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Facebook Addiction: An Emerging Problem
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As of July 2016, Facebook had more than
1.71 billion active users per month, with
1.1 billion log-ins every day (1). It has
been estimated that the average Ameri-
can spends approximately 40 minutes
per day on Facebook and that approxi-
mately 50% of 18-24 year-olds visit
Facebook as soon as they wake up (1).
The ubiquitous nature of Facebook has
sparked a growing body of literature that
suggests its addictive potential (2). The
present article is a review of the litera-
ture on the emerging problem of com-
pulsive Facebook use and its potential as
an addictive disorder.

METHOD

A literature search was performed using
PubMed and Google Scholar. The fol-
lowing search terms, as well as their de-
rivatives, were entered: “Internet addic-
tion,” “Facebook,” “social media,” “social
networking sites,” “addiction,” “depen-
dence,” and “addictive behavior” The
search on Internet addiction retrieved a
large number of articles, and ultimately
five were reviewed in depth. The search
on Facebook and social media and ad-
diction retrieved 58 articles, of which 25
were reviewed in depth. Fifteen of these

articles focused on Facebook addiction.

ADDICTIVE BEHAVIOR ONLINE

The first attempts to study online ad-
diction date back almost two decades,
when Kimberly Young, one of the first
researchers in the area, proposed diag-
nostic criteria for a phenomenon known
as “Internet addiction” (3). Although
not included in DSM-5, Internet addic-
tion is thought to share some key traits
with substance use disorder, such as tol-
erance, withdrawal, and negative reper-
cussions (4). Today, Internet addiction
is viewed as a spectrum of online addic-

tions, and compulsive Facebook use falls
within that spectrum.

FACEBOOK ADDICTION

“Facebook addiction” is a term coined by
researchers that is applied to individu-
als who engage in excessive, compulsive
Facebook use for the purposes of mood
alteration, with negative personal out-
comes (5). In other words, a person with
Facebook addiction may subjectively ex-
perience a loss of control while continu-
ing to use Facebook excessively despite
its detrimental effects on the individual’s
life (6). However, excessive use may not
be considered addictive unless it is com-
pulsive; for example, one may spend long
hours on Facebook for the purposes of
work without being addicted (5). Because
Facebook is currently the most popu-
lar social networking site, and empirical
studies of Facebook use outweigh studies
of other social networking sites (7), the
present review focuses on the emerging
problem of Facebook addiction.
Facebook allows users to create pro-
files and form connections with other
users called “friends.” Friends may in-
teract with each other by messaging and
sharing photos, videos, or personal inter-
ests while traversing information about
the activities of their friends and their
friend’s friends. Users can enhance their
profiles with a multitude of apps; for in-
stance, users can play games, gamble, and
generate polls, as well as integrate other
social networking sites such as Twit-
ter and Instagram. Facebook can also be
used by professionals to market their ser-
vices and connect with their audiences.
Users are constantly notified of new on-
line activity by a live news feed, which
could encourage addiction by acting as
classically conditioned cues on a variable
interval reinforcement schedule (8).
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As Facebook addiction is an emerging
focus of study, current screening instru-
ments have been designed based on mea-
sures of other behavioral addictions (5).
Most of these scales are rooted in the six
core components of addiction (9). For in-
stance, the Bergen Facebook Addiction
Scale is based on six items measured on
a Likert scale, with each item reflecting
a symptom of addictive behavior: 1) sa-
lience (“You spend a lot of time think-
ing about Facebook or planning how to
use it”); 2) tolerance (“You feel an urge
to use Facebook more and more”); 3)
mood modification (“You use Facebook
in order to forget about personal prob-
lems”); 4) relapse (“You have tried to cut
down on the use of Facebook without
success™); 5) withdrawal (“You become
restless or troubled if you are prohibited
from using Facebook”); and 6) conflict
(“You use Facebook so much that it has
had a negative impact on your job/stud-
ies”) (10). Although these scales have
been independently psychometrically
validated, factor analysis reveals incon-
sistencies in measurements, indicating
lack of construct validity (5). This lack of
consensus regarding the conceptualiza-
tion and diagnosis of Facebook addiction
is the main point of contention in this
developing area of research.

PATHOPHYSIOLOGY

Addiction is associated with an imbal-
ance between activity in two key brain
systems: the impulsive amygdala-striatal
system and the reflective inhibitory pre-
frontal brain system. In substance ad-
diction, the amygdala-striatal system is
hyperactive, resulting in intensified im-
pulses for addictive behavior, whereas
the prefrontal cortex is hypoactive, re-
sulting in an inability to stop impulsive
behaviors after they have been triggered
(11). Turel et al. (12) examined the in-
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volvement of these neural systems in
Facebook addiction. Participants first
completed a Facebook addiction ques-
tionnaire. Then, using a go/no-go para-
digm with functional MRI, the research-
ers examined how these brain systems
responded differently between Facebook
signs and traffic signs and correlated ad-
diction scores with brain activity. They
found that both substance addiction
and Facebook addiction were associated
with hyperactivity in the amygdala-stri-
atal system. However, Facebook addic-
tion was not associated with alterations
in prefrontal cortex activity, suggesting
that individuals with Facebook addic-
tion may have the capacity to stop their
impulsive behavior (12). This pattern of
hyperactive impulsivity and unchanged
impulse inhibition is similar to that ob-
served in Internet gaming addiction
(13). Although this study is limited by
its cross-sectional design, these findings
suggest that Internet-based addictions
and substance addiction have differing
underlying pathophysiology.

