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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to examine cross-generational differences in perceived social
support and to explain the role of smartphone attachment and fear of missing out (FoMO)
in shaping these differences.

Methodology: A convergent mixed-methods design was employed. In the quantitative
phase, 384 participants from Alpha, Z, Y, and X generations were randomly selected and
completed the Lubben Social Network Scale. In the qualitative phase, 29 semi-structured
interviews were conducted and analyzed using inductive thematic analysis. Quantitative
data were analyzed with SPSS, and qualitative data with MAXQDA.

Findings: Inferential analyses revealed a statistically significant difference in perceived
social support between generations (p<0.05), with the X—Y generational group reporting
higher overall support than the Alpha—Z group. This difference was primarily attributable
to family support, while no significant generational differences were found in friend
support. Qualitative findings indicated that FOMO was reported only among some
younger participants and was typically associated with moderate levels of perceived social
support.

Conclusion: The findings suggest a structural shift in family communication patterns
among younger generations influenced by smartphone use, leading to lower perceived
social support and greater vulnerability to loneliness, while highlighting that smartphone
attachment does not necessarily equate to FoMO.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

The rapid diffusion of smartphones and social media platforms has fundamentally reshaped patterns of interpersonal communication,
social interaction, and psychological experience across contemporary societies. Smartphones are no longer merely functional
communication devices; rather, they have become embedded in everyday life as emotionally meaningful artifacts that mediate social
relationships, identity formation, and perceptions of belonging. While these technologies offer unprecedented opportunities for
connection and information exchange, a growing body of research highlights their paradoxical association with social isolation, loneliness,
and emotional distress (MacDonald & Kristi, 2021; Muhammad et al., 2019). This paradox underscores the need to examine not

only the quantity but also the quality and structure of social relationships in digitally mediated environments.

Loneliness has emerged as a central construct in understanding the psychosocial consequences of smartphone use. Conceptualized as a

subjective experience reflecting a discrepancy between desired and actual social relationships, loneliness is closely linked to the availability
and perceived adequacy of social support (Chan et al., 2023; Golden et al., 2009). Numerous studies indicate that excessive or
maladaptive smartphone use is positively associated with loneliness, particularly among adolescents and young adults (Arifiani &
Mahanani, 2023; Bernard, 2020; Huynh et al., 2022). Although digital communication can maintain weak ties and facilitate frequent
contact, it may simultancously erode emotionally rich, face-to-face interactions that are essential for sustained social support (Delzo,

2017; Fullwood et al., 2017).

Within this context, perceived social support has been identified as a critical protective factor. Defined as individuals’ perceptions of the
availability of emotional, instrumental, and informational assistance from their social network, perceived social support is consistently
associated with psychological well-being and resilience (Nazari et al., 2020; Tavakoli Ghouchani et al., 2020). Empirical evidence
suggests that individuals who perceive higher levels of social support are less vulnerable to loneliness, problematic smartphone use, and
emotional dysregulation (Beyrami et al., 2013; Mansourian et al., 2014; Seifzadeh et al., 2019). More recent studies further
demonstrate that perceived social support moderates or mediates the relationship between stress, fear of missing out, and maladaptive

digital behaviors (Dou et al., 2023; Zhao et al., 2021).

Fear of missing out (FoMO) represents a particularly salient psychological phenomenon in the era of social media. FoMO refers to a

pervasive apprehension that others may be having rewarding experiences from which one is absent, accompanied by a compulsive desire
to remain continually connected (Przybylski et al., 2013). Research consistently links FoMO with increased social media engagement,
upward social comparison, loneliness, and reduced subjective well-being (Cif¢i & Kumcagiz, 2023; Doktorova et al., 2025; Fumagalli
etal., 2021). During periods of heightened reliance on digital communication, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, FoMO has been shown
to intensify psychological distress among young people (Gong et al., 2022; Huynh et al., 2022).

