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            “The mobile phone has become the remote control for our lives.”
   

            Anna Wikland, Head of Google Sweden
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Introduction
   

         

         Almost everyone does it. Presidents and common citizens. Most of the people you know and probably even you. Children and adults on their way to work and school. Whilst waiting for a bus, in the bathroom or in the middle of a meal. We all look down at a screen, scrolling like zombies through the flow of social media. Cat videos, advertisements, sunsets, news, memes and selfies. It all flickers past in a flash. Often we don’t even think about what we are doing. It happens automatically as soon as we get the chance.

         The mobile zombie is deeply absorbed in its phone. It walks around clutching it in its hand and can bump into someone or walk into a lamppost. I used the term mobile zombie in my previous book about the dos and don’ts of mobile use. The scroll zombie is closely related to the mobile zombie. It appears when you are aimlessly scrolling through your flow on social media. There is no real reason behind your actions – your fingers move automatically on the screen. Sometimes you become completely absorbed by the screen and your surroundings become irrelevant.

         Social media takes up a large part of everyday life for most of us. The subject affects all of us and our opinions differ. Many people I have spoken to feel that social media takes up too much time in their lives and interferes with other activities. As an addiction expert, I have had the chance to help these people create a balance in their digital lives. I meet people who take regular detox breaks, but I have also met those who do not care at all about their use of social media. They would rather be left alone from what they see as moral preaching.

         I am a social worker and have worked with dependency issues since the eighties. Over the last few years, I have specialized in different types of digital addiction, mainly video games, social media and mobile phones. I have carried out some pioneering work on video game addiction, now a who
      -recognized diagnosis. I have helped many people regain control over their gaming and use of screens. Many of these people now have a functioning life with work, family and, what I choose to call, good digital health.

         These days, I see a more mixed type of screen addiction in my patients. Instagram, YouTube and Snapchat are competing with homework and sport. Many of my clients are adults whose work, relationships and spare time are affected by social media.

         I, myself, play video games and I am an avid user of social media. I have a positive view on technology and a curious attitude towards all things digital. Throughout most of the time writing this book, I have been active on social media. I have used what is known in sociological research as participant observation. This means that the person studying a phenomenon does not do it from an external perspective but participates in the activity being observed. This has provided me with invaluable information as a compliment to my extensive experience in treating people.

         Writing about digital issues is a challenge. This is because, by the time you read this, I expect the availability of platforms and technology for social media will have changed and will look somewhat different. But I am convinced that, even though the shape of addiction can change, there will always be characteristics of dependency that are timeless.

         I have previously written books on video game addiction and mobile phone etiquette. Parallels may also be drawn to this type of addiction. In this book, my focus is on our conflicting relationship to social media. I have interviewed researchers, talked to friends and relatives as well as other people I have met in daily life about their views on social media. Additionally, this is a book built upon personal reflections and thoughts.

         In this book I shall keep referring to my own life on social media. About how I was engulfed by, above all, Facebook, a realization that I was hooked and about how I broke free. This journey is described at the end of the book under the headline “How I got stuck online and created a digital balance”. Maybe you will recognize yourself in my experiences, be inspired to create your own digital balance, or you can choose to see it as a thought-provoking subject.

         I see my own use turning into an addiction as a strength. Because I know what I am talking about when the pressure to be active online feels like a compulsion. But today I have come out of my addiction and formed a healthier relationship with my digital life.

         I deliver this book from three different perspectives. That of the addiction expert, that of the person who, himself, has suffered from an addiction, and the third perspective, that of the parent. My children grew up in the middle of the digital revolution and, to begin with, I had no understanding of my children’s digital interest. But, together with my own use of social media, I have gained a better understanding and insight into this modern way of socializing. There is, as yet, no clinical diagnosis called social media addiction. The topic is relatively new and uncharted even though there is ongoing research. However, the term social media addiction is already used widely all over the world. It describes the state where people seem to lose control over their use of social media. Since it is a simple and clear term, I will also use it.

         My view of social media is pragmatic. I take people’s experiences of dependency-causing phenomena seriously, but I believe that social media can be a source of both good and evil. I have existential and holistic values, which means that I believe you yourself have the possibility to shape large parts of your life by the choices you make. What you have for breakfast, whether you smoke or not, whether you exercise or are inactive – and how you choose to live your digital life. I believe body and soul are intimately connected. If you exercise your body, you will feel better psychologically. If you are depressed, your physical health can also suffer. Life is a constant balance between physical and psychological health. In my work, I take an optimistic view on change. Even if you are in a negative dependency, there is always the possibility to stop and initiate a change. The choice is yours.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Our lives online
   

         

         The digital revolution
   

         The digital revolution is an ongoing process. What was previously analogue has become more and more digital; payment solutions, medical technology, entertainment, navigation and communication. More and more platforms are appearing, making possible smooth dialogue between people. This is where social media has an important function to fill.