RISK FACTORS

Facebook addiction is most commonly
studied in college students and tends to
have a female preponderance. Certain
personality traits such as extraversion,
narcissism, high levels of neuroticism,
and lower levels of self-esteem corre-
late highly with compulsive Facebook
use (10, 14). According to Caplan’s social
skill model, lonely, depressed individu-
als who develop preference for online
means of interaction are prone to prob-
lematic Internet use (15). In line with
this, researchers found a relationship be-
tween anxiety and depression and com-
pulsive Facebook use (16), suggesting
that individuals with poor psychosocial
health may use Facebook as an escape
from daily life. Moreover, Muench et al.
(17) suggested that social insecurities,
such as social comparison (“I feel that
others have better lives than I do”), fear
of missing out (“I feel I am missing out
on enjoyable social interactions more
than others”), and fear of negative social
evaluation (“I worry about what other
people think of me”), are associated with
dysfunctional Facebook use. However,
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* Facebook addiction is a behavioral addiction derived from Internet addiction
that is characterized by excessive, compulsive use of Facebook.

* Risk factors of Facebook addiction include narcissism, extraversion, neuroti-

cism, and social insecurity.

« Similar to other addictions, individuals with Facebook addiction can present
with symptoms of tolerance, withdrawal, salience, conflict, and relapse.

» Treatment strategies for Facebook addiction include psychotherapy and phar-
macotherapy to treat existing comorbidities.

there is no association between Face-
book addiction items and the existence
of positive offline social relationships,
suggesting that Facebook addiction is
driven primarily by social insecurity
rather than a lack of positive social rela-
tionships (17).

CONSEQUENCES

When used in moderation, Facebook
can facilitate relationships and improve
self-esteem (18); however, maladap-
tive use can lead to negative life conse-
quences. Facebook can be detrimental to
academic performance, as Kirschner et
al. 19) found that Facebook users have
lower grade-point averages and spend
fewer hours studying than non-Facebook
users. Of those who reported thatithad a
negative effect on their academic perfor-
mance, 74% stated that using Facebook
to procrastinate made them feel like they
were working (19). Compulsive Face-
book use has also been shown to disrupt
sleep. People scoring high on Facebook
addiction scales report delayed bed-
times and rise times on both weekdays
and weekends compared with people
with lower Facebook addiction scores
(10). The freedom of self-presentation
can make Facebook users prone to pre-
senting idealized versions of themselves
online, and researchers have found that
consuming large amounts of information
about other people can elicit feelings of
envy. That is, people who regularly use
Facebook are more likely to agree that
others have better lives than them and
that life is unfair, whereas those who
have a more active offline social life ap-
pear to have a more balanced view of
other people’s lives (20). Using the social
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rank theory of depression, Tandoc et al.
(21) argue that envy arising from compe-
tition for social status can make people
vulnerable to depression. They found
that feelings of envy triggered by using
Facebook for surveillance predicted
symptoms of depression, with surveil-
lance referring to purposely consuming
others’ personal information (21). Fur-
thermore, concerning romantic relation-
ships, Elphinston et al. (22) found a link
between compulsive Facebook use and
relationship dissatisfaction due to jeal-
ousy and surveillance behaviors.

TREATMENT

Currently, there are no specific treat-
ment approaches for Facebook addic-
tion, and therefore researchers suggest
using strategies used to treat Internet
addiction (6). Psychotherapeutic ap-
proaches include cognitive-behavioral
therapy and multilevel counseling. In
the former, clients are taught to cogni-
tively restructure certain negative be-
liefs and catastrophic thinking, such as
“everyone has better lives than I do.”
In the latter, clients are led through the
stages of change using motivational in-
terviewing while involving family and
peers. Pharmacologic agents are gener-
ally chosen based on existing comorbidi-
ties, such as depression (6).

CONCLUSIONS

Facebook addiction is an emerging prob-
lem, and research on compulsive Face-
book use is in an incipient stage. The
majority of evidence is based on cross-
sectional studies using self-reported data
among populations confined to college
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students. Thus, future research could
employ more longitudinal study designs
among more generalizable populations.
Qualitative data may help in understand-
ing users’ expectations and symptoms
on a day-to-day basis, and their empiri-
cal correlates can contribute to develop-
ing scales with construct validity. Until
then, more research is needed to validate
Facebook addiction as a clinically signifi-
cant entity.

