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Problematic use of social media: the phenomenon of popularity, 
consequences and risk factors 

Abstract: Social media has revolutionized the way people communicate with each other, the whole world is now 
available on the screen of a smartphone. People who seemed too distant until yesterday are now available in seconds via 
a network connection. Smartphone and social media overcome the limitations of remoteness by introducing relationships 
between people into a completely different dimension. They were supposed to serve mainly as facilitating 
communication with loved ones, but with time they started to create the surrounding reality. The aim of the article is 
to present the issues related to the problematic use of social media. The most popular social network sites (SNS) will be 
presented first, along with their functions, number of users and the reasons why people use them so often. Then, issues 
related to problematic use of social media will be presented, such as: symptoms, questionnaire methods and 
consequences. Finally, the author discusses the risk factors of excessive of social media.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Social media has revolutionized the way people 
communicate with each other. They have become an 
integral part of life. Many young people do not know the 
world without instant access to the Internet. Social media 
has changed the way the young generation build their 
relationships with one another. While these platforms offer 
great opportunities to innovate, learn and stimulate 
creativity, there is evidence of negative consequences for 
the mental health of users. 

The evolution of the Internet and its applications 
has led to a significant increase in interest in social 
networks. They are popular all over the world, and their 
frequent use, mainly by young people, raises more and 
more concern and opens up a discussion on “social media 
addiction”. 

SOCIAL NETWORK SITES  

Social Network Sites (SNS) are websites and 
applications that enable communication between their 
users. They allow for the exchange of information as well 
as the placement of graphic materials in the form of photos 
or videos. Using games and other applications is also 
popular on these websites (Habrat, 2016). 

THE MOST POPULAR SOCIAL NETWORKS 

One of the most popular social networking sites in the 
world is Facebook. Its users can create networks, groups, 
exchange messages, photos, videos, and use many 
applications (Messenger, WhatsApp, Instagram). Over 22 
million users in Poland, wanting to send a message to 
a friend, make contact, seek opinions about a product, 
comment on an important matter, post an advertisement, 
find friends or meet new people, they log on to Facebook 
first (Kemp, 2018, 2020). Each business owner, wanting to 
reach more customers, promotes his profile by paying for 
selected content. The functionality of Facebook also 
includes creating your own fan pages, conducting live 
video coverage or publishing job offers or sales products 
(Chabrzyk, Kałużyńska, Rosa, Suchov, Turek, 2019) 

You Tube is a social networking site that allows you 
to upload, rate and comment on videos for free. You can 
use the platform in two ways: the first is to view the 
content, the second is to actively participate in creating 
videos added on the platform. The main goal of YouTube 
users' activity is the consumption of broadly understood 
video content. Watch-oriented users also use the site's 
features, such as rating video content, commenting on 
movies, or discussing with creators. Today YouTube in 
Poland has 20 million receivers monthly, 5 million every 
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day. If one person wanted to watch all the films published 
on the website in Poland, it would need about 50,000 
years. It is most popular in the group of people aged 18– 
49. The largest number of views in 2018 on YouTube in 
Poland was obtained by media and music channels 
(Grabowski, Kręgielewski, Wodzyńska, 2019). 

Twitter is advertised as the fastest source of informa-
tion exchange in the world. It has different rules than 
Facebook. When creating an account on Facebook, you are 
looking for friends, colleagues from work, a friend from 
a school bench, etc. Twitter is a social networking site that 
allows microblogging. The user can send and read so-called 
tweets, i.e. short text messages. They are displayed on the 
author's profile and shown to users who follow the profile. 
Twitter allows tagging (# sign in front of a word), i.e. mark-
ing keywords, making it easier to find messages that are 
interesting for a given person. In Poland, it is most popular 
among journalists, lawyers, sports and media industries. 

