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focus on the mediating role of cognitive overload. It examines how excessive social media
engagement, psychological pressure to remain constantly connected, and frequent digital
interruptions contribute to increased cognitive demands and subsequent digital burnout. Data were

TJune 17 2026 collected from 392 university students using a structured questionnaire and analyzed using Structural
Keywords: Equation Modeling (SEM) via SmartPLS. The findings reveal that social media overuse, fear of
Social Media Overuse missing out, and notification overload all have significant positive effects on cognitive overload and
Fear of Missing Out digital Burnout. In addition, cognitive overload shows a strong positive effect on digital burnout.
Notification Overload Moreover, Cognitive Overload was found to significantly mediate the relationships between social
Cognitive Overload media overuse, fear of missing out, and Notification Overload with digital burnout, confirming its
Digital Burnout critical role in translating digital stressors into burnout outcomes. All hypotheses were statistically

gzlgermy Students supported. This study contributes to the digital wellbeing and cognitive overload literature by

clarifying how modern digital behaviors lead to psychological exhaustion through cognitive strain
mechanisms. It also provides valuable insights for educators and policymakers seeking to reduce
digital burnout by promoting healthier social media usage patterns and effectively managing
cognitive demands within digital learning environments.

© 2026 by the authors; licensee Growing Science, Canada.

1. Introduction

In today’s highly connected digital environment, social media has become an integral part of university students’ daily lives,
fundamentally shaping how they communicate, access information, and engage academically (Purnama & Asdlori, 2023).
Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and X (formerly Twitter) offer continuous streams of content that keep
students constantly connected, often blurring the boundaries between academic responsibilities and personal digital
engagement (Alomar. 2025). While these platforms provide educational, social, and entertainment benefits, their excessive
and uncontrolled use has raised growing concerns regarding students’ psychological and cognitive wellbeing (Oriaso &
Joshua, 2025). In particular, social media overuse has been linked to increased mental strain, reduced attention span, and
difficulties in processing large volumes of information, which may ultimately affect students’ academic performance and
wellbeing (Sun & Chao, 2024). As digital environments become increasingly saturated with information, university students
are more vulnerable to experiencing cognitive overload, a condition where the volume and complexity of information exceed
an individual’s cognitive processing capacity (Koudsia & Kirchner, 2024; Kilani & Hammouri, 2024). This overload can lead
to decreased concentration, impaired decision-making, and heightened mental fatigue (Fortes et al., 2021). In parallel,
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* Corresponding author
E-mail address abdullah.rshaid @yahoo.com (A. M. Bani-Rshaid)

ISSN 2561-8156 (Online) - ISSN 2561-8148 (Print)
© 2026 by the authors; licensee Growing Science, Canada.
doi: 10.5267/j.ijdns.2026.6.017



1574

digital burnout, characterized by emotional exhaustion, detachment from digital activities, and reduced motivation to engage
with online environments (Toker et al., 2026). Therefore, understanding how social media overuse contributes to cognitive
overload and ultimately leads to digital burnout among university students has become an important area of inquiry in the
context of digital wellbeing and higher education (Ibrahim et al., 2025a).

Recent global and regional trends indicate that university students are among the highest users of social media platforms,
often spending several hours daily engaged in non-academic digital activities (Nusairat et al., 2023). This high level of
engagement is particularly evident in technologically advanced environments such as the United Arab Emirates, where digital
infrastructure, smartphone penetration, and social media adoption rates are among the highest worldwide. While such
connectivity offers opportunities for learning and networking, it also intensifies the risk of information saturation and
continuous cognitive stimulation. Studies have shown that excessive exposure to online content and multitasking across
platforms can significantly impair cognitive efficiency and increase mental exhaustion over time (Oksiiz et al., 2026; Subardjo
& Khan, 2025; Sun & Chao, 2024). Furthermore, the constant flow of notifications, updates, and social comparisons
embedded in social media platforms can amplify psychological pressure and contribute to emotional fatigue (Bala’wi et al.,
2024). Although cognitive overload has been widely recognized as a consequence of excessive information processing, its
role as a mechanism of mediating between social media overuse and digital burnout remains underexplored, particularly in
the context of university students in the UAE. This highlights the importance of examining not only the direct effects of social
media overuse but also the underlying cognitive processes that translate digital engagement into burnout outcomes.

Despite the increasing scholarly attention to social media use and its psychological effects, there remains a limited
understanding of how cognitive overload functions as a key explanatory mechanism linking social media overuse and digital
burnout. Most existing studies tend to focus either on problematic social media use or on burnout as an isolated outcome,
without adequately integrating cognitive perspectives that explain how excessive digital exposure leads to emotional
exhaustion (Sheng et al., 2023; Shao et al., 2021). Moreover, research within the Middle Eastern and UAE context remains
relatively scarce, despite the region’s exceptionally high levels of digital connectivity among young adults. This creates a
clear research gap in understanding how university students in the UAE experience and process digital information overload,
and how this contributes to burnout in academic settings. Therefore, there is a need for a systematic investigation that
integrates social media overuse, cognitive overload, and digital burnout within a unified conceptual framework to better
understand these interrelationships.

Theoretically, this study contributes to the growing literature on digital wellbeing, cognitive load theory, and technology-
related stress by developing an integrated model that explains how social media overuse leads to digital burnout through
cognitive overload. It extends prior research by shifting the focus from direct behavioral outcomes to the cognitive
mechanisms underlying digital exhaustion. Practically, the findings of this study are expected to provide valuable insights for
educators, policymakers, and university administrators in the UAE to develop interventions that promote healthier digital
habits among students. By identifying the cognitive pathways through which social media overuse impacts wellbeing, this
research can inform strategies aimed at improving digital literacy, reducing cognitive strain, and fostering more balanced
technology use in academic environments.