Dr. Chakraborty is a second-year resident
in the Department of Psychiatry and Be-
havioral Neurosciences, Detroit Medical
Center/Wayne State University, Detroit.

The author thanks Katherine Akers, Ph.D.,
Dr. Richard Balon, M.D., and Ms. Lorie
Jacob, Sc.M,, for their invaluable assistance
with this article.

REFERENCES

1. https://zephoria.com/
top-15-valuable-facebook-statistics/

2. Kuss DJ, Griffiths MD: Online social net-
working and addiction-a review of the psy-
chological literature. Int J Environ Res
Public Health. 2011; 8(9):3528-3552

3. Young KS: Internet addiction: the emer-
gence of a new clinical disorder. CyberPsy-
chol Behav 1998; 1(3):237-244

4. Block JJ: Issues for DSM-V: Internet addic-
tion. Am J Psychiatry 2008; 165(3):306-307

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Ryan T, Chester A, Reece J, et al: The uses
and abuses of Facebook: a review of Facebook
addiction. J Behav Addict 2014; 3(3):133-148
Andreassen CS, Pallesen S: Social network
site addiction: an overview. Curr Pharm Des
2014; 20(25):4053-4061

Griffiths MD, Kuss DJ, Demetrovics Z: So-
cial networking addiction: an overview of
preliminary findings, in Behavioral Addic-
tions: Criteria, Evidence, and Treatment.
Amsterdam, Elsevier, 2014) pp 119-141
Hormes JM, Kearns B, Timko CA: Craving
Facebook? Behavioral addiction to online
social networking and its association with
emotion regulation deficits. Addiction 2014;
109(12):2079-2088

Griffiths M: A ‘components’ model of addic-
tion within a biopsychosocial framework. J
Substan Use 2005; ¢10(4):191-197
Andreassen CS, Torsheim T, Brunborg GS, et
al: Development of a Facebook addiction
scale. Psychol Rep 2012; 110(2):501-517
Jentsch JD, Taylor JR: Impulsivity resulting
from frontostriatal dysfunction in drug
abuse: implications for the control of behav-
ior by reward-related stimuli. Psychophar-
macology 1999; 146(4):373-390

Turel O, He Q, Xue G, et al: Examination of
neural systems sub-serving facebook “ad-
diction.” Psychol Rep 2014; 115(3):675-695
Han DH, Kim YS, Lee YS, et al: Changes in
cue-induced, prefrontal cortex activity with
video-game play. Cyberpsychol Behav Soc
Netw 2010; 13(6):655-661

Mehdizadeh S: Self-presentation 2.0: narcis-
sism and self-esteem on Facebook. Cyber-
psychol Behav Soc Netw 2010; 13:357-364
Caplan SE: Preference for online social in-

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21

22.

PREVIOUS

teraction a theory of problematic Internet
use and psychosocial well-being. Commun
Res 2003; 30(6):625-648

Koc M, Gulyagci S: Facebook addiction
among Turkish college students: the role of
psychological health, demographic, and us-
age characteristics. Cyberpsychol Behav Soc
Netw 2013;16(4):279-284

Muench F, Hayes M, Kuerbis A, et al: The
independent relationship between trouble
controlling Facebook use, time spent on the
site and distress. J Behav Addict 2015;
4(3):163-169

Yu AY, Tian SW, Vogel D, et al: Can learning
be virtually boosted? An investigation of on-
line social networking impacts. Comput Ed-
ucat 2010; 55(4):1494-1503

Kirschner PA, Karpinski AC: Facebook and
academic performance. Comput Hum Be-
hav 2010; 26(6):1237-1245

Chou H-TG, Edge N: “They are happier and
having better lives than T am”: the impact of
using Facebook on perceptions of others’
lives. Cyberpsychol Behav Soc Network
2012; 15:117-121

Tandoc Jr EC, Ferrucci P, Duffy M: Face-
book use, envy, and depression among col-
lege students: Is facebooking depressing?
Comput Hum Behavior 2015; 43:139-146
Elphinston RA, Noller P: Time to face it!
Facebook intrusion and the implications for
romantic jealousy and relationship satisfac-
tion. Cyberpsychol Behav Soc Network 2011;
14(11):631-635

JolbCenfra

Job opportunities for graduating residents and fellows are listed
on JobCentral, a free service provided by APA for its members

(jobs.psychiatry.org). Browse over 2,000 job postings based
on location, work setting and position type, create an
account and set up job alerts.

The American Journal of Psychiatry Residents’ Journal


https://zephoria.com/top-15-valuable-facebook-statistics/
https://zephoria.com/top-15-valuable-facebook-statistics/
http://jobs.psychiatry.org

	Button 4: 
	Page 75: 
	Page 86: 
	Page 97: 

	Button 5: 
	Page 75: 
	Page 86: 
	Page 97: 

	Button 6: 
	Page 75: 
	Page 86: 
	Page 97: 