Instagram, an app for sharing photos and short videos, 
is one of the most popular social media channels. Users can 
observe friends and bloggers as well as brands and hashtags 
that are placed by users next to photos. Instagram offers 
users filters to enhance the content they share. Each 
Instagram user creates a profile where his photos are visible, 
and also observes the latest photos, posts by friends or 
famous people. Among the essential functions of Instagram 
it is worth pointing out: photo and video editing, creating 
collages and stories, the so-called InstaStories (Chabrzyk 
Drapała, Roszkowska, Suchov, Wodzińska, 2019). In Po-
land, Instagram is used by nearly 7 million users, of which 
59.1% are women. Every fifth person using this application 
in Poland is a woman aged 18−24 (Górska, 2019). 

TikTok is a platform dedicated to mobile devices that 
enables the publication of a 15-second video material. 
Users can add music, filters, special effects and funny 
stickers, etc. in a simple and intuitive way (Racławska, 
Szycht, 2019). 

Snapchat is an application created for entertainment 
and communication and with the closest friends via direct 
messages, the so-called snaps in the form of text, photo or 
video. There are no public comments or likes on Snapchat – 
as a result, it's a hate-free app. The opening screen of Snap-
chat is a camera, because the main idea of the application is 
to share life moments in the most real time (Szycht, 2019). 

Pinterest is a website that combines a social media, 
catalog and content search engine. Pinterest can be 
compared to a virtual cork board on which various 
materials (usually photos) are “pinned”. The name is 
derived from two words: “pin” and “interest”. The user can 
copy the selected element to his profile or mark it with 
a special “pin”. The main idea of the platform is to publish 
visual content (Drapała, Roszkowska, 2019). 

SOCIAL MEDIA – THE PREVALENCE 
OF THE PHENOMENON 

According to the latest data, 3.8 billion users are 
actively using social networks, or 49% of the world's 
population. The most used platform is Facebook. It has 

already gathered 2.4 billion users. It was followed by the 
most popular video site, YouTube with 2 billion users. The 
third place on the podium went to WhatsApp messenger, 
which has 1.6 billion users. The following positions are 
taken by: Messenger (1.3 billion), WeChat (1.1 billion), 
Instagram (800 million) and TikTok (800 million) (Kemp, 
2020; Kuchta-Nykiel, 2020). 

In January 2020, already 19 million Poles used social 
media, spending an average of 2 hours a day in them 
(Kemp, 2020). Age is the main factor determining online 
presence. Two groups of people, aged 18–24 and 25–34, 
commonly use it. People in the latter age group are online 
an average of 16 hours a week (CBOS, 2019). The average 
Pole spends around 13 hours a week on the Internet. The 
youngest users spend the most time online. In the 18−24 
age group, it is 21.3 hours. 

A study conducted in high schools in 2017 revealed 
that 99.1% of students already have a Facebook account, 
and over 90% use other popular social networks at the 
same time, such as: Snapchat (83.1%), Instagram (75%) 
and Twitter (18%). the number of friends is significant. 
Almost 32% of the respondents defined it at the level of 
250–499, another 30% indicated the range of 500–749, and 
every fourth stated a value of 750 or more. Young people 
use social media via smartphones. Almost 85% of the 
respondents declared that they logged in to the above- 
mentioned websites several times a day, with 56.5% doing 
it 5 times or more during the day (Rębisz, Sikora, 2018). 

REASONS FOR USING SNS 

For most young people, being active in the virtual 
world is an integral part of their lives, which undoubtedly 
has its positive sides. The main reasons for using social 
networks are presented below (Carbonell, Panova, 2017; 
Hwang, 2017; Charzyńska, Góźdź, 2014; Jankowski, 
2019; Makaruk, 2013; Rębisz, Sikora, 2018).  
– Communication. The attractiveness of social media 

is primarily related to the ability to quickly 
communicate with others. It is easy to send a message 
to a person living in another city or on another 
continent without any difficulties. Thanks to dedi-
cated Facebook groups, keeping in touch with 
classmates or college mates is very easy. Multi- 
person chats, video calls even with several people at 
the same time greatly facilitate the process of 
communication and maintaining relationships. 

– Meeting new people. Similar interests, observing 
specific groups create conditions for establishing 
new relationships, regardless of the distance. Young 
people admit that writing to someone on a social 
networking site is much easier for them than 
establishing a live relationship, even if they know 
each other by sight. 

