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Abstract 

 While the internet and social media have become pillars of our globalized society, the 

rise of Social Media Addiction (SMA,) and other issues pertaining to social media have 

negatively affected the general public in many ways. The somewhat disturbing yet captivating 

works of visual artists Pawel Kuczynski and Andreas Varro represent these problems in a 

compelling and thought-provoking way; perhaps even opening our eyes to the reality of how 

detrimental an addiction to social media truly is. This paper will examine Social Media 

Addiction, and investigate social media’s effect on one’s brain, mental health, and relationships. 

Then, a formal analysis of Kuczynski’s and Varro’s captivating works will be completed.  

  

Social Media Addiction (SMA) 

 The concept of Social Media Addiction (SMA), also called Social Media Overuse, Social 

Media Use Disorder, or Social Networking Use Disorder, does not have a finalized definition. 

Although countless studies have been conducted on the mental, emotional, and relational effects 

of SM usage, researchers have used various criteria for what an addiction to SM might be 

perceived as. Therefore, psychologists have not been able to fully assess how many individuals 

fall under the category of SMA.1 However, they can certainly confirm that SM is addicting, 

based on the definition of behavioral addiction and empirical evidence. According to the Bergen 

Social Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS), there are six foundational requirements for a behavioral 

addiction: mood modification, salience, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse.2 Mood 

modification occurs when SM is used and required to promote a positive mood in an individual. 

Salience is when an individual’s thoughts and behaviors are continuously preoccupied with SM, 

and SM has seemingly become the most important thing in their life. SM addicts often develop a 

 
1 Fabris, M.A, D. Marengo, C. Longobardi, and M. Settanni. 2020. “Investigating the Links Between Fear of Missing Out, Social 

Media Addiction, and Emotional Symptoms in Adolescence: The Role of Stress Associated with Neglect and Negative Reactions 

on Social Media.” Addictive Behaviors 106: 106364–106364. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2020.106364. 
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tolerance for SM, where the amount of time that they desire to spend online increases with time. 

Without SM, withdrawal symptoms are eminent for a SM addict. They might experience 

“unpleasant physical and emotional symptoms when social media usage is restricted or 

stopped.”3 When an individual is addicted to SM, conflict over their addiction is sure to arise. It 

might stem from an outsider attempting to intervene in the situation, or the conflict could simply 

be internal. Unfortunately, an SM addict also has the potential to relapse in their addiction, 

quickly reverting to old habits after a period of abstinence. Clearly, SMA is not to be taken 

lightly. Many individuals struggle with self-discipline and limiting their “screen time,” and this 

can easily lead to an addiction. 

Although it is not as destructive to one’s body as an addictive substance - such as alcohol or 

cocaine - its effect on one’s mind and relationships can be quite devastating. Research has linked 

heavy SM usage to increased levels of anxiety, stress, and depression.4 Psychologists Jean 

Twenge and Keith Campbell conducted several large surveys in 2019, wherein they found that 

adolescents who engage in the overuse of digital media were 48-171% more likely to be unhappy 

and have suicide risk factors, such as suicidal thoughts or past attempts.5 A startling statistic! 

From this knowledge the question may then arise, what is happening in one’s mind when one is 

on social media? More specifically, what is happening neurobiologically?  

  

SM’s effect on the human brain 

 Although the human brain operates as a whole, it is composed of several parts which 

perform specific tasks. For example, the occipital lobe enables us to see, the temporal lobe is 

used to process memories (integrating sound, taste, touch, and smells,) and the parietal lobe helps 

us be spatially aware. The prefrontal cortex, located in the frontal lobe, is considered the 

executive portion of the brain. It directs the other lobes and processes all the information they 

receive. It also controls one’s limbic system, the brain’s inner surface that regulates emotions and 

memories. Without a proper prefrontal cortex, one’s mind would be a mess, and in order to 

concentrate, one must use the frontal lobe of the brain – including the prefrontal cortex. When an 

