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ABSTRACT

This review paper aims to find out how people from different age groups will be affected by social media addiction
from a developmental perspective, whether people from certain age groups are more likely to have social media
addiction problems and why. Recent research mostly focuses on a specific age group, without analysing the effect and
reasons based on each age group. This paper will look closely at both the young and older generations while mainly
focusing on the factors of young people's social media addiction since they are the largest proportion among the addicted
people. According to a review of previous related literature, it turned out that normal social media users won't bother
people's daily life, whereas social media addiction could have a serious impact, such as depression and anxiety; young
people are more vulnerable to become addicted to social media compare to middle-aged adults and elders. This trend's
causes include internal ones, such as low-esteem and low self-control ability, and one external factor, influence from
peers. We believe the investigation of how age difference may affect the influence of social media addiction is still
insufficient, and more research will be conducted in the future.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, due to the development of technology and
the popularization of the network, social media has
entered the life of countless families and become one of
the most important methods of communication. These
online platforms, such as Twitter, Instagram, Weibo, give
people the opportunity to build relationships regardless
of the actual distance and allow people to freely express
their opinions and creativity. However, when the use
becomes problematic, it will eventually lead to some
severe outcomes, which one of them is social media
addiction: people will have the uncontrollable desire of
logging in and be willing to spend excessive time and
effort on social media, to the extent that it damages one's
daily life routine [1, 2].

Addiction is when someone takes in certain substance,
for example, alcohol, or making certain behavioral
patterns, such as gambling, that will activate the reward
system in one's brain, giving the person the "pleasure",

and reinforce this certain addictive activity to the point it
will impair other normal activities [3]. Social media
addiction is a behavioural addiction that has similar
characteristics to any other addictive substances, such as
drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes, including craving, mood
modification, tolerance, conflict, withdrawal symptoms,
and relapse [4]. Social media addiction can easily create
a negative impact on the users' mental health, which
includes bringing stress, anxiety, and depression; studies
have indicated that the time of social media usage is
proportional to the depressive symptoms of high school
students in Central Serbia and among young adults in the
United States [5, 6]. Also, since people tend to show
themselves as having a "perfect" life in front of strangers,
other users seeing these contents may feel jealous, having
dissatisfaction with their life and creating low self-esteem
due to the comparison [7].

Some researchers have discussed the mechanism
behind addiction. Social media platforms create a
dopamine-inducing environment where retweets, likes,
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and shares can trigger a similar chemical reaction in the
brain's reward area as other addictive drugs or behavior
[8, 9]. When the users receive the reward, whether it is a
like or a comment to their post, or it is the interesting
content they found, it triggers the neurons to produce
dopamine and activate the reward pathways, which give
the brain the "pleasure" and associate this feeling with the
stimuli, in this term the social media; the dopamine will
soon disappear after the "pleasure" is experienced, and
the brain will start to search for the high dopamine level
again, which will cause the urge for the individual to
continue using the social media [8, 9]. Since using social
media gives people pleasure with a short delay and only
costs little, the users have the incentive for more reward-
seeking behaviour [9]. Figure 1 [10] shows the diagram

of the social media dopamine cycle.
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Figure 1. social media dopamine cycle [10]
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Although there are many types of research have been
conducted on young people and the elders separately,
there are not many of which compare the impact social
media has on different age groups. We are interested in
finding out how the age difference will affect the
influence of social media addiction; we are going to
reveal the impact social media has on the young
generation (teenagers and young adults) and the older
generation (middle-aged adults and elders), then compare
the results, finding out the age group, which is the
younger generation, that is more vulnerable to the social
media addiction. We are also going to explain the causes,
both internal ones and external ones, of why young
people are more likely to have social media addiction.

2. IMPACTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA
ADDICTION

2.1. Teenagers and Young Adults

Many people today, especially the young, are
addicted to social media. Some studies have found that
the age group of 12-21 uses social media more than any
other age group [11]; ninety-three per cent of teens ages
12-17 go online, and 74% of all adults ages 18 and older
go online [12]. It means young people are the main crowd
that uses social media and goes online.