2. Hypotheses Development

Social media overuse represents a behavioral pattern characterized by excessive, compulsive, and prolonged engagement
with social networking platforms, often extending beyond functional or academic needs (Chemnad et al., 2023). When
university students spend extensive time scrolling, interacting, and switching between multiple social media applications,
they are continuously exposed to large volumes of fragmented and rapidly changing information (Romero & Temena, 2025).
This constant stream of digital stimuli places significant demands on their attentional and cognitive resources (Vedechkina
& Borgonovi, 2021). According to cognitive load theory, individuals have a limited capacity for processing information at
any given time, and when this capacity is exceeded, cognitive overload occurs (Moko et al., 2023). In the context of social
media, overuse intensifies the frequency of information input, requiring students to process, filter, and evaluate multiple
pieces of content simultaneously (Al-Dwairi et al., 2024). This reduces their ability to focus deeply on a single task and
increases mental effort in managing competing stimuli (Giraldo-Luque et al., 2020).

Moreover, social media platforms are intentionally designed to maximize engagement through infinite scrolling, algorithm-
driven content, and continuous notifications, which further amplify cognitive demands on users (Sarkar et al., 2025). As
students engage more frequently with these platforms, they are more likely to experience task-switching behavior, fragmented
attention, and reduced working memory efficiency (Bendo., 2026). Over time, this sustained cognitive strain accumulates
and leads to difficulty in organizing information, maintaining concentration, and processing academic materials effectively
(Wang et al., 2025). In addition, the emotional and social dimensions of social media use, such as responding to messages,
keeping up with peer updates, and managing online identities, add further layers of cognitive demand (Liiders et al., 2022).
Therefore, the more intensively students use social media, the greater the likelihood that their cognitive processing capacity
becomes overloaded (Asghar et al., 2024). Accordingly, it is expected that social media overuse significantly increases
cognitive overload among university students (Yan et al., 2024). Accordingly:

Hau: Social media overuse has a significant positive effect on cognitive overload among university students.
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Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) plays a significant role in shaping cognitive functioning among university students, as it reflects
a persistent psychological state driven by the need to stay continuously connected and updated with social and digital
environments (Bano & Bano, 2025). In highly connected digital ecosystems, students experiencing FoMO are more likely to
engage in frequent checking of social media platforms, monitor peer activities, and respond rapidly to notifications in order
to avoid feelings of exclusion or social disconnection (Shuvo, 2024). This continuous engagement increases cognitive
demands, as individuals are required to process multiple streams of information simultaneously while shifting attention
between academic tasks and social updates (Firth et al., 2019). Such behavior reduces the ability to maintain sustained
attention and places additional strain on working memory capacity (Hammouri et al., 2025).

Furthermore, FOMO is associated with heightened levels of anxiety and anticipatory stress, as individuals constantly evaluate
whether they are missing socially relevant or rewarding experiences (Rifkin et al., 2025). This psychological pressure
consumes cognitive resources that would otherwise be allocated to learning, comprehension, and problem-solving activities
(Gezgin et al., 2025). As students attempt to stay continuously updated across multiple platforms, they are exposed to
fragmented information flows that require rapid interpretation and decision-making, further increasing extraneous cognitive
load (Feroz et al., 2022). Over time, this sustained mental engagement with digital and social stimuli leads to mental fatigue
and reduced cognitive efficiency (Shanmugasundaram, M., & Tamilarasu, 2023). Prior studies suggest that individuals with
high levels of FOMO exhibit poorer attentional control, increased multitasking behavior, and reduced ability to filter irrelevant
information, all of which contribute to higher cognitive load (Oksiiz et al., 2026; Wei et al., 2024). In academic contexts, this
can interfere with effective learning and increase the difficulty of processing complex educational materials (Dunlosky et al.,
2013). Therefore, FOMO acts as a psychological driver that intensifies information-processing demands and disrupts
cognitive balance among university students (Ozbay, 2026). Accordingly:

Hoz: Fear of missing out (FoMO) has a significant positive effect on cognitive overload among university students.

Notification overload refers to the excessive exposure to continuous digital alerts, including messages, application
notifications, social media updates, and system reminders, which collectively interrupt users’ attention and require frequent
cognitive switching (Xavier et al., 2024). Among university students, the widespread use of smartphones and multiple social
media applications results in a constant inflow of notifications throughout the day (Heitmayer & Lahlou, 2021). This
persistent stream of interruptions disrupts focused attention and forces individuals to repeatedly shift their cognitive resources
between tasks (Leroy et al., 2021). As a result, students are required to disengage from academic activities to process
incoming alerts, which reduces their ability to maintain sustained concentration (Korozi et al., 2017). From a cognitive
perspective, notification overload significantly increases extraneous cognitive load by fragmenting attention and reducing
the efficiency of information processing (Kim & Park, 2025). Each notification, even if briefly acknowledged, requires mental
effort to evaluate its relevance, decide whether to respond, and reorient attention back to the original task (Posner, 2016).
This repeated task-switching behavior places continuous demands on working memory, which is limited in capacity (Frober
& Dreisbach, 2017). Over time, this leads to reduced cognitive efficiency, slower information processing, and increased
mental fatigue. In addition, the unpredictability of notifications creates a state of constant alertness, preventing cognitive
relaxation and recovery (Mukhdoom & Villarama, 2025).

Prior research suggests that frequent digital interruptions are associated with reduced academic performance, impaired task
focus, and increased mental strain among students (Halubanza et al., 2023; Nabung, 2024). The accumulation of these
interruptions contributes to a fragmented cognitive experience, where students struggle to fully engage with complex or
sustained academic tasks (Leroy et al., 2020). Consequently, notification overload not only disrupts attention but also
overloads cognitive resources, making it difficult for individuals to process and organize information effectively (Kim, &
Park, 2025). Therefore, higher levels of notification overload are expected to significantly increase cognitive overload among
university students (Pang et al., 2025). Therefore:

Hs: Notification overload has a significant positive effect on cognitive overload among university students.