Importantly, emerging literature suggests that not all forms of smartphone attachment should be equated with FoMO. Scholars have
increasingly conceptualized smartphones as “digital objects” to which users may develop emotional attachment due to their role in storing
memories, facilitating care, and enabling social responsibility (Koles & Nagy, 2021; Turner & Turner, 2013; Vincent, 2006). From
this perspective, smartphone attachment may reflect normative emotional bonds rooted in caregiving, work obligations, or interpersonal
commitment, rather than anxiety-driven social comparison (Fullwood et al., 2017; Meschtscherjakov, 2009). Attachment theory
further suggests that individuals with insecure attachment styles may rely more heavily on communication technologies to regulate affect

and maintain proximity to others (Konok et al., 2016; Morey et al., 2013).

Another critical dimension shaping smartphone-related experiences is generational difference. Generations are shaped by shared
historical, cultural, and technological contexts that influence values, communication styles, and technology use (Mosaferi Qomi et al.,
2016). Generation Alpha and Generation Z, often described as digital natives, have grown up with constant internet access and social
media exposure, whereas Generations X and Y encountered digital technologies later in life. Research suggests that younger generations
exhibit higher levels of FOMO and loneliness, while older generations tend to use smartphones more instrumentally (Bernard, 2020;
McCrindle & Fell, 2020; Scheinfeld & Voorhees, 2022). Despite this, systematic cross-generational analyses integrating perceived

social support, smartphone attachment, and FOMO—particularly in non-Western contexts—remain limited.



Methods and Materials

This study employed a convergent mixed-methods design to exami erational differences in perceiv
smartphone attachment, and FoMO within an Iranian university context. In
cohorts—Alpha, Z, Y, and X—were selected through random sampling. Data were ¢
social support that assesses support from family and friends. Descriptive statistics and infere

were conducted to identify generational differences.

In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants representing all generatio ps until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Interview questions focused on emotional reactions to the absence of smartphones, perceived dependence, and
experiences of anxiety or distress related to digital disconnection. Qualitative data were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using inductive
thematic analysis. Quantitative and qualitative findings were integrated at the interpretation stage to provide a comprehensive

understanding of the phenomena under investigation.
Findings

Quantitative analyses revealed statistically significant generational differences in overall perceived social support. Participants from
Generations X and Y reported higher levels of perceived social support compared to participants from Generations Alpha and Z. This
difference was primarily attributable to family support, whereas no significant generational differences were observed in perceived

support from friends.

Qualitative findings demonstrated that experiences of FoMO were reported exclusively by some participants from younger generations
and were typically associated with moderate levels of perceived social support. In contrast, participants from older generations described
discomfort related to smartphone absence mainly in terms of disrupted responsibilities, such as work obligations or family caregiving,

rather than anxiety about missing social experiences.

The qualitative analysis further identified distinct forms of smartphone attachment, including responsibility-based attachment and care-

based attachment, which were prevalent across generations and did not correspond to FoMO symptoms.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight a meaningful generational divide in perceived social support, rooted primarily in differences in family
relationships rather than peer networks. Younger generations appear to experience weaker perceived family support, which may increase
vulnerability to loneliness and FoMO, while older generations maintain stronger familial bonds that buffer against anxiety related to digital

disconnection.

The distinction between FoMO and normative smartphone attachment represents a key contribution of this study. While FOMO reflects
anxiety-driven social comparison and fear of exclusion, smartphone attachment may also function as a pragmatic and emotionally
grounded response to modern social responsibilities. Recognizing this distinction is essential for avoiding the pathologization of everyday

technology use.

Overall, the results underscore the importance of considering generational context, family communication patterns, and perceived social
support when examining the psychological consequences of smartphone use. Strengthening family interactions and promoting balanced

digital engagement may serve as effective strategies for mitigating loneliness and FOMO among younger generations, while preserving the

functional benefits of digital connectivity.
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