Social media has a very big impact on young people
today. There are several benefits for social media use: the
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young may gain communication ability, research ability,
and the opportunity for distance learning. For some
people, this behavior can satisfy them, give them instant
happiness, reduce life conflict, and improve life
satisfaction [13]. However, the drawbacks of social media
far outweigh its goods; research has determined that
social media can indeed lead to physical sub-health and
mental issues. First, the overuse of social media can bring
young physical stress [14]. Most people tend to stay in
one position while playing on their phone or computer.
This will solidify their bad posture. When people are
engaged in electronic devices, they blink less and for
shorter periods, leading to eye strain. Second, when the
user becomes addictive, it will bring some mental stress
such as depression, distraction, anxiety, and suicide [14].
Also, problematic social media use may also leads to
privacy issues; the survey showing in figure 2 [15] found
that compared with the past, teenagers publish much more
private information about themselves on the Internet,
which means that their personal data will be easier to
obtain, and few teenagers realize this. When they indulge
on the Internet, they hardly consider their own privacy
and safety.

Social media profiles: What teens post — 2006 vs. 2012
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Figure 2. The contents teens post [15]

Some characteristics cause teenagers to be vulnerable
to social media addiction. Many reports show that most of
the dependence on social media comes from the unique
anxiety, desire for performance, desire for self-
improvement, and so on. An interesting survey [16] that
divides teenagers who rely on and love social media into
five types: teenagers who share their daily life and photos
on social media for self-expression; teenagers who use
social networks to get information about others, such as
stars or people they care about, that is, to track
information; teenagers who want to improve themselves
and acquire new knowledge; kind-hearted teenagers who
like to give advice and help to others after logging in to
social networks; there is also self-classification. These
people want to find people with a sense of belonging and
the same hobbies on social media [16]. On the other hand,
it can also be considered from the perspective of the social
environment. Contemporary trends may also influence
students, and they want to be different or show that they
follow the trend to make more friends. This allows them
to find ways to express their unique and beautiful side on

295



ATLANTIS

PRESS

the Internet and always pay attention to the performance
of others. At the same time, it is worth mentioning that
this kind of psychology is more likely to occur among
adolescent girls [17, 18]. According to some data, girls
are 9% higher than the average index for paying attention
to their online feedback and spend 26% more time and
energy [18, 19]. One main reason for social media
dependence is the lack of self-control, making it difficult
to overcome their desires. Those with low self-control
need to struggle directly at doing what they should do and
using social media. At this moment, social media has
become a temptation. If they use it, they may feel guilty,
regretful, and other emotions, coupled with their
academic pressure, eventually leading to mental diseases,
such as procrastination, depression, or anxiety [19].

Therefore, we believe that teenagers' use of social
media still does more harm than good. Therefore, they
should reduce and control their use. After all, teenagers
are not adults. They do not have good self-control, but
they have strong curiosity, social tendency, and a thirst
for knowledge, making it difficult for them to adjust
themselves, resulting in the most serious dependence and
addiction of teenagers to social media.

2.2. Middle-Aged Adults and Elders

Social media plays an important role in middle-aged
people’s daily life. People between the ages of 35 and 44
have relatively stable families and jobs, and they usually
need to communicate with their family and working
partners by smartphone [20]. As a result, social media not
only play a recreational role in the daily life of middle-
aged people, but they can also help work and strengthen
family ties [20]. In addition, a study attempts to figure out
whether smartphones can bring job and professional
stress to workers [20]. In this study, there are 100
participants (including students and employees from
various occupations). The researchers gave them a
questionnaire and psychometric stress check. They found
that smartphone is necessary for people to help them
manage their workload. But with that benefit, many
workers have new pressure to virtually connect with
friends and family — and those personal contacts that are
made possible by social media on smartphones are the
source of stress. This idea could prove that stress was
associated with personal use of smartphones but not with
work. Ironically, the purpose of social media that
designer tries to achieve is to bring people close together.
However, spending too much time on social media can
cause you to feel more lonely and isolated, even
exacerbate mental health problems such as anxiety and
depression [21].

