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Trapped in the Feed: The Realities of Social Media Addiction

Social media first started as a way to connect with friends and family; it’s since evolved into a coveted hobby used by all age groups. 

[bookmark: how-is-it-addicting]Whether it is connecting with friends and family, "watching YouTube," or "surfing the web to pass the time," the interest in social media has bloomed exponentially over the last 10 years. This holds especially true in children and adolescents and young to mid-aged adults


Social Media

Social media is any form of mass media communications over the Internet, such as social networking and microblogging, through which users generate content, share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content, including video. 

Social media and social networking are sometimes considered to be almost the same concept; however, while social networking is understood to be users creating communities among themselves, social media is more about using social networking sites and other similar platforms in an effort to build an audience.


Why is social media so addicting?

While social media appears to be mindless relaxation fun, it actually has a serious effect on your brain. Every time you log in to your favorite apps, your brain will start to emit more dopamine signals; neurotransmitters associated with pleasure have been described as chemical messengers.

In this case, if your brain associates more dopamine after using social media, then the activity will be identified as rewarding and worth being repeated. It is more highly felt when you make a post of your own and get good feedback from society. Positive feelings that ensue from using social media are momentary. In the way your brain rewards this behavior, there is a pattern seen in other addictions as well.





Neurobiological Mechanisms
· Activation of Dopamine Release: Engagement in social media activates the release of dopamine. This is a neurotransmitter that ensures enjoyment and incentive. The development of likes, shares, and comments may create rewarding experiences for the user, which would reinforce such behavior and therefore lead to addictive use.
· Changes in Brain Structures: Continued use can alter structures associated with impulse control and decision making, similar to other addictions. It has been observed that some of the areas involved include the prefrontal cortex and amygdala.

Psychological Factors
· Escapism: More and more users are using social media to escape real-life stressors, making dependency on them increased.
· Social Validation: The desire for social approval can lead to an overuse of social media where individuals seek likes and comments as a means to boost their self-esteem.
Fear of Missing Out: A kind of anxiety is developed where they stay connected all the time fearing they would miss something important in social interaction or trends.

Social Dynamics
· Peer Influence: Social norms and peer behaviors can motivate usage, particularly among younger user groups which might feel pressured to remain active on the platforms.
· Hooked Design: Internet applications for social media often rely on engagement-maximizing algorithms; a few examples include infinite scrolling and notifications, which are intended to 'hook' users onto the application.

Behavioral Tendencies
· Obsessive Monitoring: Users become accustomed to regularly checking their stream of notifications or feed, sacrificing time and tasks that must be completed regularly.
· Withdrawal Symptoms: Users who try to cut back tend to experience withdrawal-like symptoms similar to those associated with substance addictions-cum-anxiety, irritability, or restlessness.







Effects of Social Media Addiction

Social media addiction becomes a critical importance both for mental health as well as interpersonal relationships. It is often associated with increased anxiety and depression because more users are involved in social comparison that is perpetuated through idealized portrayals of others online. This can hurt self-esteem and lead to a need for external validation through likes and comments. People may begin to atrophy their face-to-face interactions, which, in the long run, will lead them to feel socially isolated but digitally connected.

Furthermore, social media addiction impacts productivity and sleep quality. Users are often distracted owing to notifications and the compulsion to check feeds, leading to procrastination in both academic and work-life settings. This distraction leads to a decreased performance and higher levels of stress. Additionally, social media engagement at odd hours leads to disrupted sleep patterns and triggers insomnia and fatigue. Together, these effects suggest that proper techniques for controlling social media use should be interwoven to promote overall wellbeing amidst the unprecedentedly high levels of digitization.


Treatment

Evidence-based strategies to treat social media addiction involve quite a few of them. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy will help the patient recognize and change patterns of negative thoughts while setting realistic goals to reduce screen time. Digital detox practices, where intentional acts of disconnection from social media, bring focus onto offline activities.

The limits put on use, such as cutting down on usage and turning off notifications, minimize compulsive behaviors. A support group creates a sense of belonging among its members, which promotes the desirable behavior of reducing use. Other off-line alternatives also reduce dependence on social media. In extreme cases, there may be a necessity for professional intervention. Finally, education on the effects of addiction to social media encourages people to become more aware of unhealthy habits while striving towards improving their mental health and quality of life.



“You are not your addiction. You are the person who has the power to overcome it."


References

· Healthline. (n.d.). Social media addiction: How is it addicting? Retrieved October 20, 2024, from https://www.healthline.com/health/social-media-addiction#how-is-it-addicting
· Lee, S. Y., & Stapleton, P. (2021). The relationship between social media addiction and psychological well-being: A review. PubMed Central. Retrieved October 20, 2024, from https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8249956/
· Recoveres. (n.d.). Social media addiction. Retrieved October 20, 2024, from https://recovered.org/addiction/behaviors/social-media-addiction

· Medical News Today. (n.d.). Social media addiction: Symptoms and treatment. Retrieved October 20, 2024, from https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/social-media-addiction
· Addiction Resource. (n.d.). Social media addiction: Understanding behavioral addiction. Retrieved October 20, 2024, from https://www.addictionresource.net/behavioral-addictions/social-media/
