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Chapter 1 – Why We Constantly Fear Missing Out


[image: ]




We live in an era dominated by a relentless Fear Of Missing Out (FOMO). Social media serves up nonstop glimpses into the lives of others, making us feel like we’re missing out on exciting experiences, relationships, and opportunities. The dopamine rush of new notifications keeps us glued to our devices, anxiously scrolling for the next hit. 

Research shows that heavy social media usage fuels higher levels of anxiety, depression and loneliness. The more we consume curated snippets of other people going places we’re not and doing things we wish we could do, the more discontent we feel in our own less flashy, filtered-down lives.  

This FOMO epidemic Is the result of some key psychological biases wired into the human brain. Scientists note that for much of human evolution, survival depended on social connection. Being part of a tribe increased access to food, shelter and safety. Our brains thus evolved a social comparison tendency to make sure our status and belonging needs were being met.  

Additionally, because resources were historically scarce, humans also developed a negativity bias. Our ancestors that stayed hyper-focused on what could harm or threaten them tended to survive longer to pass down those risk-averse genes. As a result, modern humans end up naturally drawn to consuming and dwelling on negative news and information. 

While these brain biases once served us, FOMO-inducing social media now exacerbates them In an imbalanced way. One study found that the gloomier people felt after browsing Facebook, the more likely they were to keep browsing – rather than disconnecting from the source of their sadness.

The dopamine hits of new texts, likes and commenting threads keep us stuck in reactive FOMO-loops...

...The dopamine hits of new texts, likes and commenting threads keep us stuck in reactive FOMO-loops rather than intentional living aligned with our deepest needs and values.  

Our ancestors evolved to survive through constant risk-assessment and social comparison. But with those needs now more than met in the modern world, being trapped in patterns like:

- Compulsively checking devices 

- Overworking to maintain a certain lifestyle 

- Feelings of inadequacy from comparing ourselves to others’ curated highlight reels  

These now only serve to stress us out and distract us from the people and activities that likely do give our lives richness and meaning day to day.

Researchers note that while we think phenomena like social media connectivity, expanded opportunities to travel, and access to endless entertainment options will make us happy by allowing us to “see and acquire more” – the science doesn’t back that. 

As early as the 1960’s, studies on life satisfaction showed that baseline happiness levels around the globe changed very little over decades despite rising incomes and standards of living. Once basic needs are met, more possessions and experiences fail to move the needle for life fulfillment. 

Yet the myth persists that if we just consume more, see more envy-inducing posts of beautiful destinations, and cram our schedules with even more FOMO-fueled diversion and comparison, happiness hovers somewhere just over the horizon.  

Chasing this illusion leaves little time left for friends, family, pursuing passion projects, or being fully present wherever we are. Days disappear in a dizzy blur of distraction and fatigue from trying to keep up with everything we feel we’re missing.

Could learning to embrace “missing out” – with healthy boundaries and conscious intent applied to information/technology use – unveil a more easeful path that offers what we’re really seeking?

The latest neuroscience hints that intentional living counter to our compulsive FOMO habits could unveil our clearest route yet to sustainable joy. 

Scientists have begun mapping out the fascinating neurocircuitry behind intentional choices that bring meaning, engagement, inner peace and vitality. Other promising studies show...

Other promising studies show that practices strengthening presence and attention in the moment powerfully counterbalance our brain's negativity and social comparison tendencies. 

For example, research on meditation shows that consistently training focus and awareness on the present:


-  Reduces activity in the brain's default mode network – associated with mind-wandering and unhelpful rumination.




-  Increases activation of executive control centers – improving ability to regulate emotions and behaviors aligned with goals or values.
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-  Can help "unlearn" excessive reactivity to external reward-cues. Reducing compulsive habits around social media, device checking, or maintaining a certain lifestyle image. 



Additionally, consciously focusing on experiences of everyday gratitude, awe and beauty boosts satisfaction far more than an overload of possessions and experiences ever can.

Actively appreciating small moments trains the brain to operate with:

- A positivity advantage instead of negativity bias

- An abundance outlook rather than scarcity mentality

- Increased dopamine and serotonin signaling correlating with subjective well-being

Basically, intentionally shifting attention in the present moment to notice what IS working counterbalances the angst over what we feel might be missing. The neural circuits activated by gratitude and mindfulness soothe our fears of exclusion and losses. 