individual engages in online activity, their attention is scattered, as their focus darts from one 

post or ad to the next. Thus, due to this lack of focus, the frontal lobe is not very active.6 The 

brain receives both cognitive and sensory stimuli while on SM, often engaging three of the five 

senses: sight, sound, and touch. The continuous flow of stimulation puts the sensory lobes into 

overdrive, and essentially, the brain is multitasking with no end in sight. This exhausts the brain, 
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as it burns up nutrients in a distracted frenzy. This can lead to stress, which often results in 

aggressive or impulsive behavior.7  

 Another crucial aspect of neurobiological activity when it comes to SM use is 

monoamine secretion. Monoamines, sometimes called neurotransmitters, are chemicals produced 

by the brain that assist in forming neural connections. The chemicals are generated as the brain’s 

neurons, also known as brain cells, form connections with each other, and communicate via 

electrical current. There are many types of monoamines that can be secreted in response to 

stimuli, and some are more pleasurable than others. For example, the monoamine oxytocin 

makes one feel empathy and love, and is calming to the brain. The monoamine most related to 

SM use is one such “feel-good” monoamine: dopamine. Dopamine is typically generated when 

an individual is concentrated, happily engaged in social, spiritual, or artistic activities, or when a 

reward is anticipated.8 When a pleasurable monoamine is transmitted between neurons, those 

neurons are more likely to maintain their connection. Thus, dopamine assists in memory 

production, and reinforces behaviors that initiate the chemical release. This is because the brain 

will desire to experience the “feel-good” chemical again, and it knows that the behavior will 

bring about that sensation. When an individual uses SM, a small amount of dopamine is released. 

It is not a very large amount, because the brain is not focused. However, it leads to a craving for 

more. In fact, the creators of SM platforms are very aware of how the human brain works, and 

behavioral psychology. Many believe that they intentionally created a system that would 

manipulate the mind, thus exploiting human psychology. The ex-president of Facebook did 

admit that the like button on Facebook gives users a little “dopamine hit.”9 Surely, just as 

advertisers know which colors will draw one’s eye, those in charge of SM development knew 

exactly which psychological strategies to employ in order to captivate users. Alas, their tactics 

worked all too well. SM has greatly affected the world. There are over 3.8 billion SM users,10 all 

of which experience the same psychological orchestration. However, some individuals might be 

more prone to experience mental health issues or SMA due to SM. For example, research 

suggests that those with attachment anxiety,11 low self-esteem,12 or a Fear of Missing Out 

(FOMO)13 generally use SM more than the average person. Causality is difficult to establish in 

these cases, but through longitudinal, randomized and controlled studies, researchers have been 

able to suggest that heavy SM use might, at least, raise mental distress levels among 
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adolescents.14 This is unfortunate and intriguing, especially since youth suicide levels have been 

on an upward trend for the past decade.15 The amount of time an adolescent spends online-

gaming or on SM has been used as an accurate predictor of a decrease in psychological well-

being and academic performance.16 Meaning, the more one is online, the unhappier one will be, 

and the worse grades one will get. This is logical. Time spent online is time spent not studying or 

doing homework. It is also time spent away from real-life activities that produce more dopamine 

and oxytocin than SM can offer. Humans need face-to-face contact, and desire genuine 

connections. This brings us to our next point; how social media affects relationships.   

 

SM’s effect on personal relationships  

 Oftentimes, SM and smartphones can cause individuals to ignore those around them. This 

includes their families, friends, partners, and sadly, their children. Even while in social settings 

or planned hangouts with friends, many choose to mentally be elsewhere by escaping to their 

phones. While online, they might start up a conversation with someone else who is far away, 

ignoring the individuals in front of them. Sadly, this is becoming more and more socially 

acceptable, and opportunities to connect with friends and family are often wasted. SM and 

smartphone use can cause individuals to lose real-life relationships with those they love. SM has 

the potential to induce “phubbing,” a modern term for when an individual snubs their partner by 

being on their phone.17 SM also creates an environment ripe for cheating and affairs. On SM, 

many latent lovers disguise themselves as “friends.” On SM sites, messages (and searches) can 

be deleted, and some SM platforms’ main systems incorporate messages that disappear 

automatically. This can give an unfaithful partner an opportunity to message someone in secret. 