Social media overuse refers to excessive, repetitive, and often uncontrollable engagement with social networking platforms
that extends beyond functional academic, informational, or social needs (Ma et al., 2025). Among university students,
prolonged use of platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and X (Twitter) often leads to continuous exposure to digital
content, social comparison, and constant online interaction (Alhabash et al., 2024). Over time, this sustained engagement can
contribute to emotional exhaustion and reduced motivation to engage with digital environments (Lin et al., 2026). When
students spend a large portion of their daily cognitive and emotional resources on social media activities, they become more
vulnerable to feelings of fatigue, stress, and disengagement (Cao et al., 2019). From a psychological perspective, excessive
social media use is associated with reduced self-regulation, increased multitasking, and continuous partial attention, all of
which contribute to mental exhaustion (Nasir et al., 2026). The constant need to respond to messages, keep up with updates,
and maintain an online presence creates ongoing psychological pressure. This persistent engagement prevents adequate
cognitive and emotional recovery, leading to depletion of mental energy (Pace, & Sciotto, 2021). Additionally, social media
platforms often expose users to social comparison, information overload, and negative emotional content, which further
intensifies stress and reduces overall wellbeing (Yue et al., 2022).
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Prior studies have shown that excessive engagement with digital platforms is linked to burnout-like symptoms, including
emotional exhaustion, detachment from online activities, and reduced enjoyment of digital interaction (Herrero-Baguena et
al., 2025; Miiller, 2026). In academic contexts, this can manifest as reduced motivation to engage with online learning tools,
decreased satisfaction with digital communication, and withdrawal from online environments (Huang & Wang, 2023). As
social media overuse continues, students may experience a sense of fatigue and disengagement that resembles burnout in
digital settings (Ibrahim et al., 2025b). Therefore, higher levels of social media overuse are expected to significantly increase
digital burnout among university students (Goldag, 2022).

Ha: Social media overuse has a significant positive effect on digital burnout among university students.

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) is a pervasive psychological tendency characterized by the continuous concern that others may
be experiencing rewarding or meaningful events without one’s participation, which drives individuals to maintain constant
connectivity with digital and social platforms (Argan et al., 2024). Among university students, FOMO is particularly
intensified due to the highly interactive and socially comparative nature of social media environments, where users are
frequently exposed to peers’ achievements, activities, and experiences in real time (Bano & Bano, 2025). This constant
awareness creates a persistent need to stay online, monitor updates, and engage with digital content, even in situations where
it may not be necessary or beneficial (Kozyreva et al., 2020). This ongoing psychological pressure leads to sustained
emotional and cognitive strain, as students feel compelled to remain continuously available and responsive (Jahroh et al.,
2025). Such behavior reduces opportunities for psychological detachment from digital environments, which is essential for
mental recovery and stress regulation (Sousa & Pires, 2026). Over time, this lack of detachment contributes to emotional
exhaustion and reduces individuals’ ability to regulate their engagement with digital platforms effectively (Xu et al., 2025).
In addition, FoMO is strongly associated with anxiety, dissatisfaction, and social comparison, all of which further intensify
emotional fatigue in digital contexts (Aziz & Rahmatullah, 2025).

Several research suggests that individuals with high levels of FOMO are more likely to experience stress, reduced wellbeing,
and compulsive digital engagement behaviors, which can ultimately lead to burnout-like symptoms in online environments
(Hayran & Anik, 2021; Putri et al., 2026; Hussain et al., 2023). In the context of university students, this continuous need for
social validation and real-time connectivity contributes to feelings of exhaustion and detachment from digital activities
(Bondanini et al., 2025). As a result, FOMO does not only influence behavior but also affects emotional responses to digital
environments, increasing the risk of digital burnout over time (Tufan et al., 2025). Therefore:

Hs: Fear of missing out (FoMO) has a significant positive effect on digital burnout among university students.

Notification overload refers to the excessive accumulation of digital alerts from multiple sources such as social media
applications, messaging platforms, emails, and system notifications, which continuously interrupt users’ attention and
demand immediate cognitive and behavioral responses (Jakovljevic et al., 2021). Among university students, the widespread
use of smartphones and multiple interconnected applications results in a constant stream of notifications throughout the day
(Okoshi et al., 2018). These frequent interruptions create an environment of active responsiveness, where students feel
compelled to check, process, and respond to incoming alerts, even during academic or rest periods (Leroy et al., 2020). This
continuous cycle of interruption and response reduces opportunities for psychological detachment from digital devices, which
is essential for restoring mental energy and maintaining emotional balance (Jarrahi et al., 2023). Over time, the inability to
disconnect from digital stimuli leads to sustained cognitive strain and emotional fatigue (Hashish & Aly, 2025). Each
notification, although brief, contributes to a fragmented attention span and increases mental workload due to repeated task-
switching between academic tasks and digital interactions (Furqon & Ramadani, 2025). This persistent disruption gradually
depletes users’ cognitive and emotional resources (Nusairat et al., 2024).

Several empirical studies indicate that frequent digital interruptions are associated with higher stress levels, reduced
wellbeing, and increased feelings of exhaustion in digital environments (Supriyadi et al., 2025; Yan et al., 2024; Sarkar et al.,
2025). In academic settings, this constant exposure to notifications can lead to a sense of being overwhelmed by digital
demands, resulting in reduced motivation to engage with online platforms and emotional disengagement from digital
communication (Moko et al., 2023). As this cycle continues, students may develop symptoms consistent with digital burnout,
including emotional exhaustion, reduced enthusiasm for online engagement, and cognitive fatigue (Kim & Park, 2025).
Therefore, higher levels of notification overload are expected to significantly increase digital burnout among university
students (Smith et al., 2021).