– Source of information. Thanks to the ability to 
follow other people, social media users keep track of 
the content and photos posted by their friends. The 
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portals also collect materials from many fields, 
including science. Many websites advertise their 
content through social media. User feedback is 
valued to help form opinions about products, events 
and even other people.  

– Participation in social life. The websites make it 
possible to receive information about current social 
and cultural events. Being enrolled in a specific 
group, you can find out more quickly about various 
kinds of planned events, from a friend's birthday to 
concerts of your favorite band.  

– Sharing your life with friends. Social media enables 
young people to meet the needs of belonging and 
self-presentation in a special way. On the one hand, 
they enable informing family and friends about 
various events, and on the other hand, they open 
the way to creating an idealized image of oneself. 

– Spending free time. Some people use portals for 
entertainment. They play games, view photos, 
websites of famous people, watch movies killing 
free time.  

PROBLEMATIC USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA 

In the United States, more than 40 million people 
show symptoms of compulsive behavior related to 
technology (Clements, Boyle, 2018). In the United King-
dom, 5% of adolescents suffer from social media disorders 
which are described as more addictive than cigarettes or 
alcohol (RSPH, 2017). According to a report by the 
Spanish Ministry of Health, 18% of young people under 
the age of 24 make excessive use of social media. In 
Iceland, the proportion is 7.9% (Aparicio-Martinez et al., 
2020). Polish studies using the Facebook Addiction Scale 
(The Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale) indicated addic-
tion in 21.3% of respondents with the “liberal” approach, 
while in the “conservative” approach – in 3.3% of the 
surveyed youth (Rębisz, Sikora, 2018). In another study of 
Polish youth, using the same scale, 10.2% and 2.1% of 
people obtained analogous results (Charzyńska, Góźdź, 
2014). 

The most frequently asked questions by parents 
concern behaviors that may indicate the emerging problem 
of addiction to social media. Intuitively, this may be 
indicated by the number of hours spent on the Internet. 
While time is an important criterion, it is not in itself 
a reliable indicator of a problem. Consider the fact that 
many people use social media at work (journalists, 
marketers) or in their spare time with no negative 
consequences. People have different habits, so it is 
important to identify the subjective experiences of online 
behavior and the consequences for the person himself or 
for others. Another issue is what the person does on the 
social network. For example, Facebook has many features 
and applications, so it is important to understand a person's 
motivation to use media. A person can text friends, arrange 
a meeting, view photos, play or even place bets. Each time, 

she/he uses different tools that tell about her/his different 
needs and motivations (Carbonell, Panova, 2017). 

Formally, the term “social media addiction” has not 
(yet) been included in the classifications of mental 
disorders. In the literature, you can find terms such as: 
addiction to Facebook / social media (SNS), problematic 
use of Facebook / SNS. All these names refer to the canon 
of behavioral addictions. Rowicka (2018), as suggested by 
DSM-5, proposes to use the term “SNS use disorder”. 
Scientists and practitioners describe this addiction most 
often to the concept of Mark Griffiths, who proposes the 
following criteria for disturbing the use of social media:  
– mood modification – a change in mood resulting 

from the use of SNS, involvement in the use of SNS 
leading to a change in emotional state; 

– domination – behavioral, cognitive and emotional 
preoccupation with the use of the SNS; 

– tolerance – increasing commitment to using SNS; 
– withdrawal symptoms – experiencing unpleasant 

somatic and emotional symptoms when using the 
SNS is impossible; 

– conflict – an interpersonal and intrapsychic problem 
resulting from the use of SNS; 

– relapse – a person with addiction returns to excessive 
use of SNS after a period of abstinence (Andersen et 
al., 2016; Griffiths, 2013; Habrat, 2016). 

The essence of the transition from regular to 
problematic use of social media is the way of using it to 
regulate mood, i.e. to alleviate e.g. stress, loneliness or 
depression (Xu, Tan, 2012). 

