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Towards a pathology of social media
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The full transformational effects of Social Media have yet to be understood. Alongside its heavily discussed benefits, a number of potentially
harmful effects have become apparent lately. Phenomena such as still
increasing information overload, cyber-bullying, or loss of identity have
been described in recent research literature from various domains. By
means of a literature review our paper aims at reviewing, cataloguing
and classifying these psychological and social disorders that have been
reported to be related to Social Media engagement. We distinguish between active participation in and mere exposure to Social Media. Using
a psychopathological classification scheme, we structure the identified
symptoms and syndromes, providing a common language and taxonomy
with which the identified disorders can be described and classified accurately. Thus, we are laying out a foundation necessary for the research
into and the understanding of the aetiology and eventually the means
for the prevention of the negative effects of Social Media usage within
individuals in information societies.

1 Introduction
Following a study by the German publicly-owned media institutions [vEF11], more than 50 million people in Germany are using the Internet. A significant growth
of web usage had been observed especially with seniors and women. Within little
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more than a decade (in 1997, only 6.7% of the German population was using the
Internet) a new technology has been able to permeate the population regardless of
social background, gender and age. First signs of the next wave of Internet adoption
are visible on the horizon. This time, the Internet usage behaviour patterns will be
affected in a fundamental manner. So far traditional media have tried to make the
web a part of the mass media ecosystem – the media for the masses. With the advent
of blogs, wikis and social networks as platforms now a fundamental shift happens
towards a society where media are utilised by the masses to create and propagate
their own contents. Apart from the apparent benefits of the usage of Social Media
in many areas of everyday [BAK+ 11], the question concerning its downsides has
become urging with several recent (social) media-related research findings.
To sustain the future development of Social Media and its enabling technologies,
the awareness of risks, side effects and possible drawbacks is a necessity. For the
communication on and about these aspects we need a common language, i. e. taxonomy of potential and realized pathologies (pathological phenomena). Therefore,
our contribution aims not only at raising the awareness of the problem areas related to Social Media usage, but at creating a basis for a psychopathology of (social)
media-related disorders in Web 2.0. The well-established language of psychopathology seems to provide an appropriate starting point for this endeavour.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: in section 2 we introduce the
foundations of the phenomena of social media usage and the medical terminology
we are to adopt to describe them. The outline of our approach and the methodology
of the literature review are part of section 3. section 4 presents the findings of
the literature review providing examples of symptoms and syndromes described
in the literature as well as their taxonomic classification according to the adopted
classification scheme. section 5 discusses our findings and describes implications
and challenges for further research.

2 Foundations
2.1 Ubiquity of Social Media
With the idea of Web 2.0 in the early 21st century [O’R07] and Social Media as an
implementation of this ideas, a wide range of users have been enabled to produce,
share and exchange self-created content [KH10]. And so they did. As a result a key
challenge in the context of Social Media is the harrowing amount of information
produced: In May 2009, 35 hours of video were stored on YouTube every minute
[Wal10], in March 2011, Twitter reported 200 million tweets per day [Twi11]. But
enabling everybody to participate in creating and spreading information is both a
blessing and a curse. For individuals seeking information the obstacles for retrieving the sought piece of knowledge no longer lies in the acquisition, but within
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the filtering of information [Sav07]. Earlier established and to some extent reliable
authorities for quality control are absent in the World Wide Web, cf. [GT09].
Even articles mainly focussing on the opportunities of Social Media, e. g. [KH10],
point out advices and guidelines for the „right“ usage of Social Media. Apart from
a mere inefficient usage of a tool further challenges and potential threats exist. The
„dark side“ of Social Media, that can be found in the extensive propagation of ethically questionable opinions [Lis11], cyber bullying [LN11] or information vandalism
[Kop11] have made headlines recently and increasingly. Burnout due to information
overload [EM04] [LP10] or so-called „Facebook depressions“ [OCP11] [Wri10] are
disease patterns that can be tracked back to Social Media usage.
To structure and classify these scattered bricks of knowledge on pathological phenomena in the context of social media a classification scheme needs to be established to map and possibly connect those findings into the big picture. For this purpose
we introduce the basic elements of the disciplines (psycho)pathology.