Social media may bring elders some benefits, such as
allowing them to make a connection with others. Keeping
social ties with others is important to elders' mental
health; however, restricted by their physical conditions
and mobility, it is hard for elders to participate in social
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activities, which may lead to loneliness and
dissatisfaction with their lives [22]. Around 43% of 1604
elders over 65 years old reported that they feel lonely,
which is associated with the impairment of health and the
increased rate of death [22, 23]. Social media provide
elders with platforms to build connections regardless of
the location and time, significantly reducing the sense of
loneliness and increasing elders' life quality and mental
health [22]. Based on the Pew research center, in 2018,
64% of elders from age 50 to 64 and 37% of elders from
age 65 and older used social media in the United States
[4]. However, the addictive and excessive use of social
media can also lead to serious mental issues. In the study
conducted by Meshia, Cotten and Bender [4], the
researchers surveyed 213 elders that are older than 50,
assessed their perceived social isolation and depression,
collected the time they spend on social media each day,
and used the Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale to test
their addictive level; the result turned out that although
the estimated time on social media has no direct
connection with social isolation, problematic social media
use is highly associated with the level of social isolation,
which is harmful to one's mental health and can lead to
depression [4]. Fortunately, the proportion of elders
addicted to social media is much fewer than teenagers;
From the survey conducted by CBS in 2017, among
Dutch social media users, 28.7% of people aged from 18
to 24 reported they feel addicted to social media while
only 2% of people aged from 65 or older did so [24];
Based on the survey conducted by Statista in 2019, 45%
of Americans aged from 18 to 22 are addicted to social
media while 22% of them aged from 55 to 64 feel addicted
[25].

2.3. Comparison

Comparing the usage rate of social media among
different age groups, we can know that young adults are
the most active users of the social media and the group
with the fastest-growing rate; the proportion of Facebook
users aged from 18-29 grew from 9% in 2004 to 84% in
2013 [26].

On the other hand, for middle-aged adults and elders,
social media may provide some important benefits, such
as help to maintain family ties, build relationships, and
avoid boredom. Still, for teenagers, since they are easier
to get addicted, social media plays a harmful role more
than a good one, for example bringing stress, anxiety, and
suicidal attempts. Why did it happen? We are going to
explain the reasons for the differences.

3. REASONS

There are myriad reasons behind the differences, and
they can be categorized into two main kinds: external and
internal factors.
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3.1. Internal Reasons

3.1.1 Eager to pursue or get "likes" on social
media

Neuroscientists have found that those “likes” that are
seen on a social media post may be especially
intoxicating to growing brains. So to find out why
teenagers who have growing brains are more addicted to
"likes", a study scans teenagers' brains when they use
social media. Scientists from the University of California,
Los Angeles claimed that a certain part of the brain
connected with rewards hums with activity whenever
teens see one of their photos earn lots of “likes” [27],
which means that those social media can activate the
brain reward system. For instance, when young people
say they gain many “likes” of their photos, the social
activity and visual center in the brain are lighted up. For
older people, although their brain also will be activated
by social media, the degree of activation is much less than
in adolescents. Past research on the nucleus accumbens
shows that compared to kids or adults, teens have
exaggerated activity in this area of the brain regarding
rewarding activities [27]. So this is one of the reasons that
why young people are easier to be addicted to social
media.