QUESTIONNAIRE METHODS 

Few methods have been published to measure 
addiction to social networking. The following scales can 
be distinguished: Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale, The 
Facebook Addiction Scale, The Facebook Intrusion 
Questionnaire, Facebook Addiction Symptom Scale, Social 
Network Addiction Scale, Chinese Social Media Addiction 
Scale, Social Network Excessive Use Scale (Bankoglu, 
Cerkez, 2019; Charzyńska, Góźdź, 2014; Czerski, Gon-
ciarz, 2017; Habrat, 2016; Izdebski, Michalak, Andryszak, 
Kotyśko, 2014; Liu, Ma, 2018). 

The Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale (Charzyńska, 
Góźdź, 2014) was adapted to Polish conditions. A small 
number of questions and the ease of interpretation allow 
for a quick initial assessment of a given behavior. 
According to the authors of the original version of the 
scale, according to the “liberal” approach, the occurrence 
of addiction would be indicated by selecting “3” (“some-
times”) as answers to at least four out of six questions, 
while in accordance with the “conservative” approach, 
selecting “3” (sometimes ) or more “often” and “very 
often” would be chosen for all questions. 

Another tool in Polish conditions for the assessment 
of compulsive behaviors related to social media is the 
Scale for Assessing Excessive Use of Social Networks 
(Skala Oceny Nadmiernego Korzystania z Sieci Społecz-
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nościowych – SONKSS). It consists of statements which 
the person responds to on a scale from 1 (“strongly 
disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). 

PROBLEM BEHAVIOR IN SOCIAL MEDIA 

A common image of contemporary reality are young 
people who, sitting at a common table, are more occupied 
with what is happening on the screens of their smartphones 
than with the presence of others. They cannot imagine a day 
without Facebook or Instagram. When caught up in scrolling 
social media, they lose their balance between their online 
and offline lives. Ignoring people you are with by using 
a phone or tablet in their presence is phubbing (Kavcic, 
Levpuscek, Zupancic, Poredos, Bjornsen, 2019). The term 
was coined as a combination of the words phone and 
snubbing. Research on the phenomenon of phubbing shows 
that it is associated with reduced satisfaction in intimate 
relationships (Wang, Xi, Wang, Wang, Lei, 2017). Despite 
the fact that socially phubbing may mean a manifestation of 
disrespect, it is becoming more and more accepted in social 
perception (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016). 

The widespread availability of dating sites and social 
media means that more and more people meet their partner 
online. However, not all stories have a happy ending. 
Communication via social media carries the dangers of 
catfishing. It involves impersonating someone else on the 
internet, creating an online personality to attract and 
deceive another person. Social networks give us the 
opportunity to promote our person on the Internet and 
create a selected image. Catfishing can range from making 
your appearance more attractive to deliberately manipulat-
ing for personal gain. Presenting a false self-image on 
social media is associated with low self-esteem and 
insecure attachment (Gil-Or, Levi-Belz, & Turel, 2015). 

Creeping refers to keeping track of what's going on 
in someone's life by going through their photos, comments, 
or posts without trying to make contact. This type of 
passive browsing of someone else's accounts can be 
considered a common behavior of social media users. They 
carry a risk of consequences such as: lack of sleep, 
depression, decreased self-esteem and well-being caused 
by frequent comparisons (Kavcic et al., 2019). 

CONSEQUENCES OF EXCESSIVE USE 
OF SOCIAL MEDIA 

According to the latest research, people who spend 
more than two hours a day using SNS such as Facebook, 
Twitter and Instagram are at risk of developing mental 
health problems (RSPH, 2017). The first reports on the 
addictive threat of social media emphasized their negative 
impact on the involvement of a person in real social life, as 
well as on declining academic performance (Kuss, 
Griffiths, 2011). Over time, other negative aspects of 
using these media began to emerge.  