2.2 Pathology, psychopathology and social conditions
The research of the origin, the aetiology, the process and the consequences of pathological or abnormal phenomena are the fields of investigation of pathology [Pay10].
Abnormal or disease-related modifications of processes and states within the body are called pathologies. Whereas pathology is primarily concerned with physical
aspects of illness and disease, investigations into mental disorders are subject to the
field of psychopathology. The understanding of symptoms, their causes (aetiology)
and their formation (pathogenesis) is the basis for the development of behavioural
therapies and preventive programs.
Psychopathology has created a sophisticated classification scheme and a language to capture and describe abnormal (pathological) psychological phenomena and
human behaviour. Such a differentiated language is still missing for the description
of pathologies that arise from the usage of new media [BR08]. Researchers discovering symptoms or syndromes typically describe their findings as singular or particular phenomena, c.f. section 4. Following the established systematics of psychopathology might therefore lead towards the classification of (social) media-related
psychopathologies and the systematic documentation of symptoms, diseases, underlying causes and their aetiology.
As a basis for the diagnosis of a disorder, symptoms have to be identified correctly. For clinical diagnosis and monitoring the psychopathological findings, we use
the AMDP system [Arb07]. The AMDP is an internationally recognised scheme for
structuring psychopathological disorder symptoms. It covers the psychological findings (psychological symptoms), the somatic findings (physiological symptoms) and
the anamnesis (recollection). Potential psychological findings include: disturbances
in consciousness, disorientation, attention and memory problems, formal thought
disorders, anxiety and anankastic personality disorders, delusions, hallucinations,
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self-disturbances, disturbances of affect, motivational and psychomotor disorders,
circadian anomalies, other disorders. We will employ these categories later on in
the paper to classify media-related psychopathologies described in Social Media literature.
Hirschheim and Klein [HK94] state that „the psychopathology of human cognition
is usually reinforced by certain external social conditions“. Thus, when investigating into media-related pathologies, the influence of societal factors is an important
aspect that has to be regarded carefully. A major external distortion for example
lies in the influence of power and ideology induced by authority. Through authority
mental stress is induced onto individuals which leads to bias in information processing, limiting analysis „in such a way that prevailing assumptions and constraints
are not subjected to informed critical arguments“ [HK94]. Therefore when we look
into Web 2.0 pathologies, we will need to include societal factors to understand the
relationship between psychopathological behaviour and social conditions as one reinforces the other. Accordingly, we will present societal distortions related to Social
Media as they have been published in literature in subsection 4.3.

3 Approach and methodology
Subject

Journals / Conferences

Biology & Medicine

Artificial Life, Arthroscopy: The Journal of Arthroscopic and Related Surgery, Pediatrics,
Trends in Biotechnology

Information Systems
& Computer Science

First Monday, Interactions, International Journal of Public Information Systems, Journal of
Information Science, Conference Proceedings:
AMCIS, ICIS, SenseCam

General Management

Business Horizons, Harvard Business Review,
Journal of Public Policy & Marketing

Media Studies

Medienheft, Russian Journal of Communication

Other

The European Physical Journal B

Psychology

American Journal of Media Psychology, Computers in Human Behavior

Sociology & Political
Science

Journal of Information Technology & Politics,
The Information Society

Tabelle 1: Investigated subjects and publication channels
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The main focus of our paper lies in a comprehensive, interdisciplinary collection
and classification of media-related pathologies. We base our analysis on literature
from the fields of Biology & Medicine, Information Systems & Computer Science,
General Management, Media Studies, Psychology, and Sociology & Political Science.
Table 1 lists the subjects and respective journals and conferences where at least one
relevant publication could be identified. We refer to the approach by Webster and
Watson for conducting literature reviews in order to identify the relevant literature
reporting media-related pathologies from the named research fields [WW02].
We conducted our literature review using keyword search in various publication aggregators (Science Direct, Google Scholar, EBSCOhost, Mendeley), searching
papers related to the topics of „Information Overload“, „Web 2.0“, „Social Media“,
„distractibility“, „procrastination“, „loss of identity“, and „amateurism“. The collection was supplemented by the study of quoted works. Out of the first results, we
concentrated on journal papers and continued our research taking a closer look at
the journals and subjects, in which these relevant papers were published. At the
journal websites, we started a further keyword search on the issues published since
2005 (with regard to the publication date of Tim O’Reilly’s blog post that introduced
the concept of Web 2.0 [O’R05]).
From this set of articles we extracted the symptoms, the aetiology, and the pathogenesis described. Disorders resulting from the exposure of individuals to Social
Media (cf. subsection 4.2), were categorized based on the AMDP system [Arb07].
Articles describing problems arising from the exposure of society were classified
by categories of systemic social research according to Parsons classic notion of the
symbolic media that regulate systemic processes in social systems [Par68] [Par91]:
societal system (influences), cultural system (value-commitments), economic system
(money-related), and political system (political power). We derive our categories of
societal distortions (cf. subsection 4.3) from this classification scheme. The results
and details of this approach are described in the following sections.