He: Notification overload has a significant positive effect on digital burnout among university students.

Cognitive overload refers to a state in which an individual’s cognitive processing capacity is exceeded due to excessive,
complex, or fragmented information demands (Moko et al., 2023). Among university students, this condition often arises
when they are exposed to large volumes of digital information simultaneously, requiring continuous attention switching, rapid
processing, and constant filtering of relevant and irrelevant content (Ghosh, N., & Halder, 2025). In highly digitalized learning
and social environments, students frequently encounter multiple streams of information from academic platforms, social
media, and communication tools, all of which compete for limited cognitive resources (Ahmad, 2024). When cognitive
overload keeps going, it leads to mental fatigue, reduced concentration, and impaired decision-making abilities (Pasha et al.,
2025). The sustained effort required to process excessive information consumes significant mental energy, leaving individuals
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psychologically exhausted (Lin et al., 2026). Over time, this condition reduces cognitive efficiency and diminishes the ability
to engage effectively with both academic and digital tasks. In addition, prolonged cognitive strain prevents adequate mental
recovery, which is essential for maintaining psychological wellbeing and performance stability (Shipstead et al., 2026).

Prior studies suggest that high levels of cognitive load are associated with stress, reduced motivation, and decreased
engagement in learning activities (Feldon et al., 2019; Skulmowski & Xu, 2022; Ibrahim et al., 2025a). In digital contexts,
this continuous mental strain can evolve into emotional exhaustion and detachment from technology use, which are key
components of digital burnout (Toker et al., 2026). When individuals consistently struggle to manage and process excessive
information, they begin to experience frustration, fatigue, and reduced interest in digital interactions (Giraldo-Luque et al.,
2020). Therefore, cognitive overload acts as a key internal mechanism that translates excessive information processing
demands into burnout-related outcomes (Bendo, 2026). Accordingly:

H7: Cognitive overload has a significant positive effect on digital burnout among university students.

Cognitive overload plays a central explanatory role in understanding how social media overuse, Fear of Missing Out (FoMO),
and notification overload ultimately lead to digital burnout among university students (Gezgin et al., 2025). While these
digital stressors are important predictors of negative outcomes, their effects are not always direct; instead, they are largely
transmitted through the cognitive strain they create during continuous information processing (Putri et al., 2026). Social
media overuse exposes students to a constant flow of fragmented and rapidly changing content, which exceeds their limited
cognitive processing capacity and gradually leads to mental fatigue and difficulty in maintaining focused attention (Ozbay,
2026). However, this excessive use does not automatically result in digital burnout unless it generates sustained cognitive
overload, which depletes mental resources and reduces the ability to cope with ongoing digital demands (Hayran & Anik,
2021). Similarly, FOMO increases the psychological pressure to remain continuously connected and updated, leading students
to engage in frequent attention switching and multitasking across platforms (Aziz & Rahmatullah, 2025). This behavior
intensifies cognitive load by forcing individuals to process multiple streams of social and informational input simultaneously,
thereby accelerating mental exhaustion (Argan et al., 2024). Nevertheless, FOMO contributes to digital burnout primarily
through its role in overloading cognitive capacity rather than through direct emotional pathways alone (Jahroh et al., 2025).

In the same direction, notification overload continuously interrupts students’ attention through frequent alerts from social
media, messaging applications, and digital platforms (Callista & Aryaningtyas, 2025). These interruptions require constant
task-switching and reorientation of attention, which significantly increases extraneous cognitive load and disrupts deep
processing of information (Pasha et al., 2025). Over time, this fragmented cognitive experience leads to reduced mental
efficiency and heightened fatigue (Kim et al., 2024). However, notification overload does not directly produce digital burnout
unless it first accumulates into cognitive overload, which then translates into emotional exhaustion and disengagement from
digital environments (Ghosh & Halder, 2025). Several empirical research suggests that cognitive overload is a key mechanism
through which digital stressors impact psychological wellbeing, as it reflects the depletion of cognitive resources necessary
for effective emotional regulation and sustained engagement (Ibrahim et al., 2025b; Schmitt et al., 2021; Ghosh & Halder,
2025). Therefore, cognitive overload functions as a critical mediating mechanism that explains how excessive digital
exposure is converted into burnout-related outcomes (Koudsia, & Kirchner, 2024). Accordingly, cognitive overload
strengthens the understanding of how social media overuse, FOMO, and notification overload influence digital burnout by
acting as an intervening psychological process that translates external digital demands into internal exhaustion (Pang et al.,
2022). It captures the cumulative effect of continuous information processing strain, which ultimately leads to emotional
fatigue, reduced motivation, and disengagement from digital environments (Herrero-Biguena et al., 2025). Therefore:

Hs: Cognitive overload mediates the relationship between social media overuse and digital burnout among university
students.

Ho: Cognitive overload mediates the relationship between Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) and digital burnout among university
students.

Hio: Cognitive overload mediates the relationship between notification overload and digital burnout among university
students.