         We spend more and more of our time on social media. Some of the biggest platforms are Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, WhatsApp and YouTube. Here we broadcast our lives, sharing everything from simple day-to-day events to weddings and funerals. Social media is open round the clock, all year round, providing information to more than three billion users across the world.

          
   

         What social media do you use?

         Which ones do you like the best?

         Is there any platform that you feel creates problems to you?

         The coin has three sides
   

         At the beginning of the digital revolution, the discussions about social media were mainly positive. There was talk of a new and fantastic way of socializing that gained more and more followers. The debate about the downside of social media has not been going on for as long. The first time that I spoke publicly on the subject was in the Swedish national newspaper Aftonbladet in 2009. It was an article about young people’s Facebook habits, about how students were becoming hooked on Facebook, ignoring homework, mealtimes and other important activities.

         In the last few years, media has increasingly picked up on what is commonly known as social media addiction. The importance of Facebook and other similar platforms in people’s lives becomes clear as soon as there is a technical issue. People may despair and show symptoms of withdrawal. I remember once when it happened to me. I was posting something in a group and received an error message. At first, I thought I had poor internet coverage, but the connection was fine. Shortly afterwards I received a message saying that there had been a technical fault affecting Facebook and other platforms. When I asked friends about their reactions, many said that it had stressed them out, which it had me too. The disruption only lasted for a short while, but long enough to make me realize that I had become so used to my feed that it stressed me out when it stopped.

         Research into social media is still in its infancy, which is not particularly surprising. The problems are new, and research takes time. A single study is not sufficient. It is only long-term and collective large-scale research that can lead to real and stable conclusions. The internationally renowned researcher, Mark Griffiths, summarizes the current situation well: “There is still a lack of large-scale qualitative studies.”

         This lack of reliable studies has led to a partly polarized debate in the media. Initially, there were two dominant groups. One group was technology-friendly and focused on lifting the positives of social media. This group took the view that the discussions surrounding the negative effects were no more than a moral panic in response to something new and unknown. Once we became used to it, the worry would diminish, in the same way as we had previously got used to rock music and violence in movies – phenomena which caused concern from the start but which subsided once we realized that it did not turn people into lunatics. Their solution was to embrace the new technology with open arms.

         Then there were those people who wanted to paint a darker picture. Their view was that the radiation emitted from mobile phones was deadly and that we would never be able to learn how to handle modern technology. One example was that of someone falling over a cliff because he was staring down at his mobile. This was an extreme case that was presented as something that could happen to anyone, but of course this was not a typical everyday occurrence. This group was in favor of rewinding time to the days of analogue technology.

         Important milestones for social media
   

         
            [image: ]

         

         I can still see one-sided reporting where social media is either raised positively or is one-sidedly criticized, but this is starting to change. More and more people seem to take a more balanced view on these phenomena. Many people, me included, want to bring forward all the different sides of digital technology, the positives, negatives and everything in between. This more nuanced group includes everyone from practitioners like me, researchers and users themselves. Doesn’t it make sense to be open to the coin not having just one side, but three?

         I have spoken to one of the world’s leading researchers into social media addiction, Dr. Mark Griffiths. He is a Distinguished Professor of Behavioural Addiction at Nottingham Trent University, England, and is one of the most qualified researchers in the field. He has conducted studies on gambling, video games and social media.

         Griffiths believes that the normal state for the younger generation is to be constantly online. Communication using social media is a given. The young do not want to miss anything. fomo 
      (Fear of Missing Out) is a term that is highly relevant. A young person wants to be constantly updated via social media. What their friends do, as well as their thoughts and opinions, are important. Griffiths believes that we need to take this into account when we evaluate the use of social media. This is also my own experience; what feels like a dependency to the older generation can be a natural part of life for a younger person.

         Griffiths thinks that social media can create problems for a small minority of users. It depends on the individual and how they use it. When social media takes focus away from work, studies and other activities, it has gone from being something useable to an addiction maybe forcing you to do things you don’t really want to do. He emphasizes that, just like video games, social media does not create problems for the vast majority of users.