4 Social Media-related restraints, disorders and
distortions
4.1 Restraints of general participation
Before we can describe the identified disorders caused by active or passive participation in Social Media, we need to consider errors and restraints separately. These
factors impose an a priori influence or even restriction to the access and use of Social Media. As such the participation in the world of media itself, i. e. the reception
and processing of information may already be affected negatively (see Table 2).
Individual predispositions by the users themselves (intrapersonal restraints) shape the usage of Social Media. Physical impairments, such as visual ones [DTG+ 06]
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Type of restraint

Receptive restraints

Cognitive restraints

Intrapersonal

Physical impairment

Cognitive impairment

Extrapersonal

Infrastructure, censorship

Propaganda, ideology

Tabelle 2: Categories of media-related restraints to participation

or damage to the sense of hearing as well as cognitive limitations, such as alexia
or dyslexia [GR11], attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) or autism, can
impede the reception or cognition of information right from the start [Ker08]. These
restraints are not only affecting the participation of Social Media, but also traditional media and everyday life. Nevertheless, content delivery via internet demands
special solutions for Social Media, e. g. Qwitter, a Twitter client developed specifically for blind persons1 .
Likewise, access to media can also be disturbed by the users’ local and societal environment (extrapersonal restraints), for example by a lack of infrastructure.
Next to the individual technical equipment, the availability of a broadband Internet connection is crucial for the efficient use of Social Media. Within the European
Union, the access to the Internet via broadband connections varies from 61% of
the households in densely populated areas to only 46% in sparsely populated ones
[FO10]. In addition, environmental distortions may affect content reception. Political propaganda or commercial influences take effect on the individuals’ conclusions
and actions [MS08].

4.2 Personal disorders influenced by Social Media
Excluding the above mentioned general restraints from our considerations we can
proceed to concentrate on the effects of unhindered participation, the exposure
to the ubiquitous information streams. Table 3 lists the various forms of potential disorders as described in literature according to the AMDP-scheme (groups of
symptoms). Exemplary manifestations of these groups, e.g. concise symptoms, are
extracted from the literature sources as cited in the „Reference“ column. Generally
speaking, a large portion of the found personal disorders can be characterized to
arise from the glut of information and information channels, cf. [BR08] and [Reu96].
Observed pathological phenomena that can be classified as attention and memory
problems are increased distractibility: Hallowell [Hal05] recognised a growing number of ADT patients (attention deficit trait) within the last 10 years. Also Waite et al.
[WLB09] found out that „greater IM use and multitasking behaviour“ correlates to
„more distractibility for academic reading“. Using push mechanisms for information
delivery (RSS feeds, e-mail notifications), which aim at helping users stay current
1

See http://qwitter-client.net/ [19/08/2011]
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Group of symptoms

Symptoms/examples

Reference

Attention and memory
problems

Increased distractibility, esp.
by proactive information services

[BR08]
[Hal05]
[KK10]
[MA10]
[Sma10] [WLB09]

Formal thought disorder

Delayed decisions

[ADP09] [DG09]

Anxiety and anankastic
personality disorder

Information anxiety, infobesity

[BR08]
[Reu96]

Self-disturbances

Loss of identity

[BR08], [O’H10]

Motivational and psychomotor disorders

Procrastination, demotivation

[BR09] [TWF08]

[Mor03]

Tabelle 3: Categories of media-related personal disorders by participation

by informing them actively about new content through pop-ups have been found to
influence the development of these personal disorders [MA10] [Sma10]. A series
of impacts on university students are described by Kirschner & Karpinski [KK10].
They observed a lower mean grade point average (GPA) and weekly studying time
among students using Facebook in comparison to non-users, whereas their total online time is equal. They were able to conclude that time spend on social network use
displaced online activities for studying or personal qualification.
Another group of symptoms comes along with the awareness of the large amount
of information distributed in the web. The permanent uncertainty of possibly not
knowing all the bits of information relevant to a problem can lead to „delayed decisions“ [DG09], whereas Anderson & De Palma [ADP09] found out, that the amount of
registered information is stagnating or even falling after passing the critical „information overload hump“. The associated inability to cope with the increasing range of
information [BR08] [Reu96] causes „information anxiety“ or the opposite phenomenon of „infobesity“, where the search for information becomes an addiction. Morris
[Mor03] compares the consummation of information with food, where also obesity
evolved with modern agriculture as a contrasting problem to starvation. Eventually,
a „loss of identity“ has been reported in relation to social networks [BR08]. This
phenomenon concerns both, the risk to lose the relation to one’s own identity, as
well as to the real identities of other users [O’H10]. Finally, the availability of a huge amount of alternative information sources encourages procrastination and leads
to demotivation towards actual tasks [BR09]. Also correlations between Problematic
Internet Usage (PIU) and procrastination could be observed [TWF08].