3. Methodology
3.1 Instrument Design

This study adopts a quantitative research design to examine the relationships between social media overuse, Fear of Missing
Out (FoMO), and notification overload on digital burnout among university students in the United Arab Emirates, with
cognitive overload serving as a mediating variable. Data were collected using a structured questionnaire designed to measure
four core constructs, comprising a total of 20 items: social media overuse (5 items), Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) (4 items),
notification overload (4 items), cognitive overload (4 items), and digital burnout (3 items). A five-point Likert scale ranging
from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree” was employed to capture respondents’ perceptions, as it is widely used in
behavioral and social science research for measuring attitudes, perceptions, and psychological states in a consistent and
reliable manner.
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The measurement instrument was developed through careful adaptation of previously validated scales from established
literature to ensure content validity and theoretical rigor. The social media overuse construct was adapted from prior studies
examining problematic and excessive social media engagement among young users (Andreassen, 2015; Dhir et al., 2018).
The Fear of Missing Out (FoOMO) construct was adapted from the widely validated scale developed by Przybylski et al.
(2013), which measures individuals’ persistent anxiety about being disconnected from rewarding social experiences. The
notification overload construct was adapted from studies focusing on digital interruptions and information overload in mobile
environments (Rosen et al., 2013; Kushlev et al., 2016). Cognitive overload items were adapted from cognitive load theory-
based research that examines mental strain resulting from excessive information processing demands (Sweller, 2011; Ophir
et al., 2009). Finally, the digital burnout construct was adapted from prior literature on technology-related exhaustion and
digital fatigue (Turel, 2015; Dhir et al., 2018), which captures emotional exhaustion and disengagement resulting from
prolonged digital engagement.

To ensure clarity, validity, and contextual appropriateness, the questionnaire was reviewed by a panel of academic experts in
information systems and educational psychology. Their feedback was incorporated to refine item wording, improve
readability, and ensure alignment with the university student context in the UAE. This process ensured that the instrument
was both theoretically grounded and practically suitable for capturing the targeted constructs in digital behavior research.

3.2 Sample and Sampling Process

This study investigates the impact of social media overuse, Fear of Missing Out (FoMO), and notification overload on digital
burnout among university students in the United Arab Emirates, with cognitive overload acting as a mediating variable. A
quantitative research approach was adopted, and data were collected using a structured questionnaire distributed
electronically through Google Forms to ensure accessibility, convenience, and efficient data collection across different
universities. The target population of this study consisted of university students enrolled in higher education institutions in
the United Arab Emirates, as they represent a highly active group of social media users who are frequently exposed to digital
platforms in both academic and non-academic contexts. Given the specific nature of the constructs under investigation,
particularly social media overuse, FOMO, notification overload, and cognitive overload, a purposive sampling technique was
employed. This technique was considered appropriate as it ensures the selection of respondents who actively use social media
and digital devices on a regular basis, and therefore are capable of providing relevant and meaningful insights related to the
study variables. A total of 420 questionnaires were distributed to university students across different institutions and academic
disciplines within the UAE. To improve response quality, participants were informed about the purpose of the study and
assured of confidentiality and anonymity. After the data collection phase, responses were carefully screened for completeness,
consistency, and response quality. Incomplete and invalid questionnaires were removed from the dataset, resulting in 392
valid responses being retained for final analysis. This sample size is considered adequate for conducting statistical analyses
such as Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and for testing the proposed hypotheses with sufficient statistical power. The
demographic characteristics of the respondents, including gender, age, academic level, and frequency of social media use,
are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Demographic Profile of Respondents (N = 392)
Measure Category Count Percentage %
18-20 96 24.5
Age 21-23 198 50.5
24 -26 72 18.4
Above 26 years 26 6.6
Gender Male 178 454
Female 214 54.6
Diploma 54 13.8
. Bachelor’s 262 66.8
Academic Level Master’s 60 153
PhD 16 4.1
Less than 2 hours 48 12.2
. . . 2—4 hours 121 30.9
Average Daily Social Media Use 4-6 hours 137 349
More than 6 hours 86 21.9

The results of the demographic analysis presented in Table 1 indicate that the sample provides a reasonably balanced and
appropriate representation of university students in the United Arab Emirates. In terms of gender, the sample is relatively
balanced, with 54.6% female respondents and 45.4% male respondents. This distribution suggests that the study captures
perspectives from both genders without significant bias, enhancing the generalizability of the findings across the student
population. Regarding age, the majority of respondents (50.5%) fall within the 21-23 years category, followed by 24.5% in
the 18-20 years group. This indicates that the sample primarily represents early- to mid-stage undergraduate students, who
are typically the most active users of social media platforms and are therefore more likely to experience social media overuse,
FoMO, and cognitive strain. A smaller proportion of respondents are aged 24 years and above, which adds a degree of
variation in maturity and digital usage patterns. In terms of academic level, the majority of participants are bachelor’s students
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(66.8%), followed by master’s students (15.3%), diploma students (13.8%), and PhD students (4.1%). This distribution
reflects the dominance of undergraduate students in the sample, which is appropriate given that they represent the largest
population segment within UAE universities and are more intensively engaged in social media use for both academic and
social purposes. With respect to daily social media usage, the results show that most respondents spend between 4—6 hours
per day (34.9%) and 2—4 hours per day (30.9%) on social media platforms, while 21.9% reported using social media for more
than 6 hours daily. Only a small proportion (12.2%) reported usage of less than 2 hours per day.

4. Data Analysis and Results

4.1 Measurement Model

The results of the measurement model assessment presented in Table 2 indicate strong evidence of reliability and validity for
all constructs included in this study. As shown in Table 2, the factor loadings of all items ranged from 0.764 to 0.917, which
are well above the recommended threshold of 0.60. This confirms that all indicators exhibit strong item reliability and
adequately represent their respective latent constructs, namely Social Media Overuse, Fear of Missing Out (FoMO),
Notification Overload, Cognitive Overload, and Digital Burnout. The relatively high factor loadings across all constructs
indicate that each item contributes meaningfully to explaining its underlying variable, thereby supporting the adequacy of
the measurement scale.