Another way in which SM can spur unfaithfulness is through humans’ inherent tendency to be 

more candid while online. Individuals often disclose more intimate thoughts online more 

frequently than they would in person.18 Thus, individuals might connect online and begin an 

affair because they are unfaithful and uninhibited.  

 After examining these harsh truths about SM, one can observe how distracting and 

detrimental over-usage of SM can be. Globally, there seems to be a silent acknowledgement that 

too much SM or “screen time” is not good for one’s mental or physical health. Yet, who is doing 
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anything to stop it? Many people feel trapped in their addiction. Is there anyone in the world 

attempting to influence humanity’s decisions when it comes to SM usage? Award winning artists 

Pawel Kuczynski and Andreas Varro are excellent examples of such influencers. They are bold 

freethinkers who use art to inspire societal change. Kuczynski’s mediums of choice include 

watercolors and color crayons, while Varro chooses to arm himself with a camera and editing 

skills. Their images are striking, and surely provoke deep thought. 

 

Pawel Kuczynski 

 Pawel Kuczynski was born in Szczecin, Poland in 1976. He attended university at the 

Fine Arts Academy in Poznan, where he graduated with a specialization in graphics. In 2004, he 

began to create satirical cartoons, and since then he has won over 100 distinctions and awards 

around the globe for his work. His creative illustrations, sometimes humorous, sometimes deeply 

serious, are fascinating commentaries on modern society, with the occasional scathing critique. 

Some of Kuczynski’s recurring themes include war, addiction, the value of literature, and of 

course, humanity’s addiction to social media.  

 In Kuczynski’s perfect garden, we observe what appears to be a lawn composed of 

adolescent boys. The boys are standing upright, crammed together like sardines, and the tops of 

their hairy heads are what the grass is made of. As the heads recede into the background, any 

individuality is lost, creating the illusion of a grassy knoll. The rest of the boys’ bodies are what 

we, as the audience, can see would be considered “underground.” The adolescents have their 

necks hunched over, as they are all busy looking at their phones. They appear to be rather 

focused. However, popping up from the human landscape is the occasional head of a boy whose 

neck is straightened, as he is looking around himself. This is where the somewhat dark humor of 

Kuczynski begins. Coming towards these curious heads is a lawnmower, pushed by a man in 

gardening clothes, whose head is outside of the frame. Essentially, the gardener is standing on 

the lawn of heads, mowing down any individual who dares to look up from his phone. There is 

also a gardener in the background of the picture, trimming a tree. One wonders what the tree is 

made of, but as far as the viewer can tell, it seems to be a normal plant. Overall, the mood of this 

cartoon is quite depressing. The image is in sepia, with a light dusting of white specks. This adds 

to the gloomy feeling. However, the true anxiety inducer in this image is the symbolism. The 

boys who dare to put down their phones and go against what their peers are doing, are being 

mowed down. From the viewers’ perspective – as well as the mysterious gardeners - their heads 

look weed-like. This is a valid satirical comment on today’s society. Many adolescents (and 

adults) conform to overuse of SM and their phones. There are few who challenge the standard of 

constant phone usage, so when they do, they are therefore seen as outsiders, or the few and far 

between. The gardeners in Kuczynski’s image could be interpreted as those who seek to control 

the masses through SM. They do not desire for anyone to think freely or have their own opinion 

and life outside of the media. They seek to destroy anyone who thinks for themselves.  