7

Group of symptoms

Symptoms/examples

Reference

Societal disorders

Hate and like community, cyberbullying

[BGRM11]
[Phi11] [SS10]
[Tok10]

Cultural disorders

Amateurism of art and culture

[Kee08] [Lin11]
[MA10]

Economic disorders

Dynamics in employee communities

[KH10]

Political disorders

Emotionalized election campaigns

[Nie09] [Tre08]
[ZJSB09]

Tabelle 4: Categories of media-related social disorders by participation

4.3 Social distortions influenced by Social Media
Examining the social level (see Table 4) a steady increase in individualization, polarization, and emotionalization can be concluded for all areas of the social research
agenda: Society, culture, economy and political power [Par68] [Par91]. The manifestation of these effects is thereby subject to the type of participation: whereas
individual disorders (cf. subsection 4.2) may be induced to a person only if they participate actively in Social Media, the following effects to the society may occur even
if individual members of society merely participate in a passive manner or not at all.
In social networks, expressions of opinion often occur in their extreme forms:
Hate [SS10] and like [BGRM11] communities, i.e. opponents or fan groups, are a
prevalent phenomenon and are reinforced by the option to act anonymously. Tokunaga [Tok10] observes that this anonymity not only strengthened, but also incites students to cyber-bullying which would not participate in traditional bullying.
And Phippen [Phi11] even observed, that not only students were engaged in cyberbullying against teachers, but also parents were involved in 26% of these actions.
Polarization has also effects on areas such as politics by inducing pressure to come to instantaneous decisions, that formally needed more extended processes of
information retrieval and consultation [Nie09]. This pressure can speed up decisions, but also crop the time for gathering and verifying relevant information thus
affecting negatively the outcome of the decision-making processes, cf. [Tre08].

5 Discussion and implications
Based on the literature presented above, we discuss the findings and some implications for Social Media research in this section. Our objective with this paper was
to identify potential problem areas and provide an initial overview of pathological
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media-related phenomena in academic literature proposing a means for their classification. We recognised that pathogenic phenomena can be conceptualised into psychopathological and socio-pathological classification schemes. The analysis shows
that pathological phenomena in all psychologically relevant categories have been
described in conjunction with Social Media. The findings show, that these psychopathologies can (at least partially) be attributed to the exposure to or the participation
in Social Media. Additionally a number of effects have been identified, where Social Media use induces transformational shifts to societies, some of which having
unintended and undesirable side effects. The analysis further shows that a holistic
assessment of the risks involved in the Social Web revolution is clearly a task as
complex as it is necessary.
In the field of IS research, a majority of papers emphasizes the benefits of Social Media. Investigations on pathologies that results from its usage are scarce and
can be found primarily in disciplines not focusing on the technology itself. This finding indicates a prevailing belief in the potentials of a technology disregarding its
risks. Nevertheless the increasing discussion in popular scientific publications indicate that these problems become more and more significant, demand attention and
seek for solutions. A second reason for the lack of comprehensive research might
result from the necessary interdisciplinarity of the needed research approach. Psychopathological research clearly supports a multidimensional view of media-related
pathological phenomena.
In general, the collection and classification of Social Media-related pathologies
can be a starting point for future research into a deeper understanding of the transformational force of Social Media and especially its potentially negative side effects.
So far, we lay our focus separately on each of the levels of consideration: participatory restraints, personal disorders and social distortions. Naturally, the interdependencies and relationships between these levels yield an interesting and demanding
area for future research. In our inevitably more and more technologically augmented social reality we are deemed to find approaches to overcome the causes of potential and actual pathologies as described in literature. As such, the knowledge on
causes and predisposing factors of pathologies are a prerequisite to improve the
design of future information systems to answer this urging question: How can individuals and societies cope with the landslide transformation of our personal and
social environment induced by Social Media?
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