In terms of internal consistency reliability, the composite reliability (CR) values for all constructs ranged from 0.882 to 0.906,
exceeding the recommended benchmark of 0.70. This demonstrates a high level of internal consistency among the items
within each construct and confirms that the measurement instruments are reliable and stable. In particular, Cognitive Overload
(CR = 0.906) and Social Media Overuse (CR = 0.901) show very strong reliability, indicating that their respective items
consistently measure the same underlying concept with minimal measurement error. Regarding convergent validity, the
average variance extracted (AVE) values ranged between 0.619 and 0.671, all of which are above the minimum acceptable
value of 0.50. This indicates that each construct explains a sufficient proportion of variance in its observed indicators, thereby
confirming adequate convergent validity. Among the constructs, Cognitive Overload (AVE = 0.671) demonstrates the highest
explanatory power, followed by Social Media Overuse (AVE = 0.645), indicating strong convergence among their respective
measurement items. However, these results confirm that all measurement scales used in this study meet the required standards
for reliability and validity. The constructs demonstrate strong internal consistency, satisfactory indicator reliability, and
adequate convergent validity. Therefore, the measurement model is considered robust and appropriate for further structural
analysis, supporting the credibility of hypothesis testing in examining the relationships between social media overuse, FoMO,
notification overload, cognitive overload, and digital burnout among university students.

Table 2
Measurement Model Results (Construct Validity and Reliability)
Variable Items Factor loading CR AVE
SMO1 0.812
SMO2 0.847
Social Media Overuse (SMO) SMO3 0.831 0.901 0.645
SMO4 0.789
SMO5 0.764
FoMOl1 0.855
- FoMO2 0.836
Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) FoMO3 0.802 0.894 0.632
FoMO4 0.781
NO1 0.828
. . NO2 0.842
Notification Overload (NO) NO3 0.796 0.887 0.619
NO4 0.771
CO1 0.864
. CO2 0.879
Cognitive Overload (CO) O3 0823 0.906 0.671
CO4 0.841
DBI1 0.917
Digital Burnout (DB) DB2 0.903 0.882 0.636
DB3 0.893

Table 3 demonstrated the findings of the discriminant validity assessment. Such findings demonstrate that the constructs
included in this study are empirically distinct while maintaining theoretically meaningful relationships. As shown in the table,
the correlation values among the variables range from 0.205 to 0.511, indicating low to moderate associations between the
constructs. The lowest observed correlation (0.205) between Social Media Overuse and Fear of Missing Out suggests a
relatively weak direct relationship between these two constructs, implying that although they are conceptually related, they
capture distinct behavioral and psychological dimensions among university students. This supports the notion that excessive
social media usage does not automatically translate into heightened FOMO, as other psychological or contextual factors may
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intervene. In contrast, stronger relationships are observed between Social Media Overuse and Cognitive Overload (0.511), as
well as Digital Burnout (0.497), indicating that excessive engagement with social media platforms is more closely associated
with cognitive strain and emotional exhaustion than with social comparison-based anxiety. This pattern suggests that the
primary impact of social media overuse in this study is cognitive in nature, which subsequently contributes to burnout-related
outcomes. Similarly, Fear of Missing Out shows moderate correlations with Cognitive Overload (0.433) and Digital Burnout
(0.472), highlighting its role as a psychological driver that contributes to mental strain and exhaustion through persistent
connectivity pressure. Notification Overload also demonstrates meaningful associations with Cognitive Overload (0.402) and
Digital Burnout (0.322), indicating that continuous digital interruptions contribute to fragmented attention and emotional
fatigue, although to a slightly lesser extent compared to other predictors.

Table 3
Construct Discriminant Validity Matrix (Fornell-Larcker Analysis)
Variable SMO FoMO NO CcO DB
Social Media Overuse (SMO)
Fear of Missing Out (FoOMO) 0.205
Notification Overload (NO) 0.381 0.287
Cognitive Overload (CO) 0.511 0.433 0.402
Digital Burnout (DB) 0.497 0472 0.322 0.409

The hypothesis testing results presented in Table 4 provide strong empirical support for the proposed structural relationships
within the conceptual model, demonstrating that all hypothesized paths are statistically significant and positively associated.
As shown in the table, Social Media Overuse (SMO) has a significant positive effect on Cognitive Overload (CO) (B =0.394,
t=15.112, p < 0.001), indicating that excessive engagement with social media platforms substantially increases the cognitive
demands placed on university students. This suggests that continuous exposure to fragmented and high-volume digital content
overwhelms students’ limited cognitive processing capacity, leading to mental strain and reduced attentional control.
Similarly, Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) also exhibits a significant positive influence on Cognitive Overload (f =0.318, t =
4.287, p = 0.001), highlighting that psychological pressure to remain continuously connected and updated contributes to
increased mental workload. This finding implies that FOMO intensifies cognitive demands by compelling students to
frequently monitor multiple digital sources, thereby reducing their ability to focus on sustained academic tasks.

Notification Overload (NO) is likewise found to have a significant positive effect on Cognitive Overload (f = 0.276, t =
3.965, p < 0.001), indicating that constant digital interruptions from messages, alerts, and application notifications
significantly disrupt attention and increase information-processing demands. This reinforces the idea that fragmented
attention resulting from frequent notifications contributes to cognitive strain. Regarding direct effects on Digital Burnout
(DB), Social Media Overuse (f = 0.362, t = 4.873, p = 0.004), FoMO (B = 0.401, t = 5.204, p = 0.002), and Notification
Overload (B = 0.288, t = 4.011, p < 0.001) all demonstrate significant positive relationships. These results indicate that
excessive digital engagement, psychological dependency on social connectivity, and continuous digital interruptions directly
contribute to emotional exhaustion, reduced motivation, and disengagement from digital environments.