 Kuczynski’s drawing good morning is an amusing illustration of society’s habitual 

dependency on SM. The image depicts a woman getting out of bed. We can see that she is sitting 

on the edge of the bed, with her legs hanging over its side. Her upper torso is out of frame at the 

top of the picture, so we cannot see her head or expression. The lighting and soft shading give 

the viewer the sense that it is morning, and the woman has just begun to start her day. She is 

gently placing her feet into two slippers neatly placed on the floor in front of her. These slippers 

are not average slippers, however. They are made of smartphones. This is a clever way to 

represent how society typically involves their devices in their daily routines. Many individuals 

often check their phones first thing in the morning and carry their devices with them throughout 

the day. An interesting concept to consider is that slippers are not a necessity. One can simply 

get out of bed without them, and life will go on. Yet, slippers make life more comfortable, and 

once one is in the habit of using them, their absence is noticeable and irritating. This is how 

society has become with SM and smartphones; without them, many would feel annoyed and 

inconvenienced. It has become something that we depend on, habitually.  

 dinner is possibly one of Kuczynski’s most poignant works on social media. It cuts 

straight to the heart of any person living in the digital age. In dinner, one has an aerial view of a 

square dining table, and around it, there sits a nuclear family: father, mother, daughter, son. 

Hands folded, they appear to be in reverential prayer, like they are saying a blessing before a 

meal. Yet, on the table in front of them, there is no nutritious dinner. Rather, in the place of a 

nourishment, there are touchpads, tablets, and smartphones. On a platter in the center of the table 

there sits a broadcasting device, with a Wi-Fi symbol above it. A disturbing image. It is as 

though the family is thanking the Wi-Fi for the entertainment they are about to receive. How 

closely this image resembles reality! Firstly, one might note that regular “family dinners” have 

all but become a sentimental bygone. In the modern era, most families are fortunate if all 

members will eat in the same room, much less around a table – and if everyone manages to 

gather together, smartphones, tablets, or TV shows are sure to make an appearance. Thus, the 

image of a family eating dinner together is already somewhat moving. Couple that concept with 

the obvious worship of electronic devices, and one can understand why this image cuts deep. 

How many times have families rejected each other’s presence and companionship for a screen’s 

entertainment, or a digital connection? How often do individuals rely on SM and electronic 

devices for their daily fulfillment? Perhaps this image might remind its audience that life is about 

more than entertainment.  

Andreas Varro 

 Self-taught photographer Andreas Varro was born and raised in Sweden. After the tragic 

loss of both of his parents within a year, Varro began to question, what motivates humanity? He 

then ventured to express his wishes for societal change through art. Since then, he has won over 

fifty distinguished awards worldwide for his masterfully manipulated digital images. His 

dramatic images are often satirical in nature, and always convey messages of societal relevance. 

Varro’s work Free Will is one such image. 



  Free Will is an utterly dark and gripping representation of SMA. On Varro’s official 

website, he has captioned the image thus: “He feels the freedom to express himself; refreshes his 

browser, but nobody cares. It’s the algorithms; he must have been shadow-banned. His family needs 

his attention, but it’s okay; they manage another day. If he only had a million likes, the world would 

be brighter. He chose this by free will; nothing artificial could’ve pushed him in this direction, 

right?”19 In this image, the audience is placed in a dimly lit room where a man is kneeling at an 

altar to Facebook. The altar is against a wall, where there is a large, blue “F” (for Facebook) 

hanging amongst other small pictures, such as a framed image of a “like” button, and a sign that 

says, “I’m free and I always will be.”  On the altar, someone, presumably the man, has lit two 

candles, which are emitting a warm, dim light. Beside the altar, there sits a wooden cradle, which 

appears to be empty. The man himself is on his knees at the altar, with his back to the audience. 