• Anxiety and depression 
People who use social media applications excessively 

are characterized by high levels of dissatisfaction with 

their own lives, depression and anxiety (Lin et al., 2016; 
Ryan, Chester, Reece, & Xenos, 2014). Constantly 
reviewing the accounts of friends having fun while on 
vacation can lead to frustration. Often converted in 
Photoshop photos only reinforce the attitude that in social 
psychology has been called “comparing upwards”. Scien-
tific research proves that social media fuels inner anxiety 
and increases the feeling of inadequacy (RSPH, 2017, 
Tandoc, Ferrucci, Duffy, 2015). Unrealistic expectations 
for young people by social media can lower their self- 
-esteem and result in anxiety disorders. It has been proven 
that maintaining more than one social account is associated 
with symptoms of social anxiety (Becker, Alzahabi, and 
Hopwood, 2013). The American Academy of Pediatrics, 
emphasizing the importance of the risk, used the term 
“Facebook depression”. The problem was defined as 
“depression” that develops when children and teens spend 
a lot of time on social media sites such as Facebook and 
then begin to show the classic symptoms of depression. 
The number of hours spent on Facebook is positively 
correlated with depression. The more time a person spends 
on this, the greater the risk of developing a mood disorder. 
Pressure from idealized reality may be responsible for 
triggering or exacerbating already existing symptoms of 
depression (Lin et al., 2016; RSPH, 2017). 

• Sleeping disturbance 
Sleep is essential for proper functioning during the 

day, and adolescents need 1-2 hours more than adults. Bad 
sleep is linked to many adult physical and mental health 
conditions, including high blood pressure, diabetes, 
obesity, heart attack, stroke, and depression. Numerous 
studies have shown that increased use of social media, 
especially before bedtime, is associated with poor sleep 
quality in young people. The screens of smartphones and 
tablets emit harmful blue light. Nightly exposure of blue 
light to the human brain causes a fake image of reality 
perception, mistaking day for night, thereby putting the 
brain in a state of constant activity. This leads to 
a disturbance in the secretion of melatonin – a hormone 
that facilitates falling asleep and regeneration. It also turns 
out that one in five young people say they wake up at night 
to check the news on social media, making them three 
times more likely to suffer constant fatigue at school than 
their classmates who don't use social media at night 
(Power, Taylor, Horton; 2017). 

• Distorted body image 
Body image is a problem for many young people, 

both men and women. Every hour about 10 million new 
photos are posted on Facebook alone, giving young 
people almost endless possibilities of being drawn into the 
trap of comparisons. In experimental studies, young girls 
who browsed Facebook for a short period of time showed 
greater concern about their body image compared to those 
who did not (Tiggeman & Slater, 2013). One study also 
found that girls after spending time on Facebook 
expressed an increased desire to change their appearance, 
such as their face, hair or skin. It has even been suggested 
that social media is behind the increase in the number of 
young people opting for plastic surgery or other invasive 
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beauty treatments (Fardouly, Diedrichs, Vartanian, & Hal-
liwell, 2015). 

• Cyberbullying 
The growing popularity of instant messaging services 

such as Snapchat and WhatsApp can also become 
a problem as they act as tools to quickly spread content, 
including nuisance. Cyber-victimization can take many 
forms, including posting negative comments under photos, 
publicizing private messages, spreading false content 
about someone, sending offensive, aggressive messages, 
and excluding people from a group of mutual friends. It is 
estimated that in Europe between 20% and 40% of 
teenagers, especially girls, have experienced some form 
of cyberbullying (Longobardi, Settanni, Fabris, & Mar-
engo, 2020). Although all social networking sites declare 
a clear stance against violence, a nationwide UK survey 
found that 91% of its reports had triggered no action 
(RSPH, 2017). 

• FoMO 
Fear of Missing Out is the fear that social events or 

other enjoyable activities may take place without the 
person being present. FoMO is characterized by the need 
to be in constant contact with what others are doing so as 
not to miss it. It is associated with a higher sensitivity to 
stress related to the feeling of neglect in social media. For 
teens, especially those with high FoMO, the experience of 
being excluded by being ignored leads to depressed mood 
and life satisfaction. It is strongly associated with a higher 
level of involvement in social media, which means that the 
more a person uses them, the more likely they are to 
experience FoMO (Dalvi-Esfahani, Niknafs, Kuss, Nilashi, 
Afrough, 2019; Fabris, Marengo , Settanni, 2020). 

