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What is Online Social Network?
Socialization is the pivotal step in evolution of humans which 

further laid out the way for a civilization. The socialization is human 
nature and we have a need to keep in touch with individuals in our 
society. Since the invention of internet and it became accessible to 
common people in mid 1990s, the user base of internet is growing 
at a steady rate. By 2016 around 3.5 billion people had access to 
internet and using it which more than 40% of world population 
[1]. With access to internet the social networking came into picture 
as a way of socialization over internet, sharing information and 
communication. Social network sites as web-based services that 
allow individuals to construct a public or semi-public profile within 
a bounded system, articulate a list of other users with whom they 
share a connection, and view and traverse their list of connections 
and those made by others within the system [2]. So for all practical 
purpose any online platform which registers users to share their 
personal information, establish connections and allows the access of 
information shared by other users to begin with. There are various 
social networking sites today available to users without any fees 
such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, MySpace, Google+, Tumblr, 
Pintrest and many others. Each social networking site has unique 
feature which differentiates itself from others but basic concept 
stays same as keeping in touch with other individuals and sharing 
information and views. We set out to review various psychological 
aspects of the relatively new phenomenon of socialization, online 
social networking. The aspects that we discussing here are social 
support, addictions of social networking sites and psychiatric 
morbidity.

 
Social Network or Social Support Network?

A social network service essentially consists of a representation 
of each user (often a profile), his/her social links, and a variety of 
additional services. Most social network services are web based 
and provide means for users to interact over the internet thereby 
clearing the hurdle of physical presence of audience and speaker to 
have an interaction. Compared to face-to-face interaction, computer-
mediated or Internet-based communication lacks social cues [3]. 
Women are more likely to engage in online communication to 
maintain personal connections with family, friends, and co-workers, 
whereas men use online communication for pursuing sexual 
interests and romance [4]. In terms of generational differences, 
young adults spend more time using online communication and 
are more comfortable doing so as compared to older generations 
[5]. Online communication preferences evidence is mounting that 
online interaction may become the preferred mode of social contact 
for key groups of Internet users.

Communications on social network can offer expression of 
one’s thoughts and feeling with the desired audience without 
restriction of physical distance. This expression can many times 
relieve a person of his or her painful emotions as well as offer 
emotional support. In teenagers using computer networks for 
social interaction relieves many aspects of group anxiety and makes 
them easy to approach members of opposite sex with some ease 
[6]. Infinite possibilities of the web help define alternative realities 
where anonymity is welcomed and potentially psychologically 
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Abstract

Online social networking is a fastest growing medium for connecting people with each other defying the physical barrier. The social networking can 
be a good support system to some of its users and help them get over their fear and anxieties of social interaction. Despite that it has a great potential 
for developing into an addicting behavior and this addicting behavior has similar implication as any chemical dependence syndrome. There is research 
which suggests that self esteem and personality of the users determine the way an individual uses the online social networking and it is suggested that 
use of social networking sites may be associated with depression. The link between depression and online social networking is complex and requires 
further study. Online social networking is a thing which has to cause as well as prevent mental health emergencies such as deliberate self harm and 
suicide. It is a tool which needs to be handled carefully and can be rewarding if done so.
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rewarding [7]. This anonymity often alleviates the social 
networking users of their anxieties and fear of being judged. The 
anonymity also allows one to observe the reactions to his or her 
expressions by the audience of one’s immediate social circle as well 
as individuals out of the social environment of the user of social 
network. This has potential to bring objectivity about own thoughts 
and views as well validation of the thought process thereby 
enriching the thinking and evolving the personality of user. Rapid 
growth of these alternative realities is beneficial and ambiguity 
of social network profiles allows users especially adolescents 
to create an identity and find social acceptability without having 
to directly face scrutiny [8]. The avoidance of these scrutiny and 
way to overcome the social fears without overcoming it may be 
detrimental to evolution of personality. Overreliance on social 
networking technology at cost of real social connection may pave 
way for impoverishment of social skills and individuals unable to 
engage in meaningful conversations because such skills are being 
ignored for constant connection, resulting in short-term attention 
and a decreased ability to retain information [9]. Turkle describes 
it as “alone together”: always connected via technology, but in 
fact isolated [10]. Despite that social networking can arguably 
be considered a way of being and relating than referring to what 
we do [11]. Social networking meets basic human needs such as 
needs of safety, association, estimation, and self-realization by 
offering the possibilities of social support and self-expression [12]. 
People who used the social networking site less frequently feel less 
satisfied with their lives, and it is speculated that social networking 
site could help individuals overcome low satisfaction and low self-
esteem [2]. Offering the fulfillment of these basic needs can be a 
possible explanation to the current day exponential growth of 
the social networking sites and their unique selling point. Online 
social networking connects one to others from friends and family 
to strangers and celebrities and may help to establish and maintain 
friendships, express thoughts, feeling and anxiety [13,14]. Online 
social networking may augment the benefits of engaging in face-
to-face interaction by extending the reach and accessibility of our 
social networks [14]. Online social networking is associated with 
lower levels of loneliness and greater feelings of belonging (social 
connectedness), social capital, and actual and perceived access to 
social support and is generally associated with higher levels of life 
satisfaction and self-esteem [15-17].