His head is resting on one of his hands, but he does not seem to be relaxed, due to his hand being 

clenched in a fist. His other hand is on the altar, holding a phone, which is plugged into the wall, 

charging. The man is glancing at the phone, even though he is kneeling at the altar, where one’s 

head is most typically bowed in reverence. This phone searching is his act of worship. Varro’s 

artistic narrative is compelling. It satirically echoes the struggle of many individuals who find 

themselves trapped in an addiction to SM. Family is tossed to the wayside, the browser is 

endlessly refreshed, and a desire for more “likes” supersedes anything else. The cradle is empty, 

symbolizing how life goes on, with or without one’s attention. All the individual wants is 

happiness, and he has fallen prey to the lie that SM can bring such joy. Like the room he is in, 

the victim’s mind has been darkened. The question of free will in this case is complex. Did the 

man initially choose to be on Facebook? Yes. However, he would not necessarily be incorrect to 

partially blame the developers of Facebook for his addiction, as they created the site in such a 

way that it would be addicting. The psychology and neurobiological factors behind an addiction 

are deep. The man’s brain will increasingly crave Facebook, just as its developers intended. Yet, 

ultimately, he is in control of whether or not he will seek help. 

 Forbidden Fruit is another dramatic narration of Varro’s. It depicts a hand encircled by 

the body of a snake, lying in a field of grass. The hand, as well as the grass, are dead. Next to the 

outstretched hand, there lies a phone, with an Instagram “heart” button on it. This phone has a 

huge bite taken out of it. The overall tones in this picture are dark and desaturated, save the screen 

of the phone. On his website, Varro clarifies exactly what the image symbolizes: “Big tech 

promised us a more connected and convenient every-day life, but does that mean our lives are 

better, richer and happier? Scientific research suggests that apps which have been engineered to 

place an unwarranted amount of demand on our lives, are making us, in the best-case scenario; less 

happy. I think of us as having been tempted to take the snake’s bait.”20 Varro’s image is an artistic 

 
19 Varro, Andreas. “Free will.” Thought Provocing, Surreal and Conceptual Art, https://www.andreasvarro.com/art/free-will. 
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nod to the Biblical story of the Garden of Eden, where a snake (Satan) tempted Eve to disobey God 

and eat of the fruit he forbade them to eat. The snake, just like “Big Tech,” convinced its victims 

that something harmful did not pose any threat. In Eve’s case, the danger was a fruit. In our case, 

the danger is SM.  

  Forever Online is an image of societal resonance. Anyone who has ever felt pressured to 

be constantly available online or has felt an undesirable and insatiable tug to check SM “one 

more time,” can instantly understand what this image is about. In the photo, a man sits on a chair 

- whose arm rests look uncannily like prison bars - in a peaceful looking room. On a side table 

next to him, there rests a couple of self-help books, a pleasantly steaming cup of an 

indistinguishable beverage, and a smartphone, which is turned on and face up. This would be a 

calm scene - were it not for the dystopic plethora of hands holding smartphones that have 

gripped onto the sitting figure, as he screams in terror! The hands emerge from around and 

behind the chair, and all appear to be trapping the man (one can observe that he is gripping the 

chair’s arm rests, which look like prison bars). If one follows the man’s line of sight, one can see 

that he is looking at his smartphone, lit with notifications, resting on the table. The hands 

therefore seem to be symbolic of how he feels inside while looking at his phone. He feels trapped 

and pulled at. There is so much obligation to be responsive to the online world. So much 

pressure to have “fun” online so one doesn’t “miss out.” Varro has captioned the image like this: 

“Dystopic lives lived in the dark with a full, radiant beam of comfort making you wired and pulling 

you into a work place, a fun place, or a place you shouldn’t be place. Caged inside a tech box, 

you’ve trusted the giant…but what happened to that book you were going to read or that bike ride 

you were going to take along the shoreline with your family? The forever giant hooks and pulls 

your life, and he feeds on your fear of missing out. Each time you reach for your phone, what are 

you really missing?”21  

Conclusion 

 In the end, one can clearly see the negative outcomes of the overuse of SM in one’s life, and 

in the lives of others. So, what will one’s decision be? Everyone has a choice to make. Will one 

allow SM to dominate one’s life, publicly and privately? Or will one go against the grain, seek help 

if addicted, and be set free from the pressures of living a life online? While SM can be used as a 

tool, it cannot fulfill one inside. One will find true joy outside of SM. 
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