505/c9102a238235/page.htm

Han, X. (2009). The construction of vicarious traumatization questionnaire for trauma 
helpers and its primary application. Harbin: Harbin Engineering University.

Hartanto, A., Quek, F. Y. X., Tng, G. Y. Q., and Yong, J. C. (2021). Does social media 
use increase depressive symptoms? A reverse causation perspective. Front. Psych. 12, 
1–5. doi: 10.3389/fpsyt.2021.641934

Hayes, A. F. (2017). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process 
analysis: A regression-based approach. New York: Guilford publications.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pdisas.2020.100119
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pdisas.2020.100119
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2005335117
https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.1092
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2020.0478
https://doi.org/10.1080/10447318.2022.2097783
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2018.00527
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2018.00527
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2022.2149095
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2022.2045359
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2023.2170723
https://doi.org/10.1002/pfi.21727
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027512
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2020.0284
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2016.08.030
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1007-9106.2020.02.001
https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193146
http://ehealth.hit.edu.cn/2020/0505/c9102a238235/page.htm
http://ehealth.hit.edu.cn/2020/0505/c9102a238235/page.htm
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2021.641934


Wang et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637

Frontiers in Psychology 13 frontiersin.org

Hayes, A. F., Preacher, K. J., and Myers, T. A. (2014). “Mediation and the estimation of 
indirect effects in political communication research” in Sourcebook for political 
communication research. Eds. E. P. Bucy and R. L. Holbert (New York: Routledge), 434–465.

Huang, C. (2017). Time spent on social network sites and psychological well-being: a 
Meta-analysis. Cyberpsychol. Behav. Soc. Netw. 20, 346–354. doi: 10.1089/cyber.2016.0758

Huang, G. G., Zhang, Y., Xiang, H., and Zhou, Y. Y. (2006). The Chinese version of 
the impact of event scale revised reliability and validity. Chin. Ment. Health J. 1, 
28–31. doi: 10.3321/j.issn:1000-6729.2006.01.008

Jamieson, S. (2004). Likert scales: how to (ab) use them? Med. Educ. 38, 1217–1218. 
doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2929.2004.02012.x

Jiang, S., Wang, P., Liu, P. L., Ngien, A., and Wu, X. (2023). Social media 
communication about HPV vaccine in China: a study using topic modeling and survey. 
Health Commun. 38, 935–946. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2021.1983338

Krasnova, H., Wenninger, H., Widjaja, T., and Buxmann, P. (2013). Envy on Facebook: 
a hidden threat to users’ life satisfaction?. International Conference on 
Wirtschaftsinformatik (WI) / Business Information Systems.

Lee, H. E., and Cho, J. (2019). Social media use and well-being in people with physical 
disabilities: influence of SNS and online community uses on social support, depression, 
and psychological disposition. Health Commun. 34, 1043–1052. doi: 
10.1080/10410236.2018.1455138

Lee, J., Choi, J., and Britt, R. K. (2023). Social media as risk-attenuation and 
misinformation-Amplification Station: how social media interaction affects misperceptions 
about COVID-19. Health Commun. 38, 1232–1242. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2021.1996920

Lewin, K. M., Meshi, D., Schuster, A. M., and Cotten, S. R. (2023). Active and passive 
social media use are differentially related to depressive symptoms in older adults. Aging 
Ment. Health 27, 176–183. doi: 10.1080/13607863.2022.2068133

Li, Y. (2018). The relationship of the passive use of social network and depression: Multiple 
mediating effect of upward social comparison an envy. Xi’an: Shaanxi Normal University.