Online Social Networking is a Habit or Addiction?
As social networking has some advantages, similarly there 

are certain concerns about rapid growth and compulsive use 
of social networking sites among general population especially 
younger lot. Online social networking is in most cases a normal 
modern behavior which is fairly acceptable in the society. The 
addictions to various chemical substances is very well known, 
researched as well as diagnosed and treated by the mental health 
professionals but concepts of behavioural addiction is relatively 
new. Several behaviors tend to produce short-term reward that 
may engender persistent behavior despite knowledge of adverse 
consequences, i.e, diminished control over the behavior which 
is a core defining concept of psychoactive substance dependence 

or addiction [18]. The similarities between chemical addictions 
and behavioural addictions have been studied and established 
since [18-20]. Chemical and behavioral addictions have several 
phenomenological similarities such as salience, tolerance, mood 
modification, conflict, withdrawal, problems, and relapse [18,21]. 
Use of social networking in some cases is excessive and can be 
termed as pathological. This excessive use of social networking 
along with inability to cut down its use despite wishing to do so is 
pathological behavior which is suggested as behavioural addiction 
[22]. Andreassen and Pallesen [23] define social networking site 
addiction as “being overly concerned about social networking 
sites, to be driven by a strong motivation to log on to or use social 
networking sites, and to devote so much time and effort to SNSs 
that it impairs other social activities, studies/job, interpersonal 
relationships, and/or psychological health and well-being” They 
further suggest that individuals with social network addiction have 
features that they end up spending more time thinking about and 
on social networking site than intended; use social networking 
sites to counter feelings of guilt, anxiety, restlessness, depression 
and forget about personal problems. Andreassen and Pallesen [23] 
also state that prohibition of social networking sites causes stress, 
restlessness and irritability in these individuals and despite their 
decision to spend less time online they fail to do so resuming same 
pattern of use again. They also tend to ignore their partner, friend 
and family and use of social network negatively influences their 
health, sleep quality, relationship and well-being. It is suggested that 
the social networking addictions are specifically associated with 
certain personality traits such as extraversion [24]. Another study 
fails to support association of use of social networking site with 
extraversion but suggests individuals who are agreeable, neurotic 
individuals use social networking site more and individuals who 
are conscientious and emotionally stable use it to a lesser degree 
[25]. 

Online Social Networking and Psychiatry, the Interface
As social networking is helpful to some and addictive to some, it 

also has associations with a few psychiatric morbidities associated 
with it. Social networking sites and internet-related mental 
problems are frequently seen together with other psychiatric 
conditions or, in other words, these problems are complicated by 
comorbidity [26]. The researchers working with college student 
observed the relationship between dependency on a social 
networking site (Facebook) with poor quality of sleep as well as 
daytime dysfunction [27]. Moreover, in some cases, the Facebook 
dependence has been associated with relationship frustration as 
well as the emergence of jealousy [28]. Social network is a place 
where many individuals share the moments of their life such as 
photos and videos of their vacations, achievements and good times 
spend. These are once in public domain and seen by others among 
their connections gives rise to a natural comparison of others 
isolated moments of life with their own. This comparison may not 
be healthy at all times and in all individuals. 

Researchers suggest that it is possible to get a clue of an 
individual’s use of harmful substances by monitoring the social 
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networking profile of him or her [29,30]. Using alcohol related 
reference in prominent and visible spaces such as Facebook profile 
picture or a photograph on social networking sites is associated 
with excessive alcohol use [31]. The link between depression and 
social networking is also being investigated and it is proposed that 
the depression is not only associated with use of social networking 
sites but severity of depression is also positively correlated with 
time spent on social networking sites [32]. However a recent 
review by Baker and Algorta [33] submit that the relationship 
between online social networking and depressive symptomatology 
may be complex and associated with multiple psychological, 
social, behavioural, and individual factors. They further imply that 
the impact of online social networking on wellbeing may be both 
positive and negative emphasizing need for further research in the 
area. Another area of concern is deliberate self harm and the way 
social networking sites affect it especially in children and young 
people who use social media to discuss and view deliberate self-
harm. The use of social networking communities may affect a child/
young person’s perceptions of deliberate self-harm and lead to 
maladaptive coping behaviors and the potential for triggering future 
acts of self-harm. The content of many of social media platforms are 
not in keeping with recommendations for responsible reporting of 
self-harm and suicide in the media, which are in place to minimize 
the potential negative impact on future actions, such as copycats, 
social contagion, and suicide clusters [34]. However, it not that the 
social networking sites are places where suicide and deliberate self 
harm is gets refuge but it can also be used to prevent such tragedies 
and find support systems for those dealing with mental health 
issues. Suicide notes or clues about potential suicide attempts on 
online social networks may allow for suicide prevention via the 
immediate intervention of other network users [35]. Despite all its 
flaws social networking site can and do form a good platform for 
establishing the mental health information and support forum for a 
large vulnerable population.

Conclusion
Online social networking is indeed a boon to human race. 

It helps people overcome their reservations and engage in 
socialization to begin with but does not have the potential to 
overcome the advantages of direct human communications. Online 
social networking has the addiction potential but can also be used in 
constructive ways. It’s an influencer which may be used to influence 
a better world or worse which has to be determined by its users.
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