3.1.2 Low self-esteem

Low self-esteem is one of the characteristics of social
anxiety, a state of anxiety resulting from the prospect or
presence of interpersonal evaluation in real or imagined
social settings [28]. Social anxiety is a fast-growing trend
that is thought to disproportionately affect young people
[29]. As a milder form of social phobia, social anxiety
can have debilitating symptoms for people who are faced
with social situations. The symptoms often include
anxiety, depression, and an overall uncomfortable feeling
that influences one’s interaction in social situations [30].
Low self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-efficacy are
commonly seen characteristics of people with social
anxiety. According to Bandura [31], self-efficacy as “the
conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior
required to produce the outcomes,” meaning that people
with low self-efficacy might not be able to maintain
social relationships successfully; people with low self-
confidence or self-efficacy seldom engage in social
activities in reality or have fewer opportunities of
engaging in such activities, due to their negative
perceptions of their competence in sociability. However,
social relationships are indeed an indispensable
psychological desire for most human beings. Therefore,
people with low self-confidence or self-efficacy need to
look for an alternative to fulfil their desire. Studies have
shown that those people tend to build more intimate
relationships online [32].
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3.1.3 Lack of ability to self-control

The reason that young people cannot easily control
their behaviour is based on risk-taking. A neuroscientist
called Adriana Galvan [33] at the University of California
Los Angeles says that adolescent behaviour surpasses
impetuous rebellion or uncontrollable hormones, and
risk-taking has caused a lot of the early work on the
teenage brain, says Ronald Dahl [33], who studies
adolescent brain development at the University of
California, Berkeley. Risk-taking is the main factor
affecting adolescent behaviour [34], making teens engage
in riskier behaviour than older people, including tobacco
use, alcohol use, or social media addiction. What's more,
some teenagers may engage in self-harm and other forms
of violence.

3.1.4 Leisure boredom

Leisure boredom is the subjective perception that
leisure experiences are not enough to satisfy the optimal
arousing of being psychologically rewarding [35]. To put
it more simply, leisure boredom is the ambivalent
perception of having too much time but too little to do.
Teenagers are most likely to experience leisure boredom
when a) leisure activities are not challenging or
unsatisfactory, and b) they lack the skills to participate in
leisure activities [35]. In addition, leisure time is often
fragmented, such as when people are waiting in lines or
travelling long commutes. Hence, people tend to do
something entertaining and stimulating (surfing on social
media, for instance) to avoid experiencing leisure
boredom [35].

3.2 External Reason

3.2.1 Peers

Social media is one of the most predominant ways
adolescents connect with their existing real-life social
networks [36]. One of the reasons is that many teenagers
reported that online social interactions through social
media are occurring in a private setting [37]. According
to LaFotana and Cillessen [38], to be accepted or liked in
a group is one of the strongest motives for adolescents'
behaviours, and social media can easily provide instant
feedback with likes and comments features that relate to
teenagers' popularity among peers [39]. Additionally,
social media interaction with offline friends enhances the
connectedness between teenagers and their peers [40].
Some teenagers feel lonely or rejected when they are the
only one who does not engage in a particular activity,
prompting them to start doing the same activity to fit in
groups and obtain recognition and a sense of belonging
[41]. This idea is further reinforced by a study conducted
by Steijn in 2014 that demonstrates that peer pressure
motivates adolescents to use social media more than it
does to people of any other stage [41].
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4. CONCLUSION

In this article, we discussed that people of different
age groups are affected by social media to different
degrees and in different ways, whether people of specific
age groups are more prone to such problems, and the
reasons for this phenomenon. After comparing the
addictions of different ages, we found that adolescents
are the most prone to social addiction at all ages because
of their own characteristics, such as social tendency or
desire to express themselves. Also, it may be affected by
the gender and society environment around them.
Furthermore, social media can cause psychological and
physical harm, such as headaches, depression or anxiety.
We have made these contents as comprehensive and
complete as possible and clearly illustrate the influence
of social media on people and people's dependence on
social media in the contemporary social environment.
Both educators and sociologists should notice this
problem. These are worthy of the attention of some
teenagers, their parents and teachers. Since teenagers
tend to have poor self-control and are the most prone to
addiction, they should be helped to control social media
based on understanding the causes and motivations of
addiction, which can be learned from this paper. On the
other hand, this phenomenon seems more and more
serious in modern society, as more and more people rely
on social media to live. Maybe some sociologists or
psychologists should pay attention to social media.
Maybe in the future, we will see some sort of pattern.
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