         Most people have complete control. But a small minority experience negative consequences and it is these we need to focus on. We must look at the bigger picture, not just focus on how much or how little time we spend in the digital sphere.

         On the other hand, there are studies showing that social media can also have positive effects. It is about what you do and how much. Take these two extremes as an example: zombie scrolling on Instagram or looking for help on a Facebook group when you are depressed. Which one will make you feel better? I normally compare this with the way we eat. If you eat healthy food in the right amounts you will feel great but if you eat junk food in excessive amounts you will become ill. The same thing goes for social media: if used wisely, a digital presence makes us feel good but, if we lose control, it can lead to addiction.

         Analogue vs. digital life
   

         Two people are admiring a beautiful sunset. They are on holiday, far away from work and other responsibilities. They are enjoying a calm sea where the sun is slowly setting. One person takes out their mobile, takes a photo and then puts the mobile away. The other person does the same thing but immediately posts the picture on Instagram. While the sun is disappearing, that person is staring on his screen, waiting for likes. When he looks up, the sun is gone. The likes are flooding in and he shows this to his friend who becomes irritated that Instagram became more important than them being together.

         Who did the right thing? What do you think?

         I see four possible ways to act in this type of situation.

         
            
	
               Enjoy the sunset and don’t bother about your mobile
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
               Take a photo with no intention of posting it
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
               Take a photo and post it straight away
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
               Take a photo and post it later
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         This is a good example showing that we usually have a choice in how we act when it comes to social media. For many of us, these choices are routine. We do not reflect on the alternatives we have, instead it happens quickly and automatically. But if we start making more conscious choices, we can affect how our use makes us feel.

         At the beginning of the digital revolution, many people claimed that there was a difference between the so-called real life and our digital life. The term irl 
      (In Real Life) is based upon the (mis)conception that the digital world is not real. The idea was that the digital sometimes made interactions irl 
      more difficult and it was better to focus on irl. 
      Nowadays, I and many others prefer not to use the term irl, 
      but instead use the term “analogue”, in other words, non-digital. This way, we avoid the emotive bias that is associated with irl
      .

         More and more people seem to want to go back to an analogue way of life. To a life without internet and screens. Or at least to a life where we minimize the use of digital technology. Steve Jobs was extremely restrictive when it came to his children’s use of technology. He was sometimes called a “low-tech parent”. One of the biggest developers of technology of all time possessed great insight into the negative consequences that the digital world could create.

         These days, IT employees have taken Jobs’ skeptical stance. But what do “normal” people think about this? I see more and more signs of concern about our digital technology, since social media can diminish social contact between people. That it becomes a wedge that divides, rather than the glue that binds. We can see conflict where people meet, yet are constantly interrupted by someone else making contact digitally. A notification from an app telling you that something has happened, then suddenly there is a mobile in your hand and the current conversation gets cancelled. Or can we talk about an expansion of relations? A modern way of looking at it is to determine that there is no barrier between the analogue and the digital. That we merely flow between different ways of communicating. In the same reality but without conflict. Everything is integrated. Without prejudice about which is best.

         I believe it is wise to choose different strategies in how to use digital technology. It does not have to be black and white. We do not need to choose to be hyper-digital and constantly connected, nor do we need to be like Thoreau and build a log cabin in the woods with no modern technology at all. I believe there are active choices to be made in order to create balance.

          
   

         Have you ever longed to go back to a completely analogue life? Do you think you could live without social media?

         What would the consequences be?

         
            “Men have become the tools of their tools.”
   

            David Thoreau, Walden (1854)
   

         

         User groups
   

         When we discuss social media, often only two groups feature. Those who are digital and those who are analogue, that you either use social media or you don’t. I believe it is good to differentiate even more, so I place digital users into four groups. One advantage of talking about different user types is that it is easier for us to understand one another. We are able to accept one another’s digital habits and therefore avoid unnecessary conflicts.

          
   

         1. Digital natives have grown up with digital technology. They have a natural and relaxed relationship with social media. Everything is done quickly and smoothly as though on auto pilot. They use different social platforms as a natural hub for communicating with other people. They rarely see a difference between analogue and digital – their reality combines both, they are just different ways of keeping in touch. Both of my children who were born in the 1990’s belong to this group.

          
   

         2. Digital immigrants have discovered modern technology as adults. They normally have a more skeptical and dubious stance. I, myself, have asked my children: “Wouldn’t it be better to go and knock on their door or give them a call?” when they have wanted to chat with friends living next door. I wondered why they couldn’t meet properly instead. Which the children thought they already did. But online. Digital immigrants can learn to socialize digitally but it does not always run smoothly. They often ask younger people for help with digital problems. A digital immigrant likes to use the term irl
       and divides the world into analogue versus digital reality, where the analogue is seen as better than the digital.