Liu, Q. Q., Niu, G. F., Fan, C. Y., and Zhou, Z. K. (2017a). Passive use of social network 
site and its relationships with self-esteem and self-concept clarity: a moderated 
mediation analysis. Acta Psychol. Sin. 49, 60–71. doi: 10.3724/SP.J.1041.2017.00060

Liu, Q. Q., Zhang, C. Y., Sun, X. J., Niu, G. F., and Zhou, Z. K. (2017b). Passive use of 
social network site and subjective well-being: mediating effect analysis. Comput. Human 
Behav. 40, 678–684. doi: 10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.20170326

Luo, W., Zhong, B. L., and Chiu, H. F. K. (2021). Prevalence of depressive symptoms 
among Chinese university students amid the COVID-19 pandemic: a systematic review 
and meta-analysis. Epidemiol. Psychiatr. Sci. 30:e31. doi: 10.1017/S2045796021000202

Ma, L. (2020). Cross-lagged analysis of passive social media usage and fear of missing out 
in college students. Chin. J. Sch. Health 41, 71–72. doi: 10.16835/j.cnki.1000-9817.2020.01.019

McCann, I. L., and Pearlman, L. A. (1990). Vicarious traumatization: a framework for 
understanding the psychological effects of working with victims. J. Trauma. Stress. 3, 
131–149. doi: 10.1007/BF00975140

Mehrabian, A. (1974). An approach to environmental psychology. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Meier, A., and Krause, H.-V. (2023). Does passive social media use harm well-being? 
J. media Psychol. 35, 169–180. doi: 10.1027/1864-1105/a000358

Nadler, J. T., Weston, R., and Voyles, E. C. (2015). Stuck in the middle: the use and 
interpretation of mid-points in items on questionnaires. J. Gen. Psychol. 142, 71–89. doi: 
10.1080/00221309.2014.994590

Ngien, A., and Jiang, S. (2022). The effect of social media on stress among young adults 
during COVID-19 pandemic: taking into account fatalism and social media exhaustion. 
Health Commun. 37, 1337–1344. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2021.1888438

Norman, G. (2010). Likert scales, levels of measurement and the “laws” of statistics. 
Adv. Health Sci. Educ. 15, 625–632. doi: 10.1007/s10459-010-9222-y

Primack, B. A., Shensa, A., Sidani, J. E., Escobar-Viera, C. G., and Fine, M. J. (2021). 
Temporal associations between social media use and depression. Am. J. Prev. Med. 60, 
179–188. doi: 10.1016/j.amepre.2020.09.014

Primack, B. A., Shensa, A., Sidani, J. E., Whaite, E. O., Lin, L. y., Rosen, D., et al. 
(2017). Social media use and perceived social isolation among young adults in the U.S. 
Am. J. Prev. Med. 53, 1–8. doi: 10.1016/j.amepre.2017.01.010

Przybylski, A. K., Murayama, K., DeHaan, C. R., and Gladwell, V. (2013). Motivational, 
emotional, and behavioral correlates of fear of missing out. Comput. Hum. Behav. 29, 
1841–1848. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2013.02.014

Qian, Y., Hu, S. F., and Sun, H. Q. (2020). Brief introduction on self-help practical 
techniques in mental crisis intervention. Chin. Ment. Health J. 3, 284–285. doi: 10.3969/j.
issn.1000-6729.2020.3.035

Qutishat, M., and Sabei, S. A. (2024). Relationship between burnout and fear of 
missing out among nurses in Oman: implication for nursing practice. J. Educ. Health 
Promot. 13, 495–410. doi: 10.4103/jehp.jehp_429_24

Riordan, B. C., Winter, T., Flett, J. A. M., Mason, A., Scarf, D., Jose, P. E., et al. (2022). Does 
the fear of missing out moderate the relationship between social networking use and affect? 
A daily diary study. Psychol. Rep. 125, 3084–3099. doi: 10.1177/00332941211040441

Silver, R. C., Holman, E. A., Andersen, J. P., Poulin, M., McIntosh, D. N., and 
Gil-Rivas, V. (2013). Mental- and physical-health effects of acute exposure to media 
images of the September 11, 2001, attacks and the Iraq War. Psychological Science, 24, 
1623–1634. doi: 10.1177/0956797612460406

Song, X. K., Zhao, Y. X., and Zang, X. H. (2017). Developing a fear of missing out 
(FoMO) measurement scale in the mobile social media environment. Libr. Inf. Serv. 61, 
96–105. doi: 10.13266/j.issn.0252-3116.2017.11.012