• Disturbance in interpersonal relations 
Excessive use of social media can be detrimental to 

personal life. Social networks offer features that make it 
easy to renew an old acquaintance or meet someone new. 
It is very easy to share personal experiences, which 
intensifies the feeling of closeness. People after a few days 
of acquaintance feel as if they have known each other for 
a long time. These types of relationships lead to emotional 
romance and, consequently, to betrayal. It has been 
observed that maladaptive use of Facebook is associated 
with jealousy and a loss of trust. Suspicious partners 
engage in controlling and even retaliatory behavior 
(Abbasi, 2018, 2019). 

RISK FACTORS OF SNS USE DISORDER 

Factors that can influence the development of 
addiction are becoming the area of interest of researchers 
more and more often. The results of research on the role of 
personality consistently indicate the dimension of extra-
version in the problematic use of SNS. The need for 
contact and ease of interaction with other people predis-
pose a person to spend a lot of time browsing social media. 
On the other hand, people with a high level of neuroticism 
are more prone to experiencing anxiety, anger, jealousy, 
sadness or guilt. They react more acutely to daily stress 
and cope with it less well, often use social media due to 

gratifying feedback and no need to communicate face to 
face (Blackwell, Leaman, Tramposh, Osborne, Liss, 2017; 
Kavcic et al., 2019). 

Interesting conclusions can be drawn from the 
research by Marengo and colleagues (2020). Assuming 
that social media allows a person to fulfill two basic 
needs: self-presentation and affiliation, they collected 
data from 1,094 Facebook users aged 18-35 over a period 
of 12 months. Their activity was assessed through 
objective information such as the number of status updates 
and the number of likes received. In line with previous 
studies, higher neuroticism and extraversion were asso-
ciated with an increased risk of “social media addiction”. 
Other authors also point to the need for self-presentation as 
one of the main predictors of addiction (Foroughi, 
Iranmanesh, Nikbin, Hyun, 2019). 

Social media is usually used to maintain relationships. 
An anxious attachment style influences the intensity of 
their use. Relationship anxiety and fear of exclusion are 
closely related to increased use of social applications 
(Blackwell et al., 2017). 

Self-regulation is a person's ability to balance and 
regulate the arousal experienced on a daily basis, or when 
something stressful happens, and to return to a state of 
calm and relaxation. Jeong et al. (2016) emphasize that the 
lack of self-regulatory skills can be considered one of the 
main causes of social media addiction. Proper self- 
-regulation processes allow for self-control of one's 
behavior and maintaining motivation to achieve goals. 
A person with well-developed self-regulatory processes 
can effectively resist the instant gratifications offered by 
social networking applications and focus attention on the 
current task. Impulsive people tend to check messages on 
social media frequently, which can develop into compul-
sive behavior patterns. 

The intensive development of social applications 
makes it clear that it is necessary to counteract their 
negative effects. The literature review revealed the factors 
that predispose people to addiction to social media. They 
include such variables as: loneliness, self-esteem, narcis-
sism, life satisfaction, empathy and depression (Delaney, 
Stein, Gruber, 2018; Ghosh, Dasgupta, Basu, 2019; 
Hormes, Kerns, Timko, 2014; Wood, Center, Parenteau, 
2016; Zsila, Urban, McCutcheon, Demetrovics, 2020). 

CONCLUSION 

Friends, family, information, the weekly agenda, 
books, movies or music, everything is now on your 
smartphone, the screen of which has become the first thing 
you watch when you wake up and the last thing before 
going to sleep. For many, social media has become an area 
of creating their image both in private and professional 
life. Their users share important moments, achievements, 
travels, but also trivial topics, such as their morning meal. 

Social media offers a huge range of possibilities, and 
participation in them keeps people actively involved in 
building relationships with others. These media changed 
the way of consuming various content, spending free time, 
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using the Internet, shopping, watching movies. Thanks to 
social media, new ways of communication and building 
relationships have emerged. They were supposed to serve 
mainly as facilitating communication with loved ones, but 
with time they started to create the surrounding reality.  
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