         I, myself, am a digital immigrant trying to take in the modern way of socializing. When chatting to my children on Messenger, I can tell my partner that I have “spoken” to them and I often have rewarding meetings with clients via Skype.

          
   

         3. Digital outcasts are outside of social media. This group can be split into two sub-groups:

         • Those who are virtually completely analogue. They use neither computer, mobile nor social media. They read newspapers, pay their bills on paper and use cash. This group contains mainly older people who, for different reasons, have not entered the digital world. The group is often seen as being discriminated against in today’s society because there is more and more expectation to be connected. We are starting to talk more and more about a digital alienation. My mother, born in 1927, is a good example of this sub-group.

         • The other sub-group is made up of people who use computers, the internet and mobiles but are outside of social media. I have several friends and relatives belonging to this group. Some of these are accused by others of being Facebook freeloaders. They do not want to be active themselves but like to keep abreast of the information through friends and family.

          
   

         4. Digital emigrants. This is a relatively new phenomenon. It relates to people who are fed up with their digital lives. They experience a digital stress and try to minimize their time online. The choice is then to do a digital detox for a shorter or longer period of time. In the most extreme cases, they can go out into the countryside where they reject all digital technology. I have a relative who sometimes goes out to our shared country house, leaving the computer at home. The mobile is switched off and the focus is on painting and meditation.

         
            The Analouge Author
   

            Ernst Brunner is one of Sweden’s most productive authors. We go to the same gym and often share our thoughts about writing, but also about our digital presence since he is completely inactive on social media. He has made a decision to remain on the outside. No Facebook. No Instagram. His digital life is empty. I have never seen a mobile phone in his hand. He communicates mainly by email, but prefers to write physical letters sent by snail mail.
   

            I have sometimes wondered if it is possible to live by analogue means in the 21st Century and at the same time be a renowned author. Normally, an author has a broad social media network to reach readers, media and the book business. I should also add that, these days, he is less in the spotlight than he was previously, so it may not matter as much to be outside of the digital life. Or does this make him antisocial, avoiding human contact? On the contrary. At the gym he is one of the most sociable people there. He talks to everyone he knows and even complete strangers. When you talk to him, he looks you in the eye and not at the screen of a mobile. As I am not in contact with him via social media, our interaction is different. We only talk when we meet. This means we usually have more to talk about. We have not been able to follow each other’s lives on social media.
   

         

         Sometimes there are clashes between the groups since the frames of reference are different. It is a common occurrence that those who are not active themselves on social media are critical of those who are. I have also encountered the opposite, that those who are active have problems understanding those who have chosen not to be.

         I, myself, was skeptical before I became an active user. This was the result of me not fully understanding what was actually going on out there. Standing on the sidelines and watching, is not the same as taking part. When I became active on social media, my view changed radically. I experienced joy, fellowship and felt that my life had new meaning. I understood why people spent a lot of time on social media. It was simply another way of socializing.

          
   

         What group do you belong to?

         Do you see conflicts that can arise between the different groups? Have you ever thought of changing group?

         Digital friendship
   

         No-one can have more than 5,000 friends. At least not according to Facebook. Perhaps you didn’t know, but Facebook has a limit that does not allow any more than 5,000 contacts. Most of us realize that the majority of these contacts cannot be “real” friends – people we have met through analogue interaction. There are researchers who believe that we can only handle around 150 relationships. But perhaps it is time to re-evaluate what friends actually are. What about friendships made online, are they “real”?

         I know several people who I have never met in the analogue world, but I am in regular contact with them via social media and Skype, and I consider them my friends. It is also common that my clients have made friends, via online games, who they have never met in “real” life.

         The exciting thing is how even online friends can feel like “real” friends, that the digital relationship can create strong bonds between people. It is comparable to the pen-pals of old. Back then, two people could exchange letters over a long period of time, getting to know one another, even though they had never met. Today, people meet in a similar way online in a simple and natural way.

         There is a current discussion where some argue that the old way of socializing is better, that having too much focus on online relationships may bring negative consequences. For example, Professor Fred Nyberg suggests: “Getting stuck behind a screen may result in diminished social skills irl. 
      This especially concerns young people who, because they experience less physical contact, risk impairing their ability to read body language and mood.”

         I often meet young people with amazing skills in the digital world, but who, at a social event, have under-developed social competence.

