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BARUN ICT Essay Contest
Barun ICT Research Center awards the Best Prize about ICT issues monthly. This series publishes the winning student essays each month.

Loneliness: Solid Roots of Digital Addiction
I

Yeonsu YUN
Department of English Language and Literature, Yonsei University

What if you had a friend who wanted to be with you for 16 hours of the day? Imagine that the friend keeps
looking for you when he wakes up, has lunch, and watches TV. He also holds your hand even when you go to the
bathroom. He keeps talking to you until you fall asleep. You'll probably realize that he's strangely obsessed with
you, and you'll try to take him to a doctor or avoid him. Now imagine the friend is your phone! You will notice this
doesn't sound weird anymore. This is a common situation in our daily lives. Although we form a serious obsession
with our phones, more broadly speaking, with the digital world, the awareness that digital addiction is serious is
becoming blurred because it's so common in our society. Common sense tells us to keep an appropriate distance
from our phones but our curiosity leads us to look at our phone screens every 10 minutes to check numerous
issues in the digital world. We need to cure this obsession. On that account, I started to ask the following question:
What causes digital addiction? How can our society address the challenges that arise due to digital addiction? Why
are we so obsessed? To answer these questions, I read the articles “Digital Addiction is a Myth. What You Have is a
Bad Habit, and It's Fixable” written by Anderson & Wood, and “If Social Media Is Making Us Worse, Can We Make It
Better?” written by Mark Dunbar, and watched the video “China's Web Junkies: Internet Addiction Documentary” on
YouTube.

In the article, “Digital Addiction is a Myth. What You Have is a Bad Habit, and It's Fixable”, Ian A. Anderson,
PhD student, and Wendy Wood, provost professor of psychology and business at USC, argue that what is called
social media addiction is a habit that can be solved, not an actual addiction [1]. Different from the view that digital
addiction is a habit, in the article, “If Social Media Is Making Us Worse, Can We Make It Better?” Mark Dunbar, a
freelance writer based in Indianapolis, argues that companies try to maintain users' social media addiction through
their business model [2]. Unlike the articles, in the video “China's Web Junkies: Internet Addiction Documentary”
on YouTube, directed by Shlam & Medalia, a game expert regards digital addiction as a disease that needs to be
treated through a training system [3].

Although all the authors agree that digital world is addictive, Anderson & Wood, Dunbar and Shlam & Medalia
present different emotions as a main cause of digital addiction. I agree with Shlam & Medalia's opinion that
loneliness is the main cause of the digital addiction. Therefore, in order to address the challenge of digital addiction
due to loneliness, society should develop offline community support measures so that people can form sense of
belonging in reality.

The addictive nature of the digital world allows people to spend excessive time in the digital world and easily
satisfies people's desires. However, the cause of digital addiction is not clear. For example, Anderson & Wood and
Dunbar claim people access social media to get pleasure or to use the Internet to express anger while Shlam &
Medalia believe the fundamental reason why people are addicted to the digital world is because of loneliness. I
agree with the latter. People have an instinct to relieve their loneliness, but when they find it difficult to establish
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appropriate relationships in reality, they escape into digital world and become addicted to it. According to
an Internet addiction expert, “One of the biggest issues among these kids is loneliness” [3]. If people receive
appropriate recognition and attention through healthy relationships with friends in reality, they wouldn't have to
keep trying to get short-term joy through social media. As the expert explained in the documentary, if they were
able to properly express their anger by talking to their friends in reality when they were angry about a particular
topic, they would have been able to get a proper response and alleviate the anger. Hence, loneliness is the main
cause of Internet addiction, even though the feeling of pleasure and anger can be a fragmentary cause of Internet
addiction.
Therefore, the challenge of digital addiction should be
addressed through offline community support measures
» o ] to eliminate people's fundamental loneliness. To solve
ﬂ T ) the problem of digital addiction, first, loneliness should
be recognized as a common problem, not an individual
problem, that society must solve together. According to a
game addiction expert, people know the Internet inside out,
but nothing about human beings [3]. As the expert says,
people who are addicted to digital world are more likely to struggle in relationships with people, so if society blindly
demands individuals to overcome loneliness, they will choose a superficial way to relieve loneliness easily in the
digital world, not a way to fundamentally relieve loneliness by communicating with people in reality. Therefore,
society should provide a place for them to gradually build relationships with people. For example, Seoul City
government operates a youth cafe to provide an open space for all teenagers to easily visit. At the cafe, children can
drink tea and talk to each other or do homework together. In addition, children with the same interests can gather
and engage in club activities such as dancing or singing. According to a study, when adolescents share common
interests and activities, group membership increases and social loneliness decreases [4]. Likewise, senior citizens
with common interests can create a community and a sense of belonging through various programs such as
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calligraphy, pungmul nori, and singing classes [5]. For people office workers, offline communities can be supported
with subsidies for community gatherings to engage in more diverse interests or knowledge sharing activities.
Through this, digital addicts can feel a sense of belonging with each other and eliminate fundamental loneliness, so
they do not need to escape to the digital world.

As digital addiction is becoming more prevalent, many experts recognize users lose control of themselves and
spend excessive time in the inherently addictive digital world. While Anderson & Wood present a reward system as
the main cause of digital addiction, Dunbar views anger as the source of addiction. However, like Shalm & Medalia
claim, I believe that loneliness is the fundamental cause of addiction, which leads people pursue pleasure and
express anger in the digital world. The digital world only offers temporary solutions to the loneliness people are
suffering from, and cannot make people truly happy. It's time to end our online obsession and say goodbye to your
phone and enjoy making real connections in offline communities. 7+
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