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Facebook "Addiction"
- What the media says

- What the research says

- Where we go from here
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The media narrative likens 
Facebook to a drug of 

abuse, implying that it is 
similarly addictive.

There are also claims that 
Facebook is like a drug 

dealer, where the goal is to 
get people "hooked."

"Facebook is a drug dealer... 
the drug in question is dopamine"

"Social media triggers a dopamine 
high"
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Let's cut through some of the noise
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1. Obviously Facebook isn't a drug.

2. There is no medically established 

diagnosis of Facebook addiction.

3. But — is there some truth here?
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How can we understand clinical addiction in 
the context of Facebook use?
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Doesn't Facebook activate dopamine? 

That sounds like a powerful chemical, like a drug
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Dopamine has been linked to technology "high," 
"addiction," "getting hooked," and "wanting more"

15

But of course it's much more 
complicated
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How is dopamine related to Facebook use?
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Example neuroscience findings: 

Facebook and reward

1. Sherman et al., 2016, 2017        2. Turel et al., 2014       3. Meshi et al., 2013

1. Instagram pictures with more vs. fewer "Likes" activate the ventral striatum (VS) 
This means Like counts provide meaningful information for whether something 
is important and potentially rewarding.


2. Facebook symbols activate the VS more if you are a frequent user 
If you use FB often, presumably you find it rewarding, and also those images will 
be more familiar to you and therefore more salient.


3. People who have stronger VS responses to reputation gains as compared to 
monetary gains are also more likely to use FB more 
People who are particularly sensitive to social rewards might find FB use more 
rewarding and therefore use it more.
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So if Facebook is just like any other 
reward that isn't a drug of abuse, 

what's the problem?
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Q: Are there such things as "dopamine 
feedback loops" that keep people 

addicted?
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A: Dopamine circuit "loops" do exist. They are 
subject to multiple inputs and therefore many 

sources of control.

There is no evidence that control resources are 
ineffective in the case of social media use.
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Let's talk about habits

Related to the addiction narrative are 
accusations that Facebook is deliberately habit-

forming, reducing people's agency in 
controlling their behavior
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So people use Facebook a lot, and it becomes 
a habit. There must be enough reward, at least 

initially, for people to use it often. 

What is the problem here?
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Is the "addiction" narrative really about 
people having a habit of using Facebook?


If people find Facebook somewhat rewarding 
and indulgent, they may feel guilty.


If their motivation to change their habit is low, 
they probably will be unsuccessful.
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