         Personally, I believe there should be no opposition. The best thing should be to support both digital and analogue friendships. This way, you reduce your chances of being lonely. I notice this clearly if I am alone and writing. I can then quickly and simply engage in some social interaction via social media. At the same time, I do not see this as any different to meeting someone for a coffee.

          
   

         Do you have friends who you only meet online?

         Do you see any difference in these friendships compared to those friends you meet in person?

         The quest for the perfect life
   

         Seeing how other people’s lives are portrayed on social media, we risk becoming anxious or even depressed. Our feeds are often dominated by happy occasions – we post pictures from a wedding, an amazing dinner or a beautiful sunset from an exotic location. We rarely share the grey normality, despite it being the greater part of our lives. If we start to compare our own lives with others, who seem perfect, it can cause jealousy and depression.

         There are, of course, exceptions. Such as my friend Anders who, every working day, posts a picture from his commuter train as it passes Rotebro – a rather grey and dull commuter station in Sweden. But it is part of his everyday life. I also have several friends who have openly spoken of their divorces and difficult medical conditions. But is there really any difference in how we portray our lives online compared to when we meet in person? Do we tend to focus on our happy times when we meet in the analogue form? Yes, maybe, but I believe that meeting in person makes it easier to discuss all aspects of life. Happiness, illness, grief and joy – just like life itself. But if we examine the feed in our social media, much of the focus is on the positive aspects of life.

         Adults are able to understand that what we see on social media is just a selection from a person’s life, a façade that does not show everything. But what happens to a young person who is constantly exposed to the “perfect” lives of others?

         In the last few years, mental ill-health has risen amongst young people. More and more young people are seeking help for anxiety and depression. Many testify that there is a type of silent competition on social media; we must show gorgeous, well-trained bodies; life must be filled with excitement, success and happiness. This can create a very noticeable form of performance anxiety. I once had a client who was severely affected by this phenomenon. Comparing himself to others caused him to feel so bad that he became suicidal. His solution was to take a step back from social media. In combination with therapy treatment, this made him feel better and better and eventually his suicidal thoughts disappeared.

         Does this mean that we would all feel better if we completely distanced ourselves from social media? It need not be so drastic, but I believe it is important to ask ourselves the question of “how” we use it. There is always a choice as to which people I follow and which platforms I use, and how much. In some cases, social media can even help to cure mental ill-health.

         There are groups on Facebook that can support you if you are struggling with mental ill-health. I sometimes read posts from people with depression who receive some quick, encouraging support from other people who have been in similar situations. In such groups you are able to get help immediately and without delay. I am in a group myself where we encourage one another if we are not feeling well. It can include simple everyday tips such as taking a walk to seeking emergency help when having suicidal thoughts.

         The strength behind getting help through social media is that it is available around the clock, and that you are able to get support immediately. The downside is that it requires a certain ability to be selective with the information given. There is no quality control on social media, when compared to standard healthcare. Therefore, the person administering such groups has a great responsibility, since it can literally mean life or death. I see this type of help as a variation of community support, that should not be seen as professional healthcare but more like the support we might receive from family and friends.

         I often meet people who, deep down, suffer from poor self-esteem. These people run a higher risk of feeling low when comparing themselves to “happy status feeds”. But it is also about who we choose to follow, because the opposite can also be true: that a person feeling low can be lifted by a fitness profile who encourages physical activity. Exercise is often a simple and effective way of improving your mental well-being.

          
   

         What is your feed like?

         Do you get jealous when you see other people’s happy lives appear in your feed? Or does another person’s success encourage you?

         Digital footprints
   

         When you post a picture, a text or a link, you produce a digital footprint. These can then be seen by anyone, such as an employer. The difference with the time before the internet is that your footprint can remain for a very long time and can even be spread wider online. So, you need to think about the impression you want other people to have of you. It is increasingly common for employers to check potential employees’ digital footprint. To optimize your possibility of getting the job, you should pay attention to what you post.

         I spoke to a college student about this. She had had an internship work experience at a local restaurant and had later applied for a summer job. She was well-liked during her work experience internship, receiving some good references afterwards. But something unexpected happened during her interview for the summer job. The kitchen manager had made a Google search of her, finding pictures on Instagram showing her and her friends having wild parties. The end result was that, despite her excellent references, she did not get the job since the company was very particular about what their staff exhibited online. When she posted the pictures, she hadn’t given any thought to how her digital footprint would affect her in the future. She had to learn this the hard way.
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