Finally, Cognitive Overload shows a strong and significant positive effect on Digital Burnout (f = 0.488, t =3.288, p=0.001),
confirming its central role as a key psychological mechanism through which digital stressors translate into burnout. This
finding suggests that when cognitive resources are persistently overextended, students experience mental fatigue that
ultimately evolves into emotional exhaustion and digital disengagement. However, these results confirm that all hypotheses
are supported, highlighting that Social Media Overuse, FoMO, and Notification Overload not only directly influence Digital
Burnout but also contribute to it indirectly through Cognitive Overload as a critical mediating mechanism.

Table 4
Hypothesis Testing Results (Structural Model)
Hypo. # Path Path Coefficient T-value P-value Supported
H, SMO — CO 0.394 5.112 0.000 Yes
H, FoMO — CO 0.318 4.287 0.001 Yes
H; NO — CO 0.276 3.965 0.000 Yes
H, SMO — DB 0.362 4.873 0.004 Yes
H; FoMO — DB 0.401 5.204 0.002 Yes
H, NO — DB 0.288 4.011 0.000 Yes
H; CO —» DB 0.488 3.288 0.001 Yes

The mediation analysis results presented in Table 5 provide strong empirical support for the indirect effects of Social Media
Overuse (SMO), Fear of Missing Out (FoMO), and Notification Overload (NO) on Digital Burnout (DB) through Cognitive
Overload (CO). Specifically, social media overuse demonstrates a significant indirect effect on digital burnout via cognitive
overload (B = 0.184, t = 4.126, p = 0.002), indicating that excessive engagement with social media platforms contributes to
digital burnout primarily by increasing cognitive demands. This suggests that when students are continuously exposed to
large volumes of fragmented and rapidly changing digital content, their limited cognitive capacity becomes overwhelmed,
which in turn leads to emotional exhaustion and burnout symptoms. Similarly, Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) shows a
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significant indirect effect on digital burnout through cognitive overload ( = 0.206, t = 4.587, p = 0.003), highlighting that
the psychological pressure to remain constantly connected and updated increases cognitive strain, which subsequently
contributes to burnout. This implies that FOMO does not only affect students emotionally but also intensifies cognitive
processing demands by forcing continuous monitoring of social and digital information, thereby accelerating mental fatigue
and disengagement. In the same direction, notification overload also exhibits a significant indirect effect on digital burnout
via cognitive overload (f =0.172, t = 3.948, p < 0.001), suggesting that frequent digital interruptions from messages, alerts,
and application notifications contribute to burnout by fragmenting attention and increasing cognitive workload. This indicates
that the constant switching of attention required to manage notifications places sustained pressure on cognitive resources,
which ultimately leads to emotional exhaustion in digital environments. However, these findings confirm that cognitive
overload plays a significant mediating role in the relationship between digital stressors and Digital Burnout. This reinforces
the idea that social media overuse, FoOMO, and notification overload do not only have direct effects on burnout but also exert
their influence indirectly by overwhelming cognitive processing capacity, which acts as a key psychological mechanism
linking digital behavior to burnout outcomes among university students.

Table 5
Results of Mediation Analysis for Indirect Effects
Hypothesis Path B (Indirect Effect) T-Value P-Value Supported
H;g SMO — CO — DB 0.184 4.126 0.002 Yes
Hy FoMO — CO — DB 0.206 4.587 0.003 Yes
Hiy NO — CO — DB 0.172 3.948 0.000 Yes

5. Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the impact of social media overuse, fear of missing out, and notification overload on
digital burnout among university students in the United Arab Emirates, while highlighting the mediating role of cognitive
overload. By testing seven direct hypotheses and three mediation hypotheses, the findings provide strong empirical support
for the proposed research model and confirm that cognitive overload plays a central explanatory mechanism in understanding
digital burnout outcomes in highly connected digital environments.

The results revealed that social media overuse has a significant positive effect on cognitive overload (H1). This finding is
consistent with prior research suggesting that excessive engagement with social networking platforms increases information-
processing demands and reduces attentional capacity (Yan et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2025). Similarly, FOMO was found to
significantly influence cognitive overload (H2), indicating that the psychological need to remain continuously connected and
updated increases mental workload and attentional fragmentation. This aligns with studies by Ozbay (2026), Oksiiz et al.,
(2026), and Wei et al., (2024), which highlight FoOMO as a key driver of compulsive digital checking behavior and cognitive
strain.

In the same direction, notification overload showed a significant positive effect on cognitive overload (H3), supporting the
argument that frequent digital interruptions disrupt focused attention and increase cognitive demands. This is consistent with
Halubanza et al., (2023) and Nabung, (2024) who found that continuous notifications significantly impair attention control
and increase mental fatigue in digital environments. Regarding the direct effects on digital burnout, social media overuse was
found to significantly influence digital burnout (H4), indicating that excessive use of social platforms contributes directly to
emotional exhaustion and digital fatigue. This supports prior studies by Herrero-Baguena et al., (2025), Miiller, (2026) and
Goldag, (2022), which link problematic social media use to burnout-like symptoms and reduced psychological wellbeing.
Likewise, FOMO was found to significantly affect digital burnout (H5), suggesting that constant social comparison and
connectivity pressure lead to emotional exhaustion. This is consistent with

findings from Hayran, C., & Anik, (2021), Putri et al., (2026), and Hussain et al., (2023), which emphasize the emotional
burden associated with FOMO in digital contexts.

Notification overload was also found to significantly impact digital burnout (H6), indicating that continuous interruptions
contribute to fatigue, stress, and disengagement from digital environments. This aligns with studies by Supriyadi et al., (2025)
Yan et al., (2024), and Sarkar et al., (2025) which highlight the negative psychological effects of constant notification
exposure. Furthermore, Cognitive Overload was found to have a strong positive effect on digital burnout (H7), confirming
its central role in the model. This finding is supported by Skulmowski & Xu, (2022) and Ibrahim et al., (2025a), who argue
that sustained cognitive overload leads to mental fatigue, reduced efficiency, and burnout-related outcomes.