Suo, X., Zuo, C., Lan, H., Pan, N., Zhang, X., Kemp, G. J., et al. (2022). COVID-19 
vicarious traumatization links functional connectome to general distress. NeuroImage 
255:119185. doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2022.119185

Trippany, R. L., Kress, V. E. W., and Wilcoxon, S. A. (2004). Preventing vicarious 
trauma: what counselors should know when working with trauma survivors. J. Couns. 
Dev. 82, 31–37. doi: 10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00283.x

Valkenburg, P. M., and Peter, J. (2013). The differential susceptibility to media effects 
model. J. Commun. 63, 221–243. doi: 10.1111/jcom.12024

Valkenburg, P. M., van Driel, I. I., and Beyens, I. (2022). The associations of active and 
passive social media use with well-being: a critical scoping review. New Media Soc. 24, 
530–549. doi: 10.1177/14614448211065425

van der Schuur, W. A., Baumgartner, S. E., and Sumter, S. R. (2019). Social media use, 
social media stress, and sleep: examining cross-sectional and longitudinal relationships 
in adolescents. Health Commun. 34, 552–559. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2017.1422101

Vansteenkiste, M., and Ryan, R. M. (2013). On psychological growth and vulnerability: 
basic psychological need satisfaction and need frustration as a unifying principle. J. 
Psychother. Integr. 23, 263–280. doi: 10.1037/a0032359

Vidal, C., Lhaksampa, T., Miller, L., and Platt, R. (2020). Social media use and 
depression in adolescents: a scoping review. Int. Rev. Psychiatry 32, 235–253. doi: 
10.1080/09540261.2020.1720623

Wang, W., and Liu, Y. (2016). Discussing mental illness in Chinese social media: the 
impact of influential sources on stigmatization and support among their followers. 
Health Commun. 31, 355–363. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2014.957376

Wen, Z. L., and Ye, B. J. (2014). Analyses of mediating effect: the development of 
methods and models. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 22, 731–745. doi: 10.3724/SP.J.1042.2014.00731

Wortham, J. (2011). Feel like a wallflower? Maybe it’s your Facebook wall. New York: 
New York Times.

Wu, R. Y., Ge, L. F., and Zhong, B. L. (2025). Media consumption patterns and 
depressive and anxiety symptoms in the Chinese general population during the 
COVID-19 outbreak. World J. Psychiatry 15:104625. doi: 10.5498/wjp.v15.i4.104625

Xia, M., and Ye, B. J. (2014). The effect of stressful life events on adolescent’s tobacco 
and alcohol use: the chain mediating effect of basic psychological needs and coping style. 
J. Psychol. Sci. 37, 1385–1391.

Xu, S. A., and Yang, X. F. (2009). Vicarious trauma: self-protection of rescuer workers 
in crisis intervention. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 17, 570–573. Available at: https://journal.psych.
ac.cn/xlkxjz/CN/Y2009/V17/I3/570

Yang, X. J., Zhang, C. Y., Zhou, Z. K., and Fan, C. Y. (2007). Passive use of social 
network site and depression: the mediating role of self-concept clarity. Chin. J. Clin. 
Psychol. 25, 768–771. doi: 10.16128/j.cnki.1005-3611.2017.04.039

Yao, Q., Ma, H. W., Yan, H., and Chen, Q. (2014). Analysis of social network users’ 
online behavior from the perspective of psychology. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 22, 1647–1659. 
doi: 10.3724/SP.J.1042.2014.01647

Yue, Z., Zhang, R., and Xiao, J. (2022). Passive social media use and psychological 
well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic: the role of social comparison and emotion 
regulation. Comput. Hum. Behav. 127:107050. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2021.107050

Zhang, H. (2024). COVID-19-related post-traumatic stress disorders relation with 
social media addiction among university students: mediating role of fear of missing out. 
Psychiatry Investig. 21, 994–1006. doi: 10.30773/pi.2024.0112