By learning to fully taste the joy of small delights already available to us with curiosity and presence...we realize the banquet of delightful flavors we’ve been missing out on all along.

The invitation of this book is to explore together: how cutting through the trance of compulsive FOMO habits to instead live with conscious attention and intent potently transforms our internal experience of fulfillment – without having to desperately chase the illusion of "more and next" constantly dangling before us.  

Shall we enter in?
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Chapter 2 – The Burden of Having Too Much
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Inundated with Choices 

From the moment our alarms jolt us awake, a barrage of demands and decisions vie for our attention. Emails pile up overnight asking for responses. Notifications pop up reminding us of meetings, bills due, confirmations required. Even glancing at social feeds means confronting an endless scroll of clever memes, political takes, vacation pics, recipes, all screaming “look at me!” 

Then comes selecting what to wear, eat, who to respond to first, calendar tetris-ing overlapping appointments, route-mapping multiple errands. Choosing which podcast to play or phone call to return enroute. Dodging distractions so we can scramble catching up on a work project now behind. Deciding whether we can fit in an online shop for something that might make us feel good. Choosing which family member or friend most needs our precious free minutes to connect amidst the swirl of logistics.  

Even anticipating a rare night “off” means effortfully selecting a show that looks interesting from millions of options, figuring out dinner, where your partner or friend might want to go, if you have energy to accept another invite out. Each additional freedom granted by modern life - streaming entertainment on-demand, global food delivery to our doorsteps, friends and networks now accessible 24/7 - multiplies the decision points vying for our attention each day.

Research confirms that all these micro-decisions add up, draining our mental reserves. Scientists have found that the more choices confronted, the more people tend to:

Experience decision paralysis and walk away without choosing at all   

Revert to unhealthy default options that require less effort 

Report higher stress levels and decreased subjective well-being

Basically having ALL THE OPTIONS at our fingertips all day actually overwhelms our primitive brains evolved in simpler environments. Rather than feeling empowered, we freeze up, make reactive choices aligned more with short-term relief than meaning, then beat ourselves up for “another day escaping us.”  

The Joy Vanishing Act

Why do we assume possessing unlimited options - for purchases, events, connections, content - equates with unlimited happiness? 

Somewhere along the way, our collective consciousness absorbed the message that MORE = BETTER in terms of accumulation of stuff, experiences, and busyness. Therefore, when we notice others seemingly doing more, seeing more, connecting more, amassing more possessions displayed via social media’s carefully curated highlight reels...discontent naturally follows.

We gaze at our humbler lives through a defective cultural lens convincing us:  

“If only I had THAT lifestyle...”  

“If only I could afford to visit THOSE places...”  

“If only I got invited to events like THOSE...”

“There must be something wrong with me or my choices...”

But abundant research now confirms that the magic anticipated from accumulating more and more dissolves quicker than we expect.

The hedonic treadmill explains why every salary raise, move into a bigger home, or envy-inducing vacation inevitably returns us to baseline levels of happiness. Human satisfaction adapts upwards like a treadmill as lifestyle expands. Those hitting key wealth milestones assumed to guarantee happiness discover the boost short-lived.  

Lottery winners soon revert back to previous levels of life satisfaction. Shopaholics feel let down yet again when the shopping high fades. Travel junkies return from amazing adventures only to sink into planning the next dopamine hit.  

We keep chasing the joy we believe resides perpetually over the horizon in acquisition of MORE. But with fuller lives than kings of old could have dreamed, why does current culture remain obsessed with what’s missing rather than learning to thrive within our present abundance?

The minimalist movement and leaders like Marie Kondo coach us to start subtracting rather than accumulating in this quest for peace and space to breathe.

Could placing more conscious constraints around our choices offer relief from joy-obliterating decision fatigue and comparison obsession? 

The Promise of Constraints  

Here’s a secret that devotees of mindfulness know well - getting quieter and simplifying often connects us more potently to richness already present.  

Without the constant cacophony of must-dos, notifications and decision angst assaulting our bandwidth...joy rises gently through the cracks.  

Imagine an afternoon without a bursting calendar or crowded to-do list. No car repairs demanding coordination. No one wanting a response from you or favorites or uploads or reviews.  

The dog nestles beside you contentedly while you read passages out loud from an intriguing novel. Instrumental music plays softly while coloured light filters through stained glass to dance across the piles of fabric waiting to assist your creativity.  
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