Regarding the mediation analysis, the findings confirmed that cognitive overload significantly mediates the relationship
between social media overuse and digital burnout (H8). This indicates that the effect of excessive social media use on burnout
is largely explained through increased cognitive strain. This is consistent with studies by Gezgin et al., (2025), and Argan et
al. (2024) which highlight cognitive exhaustion as a key mechanism linking digital overuse to burnout outcomes. Similarly,
cognitive overload mediates the relationship between FoOMO and digital burnout (H9), suggesting that FOMO contributes to
burnout primarily through increased mental workload and attentional pressure. This supports findings by Elhai et al. (2020),
Oberst et al. (2017), and Przybylski et al. (2013), which emphasize the indirect cognitive pathways of FOMO effects. Finally,
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cognitive overload was found to mediate the relationship between notification overload and digital burnout (H10), indicating
that frequent interruptions lead to burnout by overwhelming cognitive resources. This is in line with Ibrahim et al., (2025b),
Schmitt et al., (2021), and Ghosh & Halder, (2025) who demonstrated that notification-driven interruptions increase cognitive
burden, which ultimately contributes to psychological exhaustion.

6. Conclusion

This study provides important insights into the impact of social media overuse, fear of missing out, and notification overload
on digital burnout among university students in the United Arab Emirates, with cognitive overload playing a central mediating
role. The results demonstrate that all three digital stressors significantly contribute to cognitive overload, which in turn has a
strong positive effect on digital burnout. In particular, cognitive overload emerged as a key psychological mechanism through
which excessive social media engagement, continuous connectivity pressure, and frequent digital interruptions are translated
into emotional exhaustion and digital fatigue. Overall, the findings confirm that cognitive overload is a critical enabler in
explaining how modern digital behaviors evolve into burnout-related outcomes among university students.

However, this study is not without limitations. First, the use of a cross-sectional research design limits the ability to establish
strong causal relationships among the examined variables. Future research is therefore encouraged to adopt longitudinal
designs to better capture how digital behavior and psychological outcomes evolve over time. Second, the study focuses
exclusively on university students in the United Arab Emirates, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other
populations, such as working professionals or students in different cultural contexts. Third, the reliance on self-reported
questionnaire data may introduce potential biases, such as common method variance or subjective perception bias, which
could affect the accuracy of the findings.

Future research could address these limitations by employing longitudinal or mixed-method approaches that combine
quantitative and qualitative data to provide deeper insights into digital behavior dynamics. Additionally, future studies may
extend the model by incorporating other relevant variables such as digital resilience, self-regulation, sleep quality, or
psychological wellbeing as potential mediators or moderators. Examining these factors would provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how digital stressors influence mental health outcomes, while offering valuable theoretical and practical
implications for educators, policymakers, and mental health practitioners seeking to promote healthier digital engagement
among students.

6.1 Theoretical Implications

This study contributes to the emerging literature on digital behavior, information overload, and psychological wellbeing in
the context of social media use among university students. Specifically, it extends prior research by empirically demonstrating
that Social Media Overuse, Fear of Missing Out (FoOMO), and Notification Overload are significant antecedents of Cognitive
Overload, which in turn plays a central role in explaining Digital Burnout. By integrating these variables within a single
conceptual framework, this study moves beyond fragmented explanations of digital burnout and provides a more
comprehensive cognitive-based mechanism that links digital exposure to psychological exhaustion. In addition, the findings
strongly support Cognitive Load Theory, which posits that individuals have limited cognitive processing capacity and that
excessive information demands can lead to mental overload and reduced performance efficiency (Sweller, 2011). In this
context, Social Media Overuse, FOMO, and Notification Overload represent external digital stressors that continuously
consume attentional and cognitive resources, while Cognitive Overload functions as the internal psychological mechanism
through which these stressors translate into Digital Burnout. This strengthens the theoretical understanding of how digital
environments contribute to psychological strain and extends cognitive load theory into the domain of social media behavior
and digital wellbeing. Furthermore, the study contributes to the literature on FOMO and problematic social media use by
demonstrating that their effects are not only direct but also mediated through cognitive mechanisms. This highlights the
importance of distinguishing between emotional, behavioral, and cognitive pathways when examining digital wellbeing
outcomes. Overall, the study provides an integrated cognitive-behavioral framework for understanding digital burnout in
highly connected environments.

6.2 Practical Implications

The findings of this study offer several important implications for educators, policymakers, university administrators, and
mental health practitioners. First, universities should develop awareness programs that educate students about the risks of
excessive social media use, particularly its role in increasing cognitive overload and burnout. Such programs should focus
on promoting digital literacy and responsible social media engagement rather than simply reducing usage time. Second,
interventions should be designed to help students manage FoOMO by encouraging healthier digital habits, such as scheduled
social media breaks, notification control strategies, and mindfulness-based practices. Since FoMO significantly contributes
to cognitive strain, addressing its psychological roots can help reduce its negative impact on student wellbeing. Third,
universities and technology providers should consider strategies to reduce notification overload by enabling smarter
notification systems, default “do not disturb” learning modes, and app-based time management tools. Reducing unnecessary
digital interruptions can significantly lower cognitive overload and improve students’ academic focus. Finally, counseling
centers and student support services should incorporate cognitive overload awareness into their mental health programs,
helping students recognize early signs of digital burnout such as mental fatigue, reduced concentration, and emotional
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exhaustion. By combining behavioral guidance with digital environment management, institutions can foster healthier and
more sustainable digital engagement among university students, ultimately improving both academic performance and
psychological wellbeing.
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