Zhang, X., Lin, J. Y., and Zhang, J. J. (2020). Relationship between passive use of social 
network site and loneliness and its chain mediation. Chin. J. Clin. Psychol. 28, 63–66. doi: 
10.16128/j.cnki.1005-3611.2020.01.015

Zhang, J., Wu, Z. Y., Fang, G., L, J., Han, B. X., and Chen, Z. Y. (2010). Development 
of the Chinese age norms of CES-D in urban area. Chin. Ment. Health J. 24, 139–143. 
doi: 10.3969/j.issn.1000-6729.2010.02.015

Zhao, X., Lynch, J. G., and Chen, Q. (2010). Reconsidering baron and Kenny: 
myths and truths about mediation analysis. J. Consum. Res. 37, 197–206. doi: 
10.1086/651257

Zhao, Y. X., Zhang, X. H., and Song, X. K. (2017). Fear of missing out (FoMO) in 
mobile social media context: review and prospect. Libr. Inf. Serv. 61, 133–144. doi: 
10.13266/j.issn.0252-3116.2017.08.017

Zhou, H., and Long, L. R. (2004). Statistical remedies for common method biases. Adv. 
Psychol. Sci. 6, 942–950. doi: 10.3969/j.issn.1671-3710.2004.06.018

Zhu, W., Mou, J., Benyoucef, M., Kim, J., Hong, T., and Chen, S. (2023). Understanding 
the relationship between social media use and depression: a review of the literature. 
Online Inf. Rev. 47, 1009–1035. doi: 10.1108/OIR-04-2021-0211

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1627637
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2016.0758
https://doi.org/10.3321/j.issn:1000-6729.2006.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2929.2004.02012.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2021.1983338
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2018.1455138
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2021.1996920
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2022.2068133
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1041.2017.00060
https://doi.org/10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.20170326
https://doi.org/10.1017/S2045796021000202
https://doi.org/10.16835/j.cnki.1000-9817.2020.01.019
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00975140
https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-1105/a000358
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221309.2014.994590
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2021.1888438
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10459-010-9222-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2020.09.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2017.01.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.02.014
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1000-6729.2020.3.035
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1000-6729.2020.3.035
https://doi.org/10.4103/jehp.jehp_429_24
https://doi.org/10.1177/00332941211040441
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797612460406
https://doi.org/10.13266/j.issn.0252-3116.2017.11.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2022.119185
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00283.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12024
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211065425
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2017.1422101
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0032359
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540261.2020.1720623
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2014.957376
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2014.00731
https://doi.org/10.5498/wjp.v15.i4.104625
https://journal.psych.ac.cn/xlkxjz/CN/Y2009/V17/I3/570
https://journal.psych.ac.cn/xlkxjz/CN/Y2009/V17/I3/570
https://doi.org/10.16128/j.cnki.1005-3611.2017.04.039
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2014.01647
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.107050
https://doi.org/10.30773/pi.2024.0112
https://doi.org/10.16128/j.cnki.1005-3611.2020.01.015
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1000-6729.2010.02.015
https://doi.org/10.1086/651257
https://doi.org/10.13266/j.issn.0252-3116.2017.08.017
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1671-3710.2004.06.018
https://doi.org/10.1108/OIR-04-2021-0211

	Passive social media use and depression among college students during public health emergencies: a chain mediation approach
	Introduction
	Literature review and research hypotheses
	The relationship between passive social media use and depression
	The mediating effect of vicarious traumatization
	The mediating effect of fear of missing out
	The chain mediating effect of vicarious traumatization and FoMO

	Materials and methods
	Questionnaire design
	Reliability and validity test
	Ethical considerations
	Data collection

	Data analysis
	Common method bias (CMB) test
	One-way ANOVA analysis
	Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis
	Chain mediating model test

	Results
	Common method bias (CMB) test
	Descriptive statistics and correlation results
	Chain mediating model results

	Discussion and implications
	General discussion
	Implications

	Limitations and future directions
	Conclusion

	References

