Life and Love [

Picture this scene:
It’s 9 p.m., you've
just gothome after
along—and rather
trying—day and
you’re struggling
to sleep because
you have so many
thoughts racing
through your head.
Your smartphone
beckons eagerly, so
you pickitup and
absent-mindedly
start flipping through

Instagram. After
checking your profile
page—which you
haven’t uploaded
anything to in days—
you snap and posta
photo of your dinner.
Ten minutes later,
Social medi.a, shopping, drinkimg and a few g?ﬁgﬁeacgﬁﬁt_oyﬁuje
anxiety-battling pills may seem harmless got 10 Likes! A smile
enough...but at what point do these modern day creeps back onto
releases become a dangerous addiction? your face, and you
By Yi-Hwa Hanna instantly feel better.
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Believe it or not, youre
notalone. An increasingly
common phenomenon in
modern day life, the rush that
we get from social media and
theinternetin general canbe
adangerous game to play—a
study published in the journal
Social Influence recently found
that regular social media users
who didn’t post online for
just two days experienced a
negative impact on personal
wellbeing, with the lack of
feedback making them feel
excluded, invisible, less
meaningful or important, and
with lower self-esteem.

It sounds extreme, we
know, but delving into the
psychology behind the rush
we get from social media, it
makes sense: A study from
Harvard University found
that disclosing personal
information—whether
it’s online or face to face—
activates the same pleasure
centres in the brain that we
experience when enjoying a
good meal, receiving money
or even getting busy in the
bedroom. While it may sound
harmless enough to keep
pursuing asource of pleasure,
it’s when youbegin torely on
these pursuits that sparks a
cause for concern—the feel-
good factor becomes aneed,
rather than aan innocent joy-
inducer, and over time, it can
become an addiction.

Andit’s notjust social
media: In the modern world,
there are awhole host of
sources of pleasure that seem
harmless enough at first...
until we become so physically,
mentally and emotionally
dependent on them that we
no longer feel comfortable
functioning without them.
From the glass of vino that you
look forward to after a trying
day, to the innocuous little pill
that your pop to deal with your
anxiety, or even the thrill of
retail therapy, eventually these
mood-boosters can become
such a crutch that we don’t
evenrealise we’re becoming
addicts—and that is perhaps
the most dangerous part of all.

104

Social Media—
Friend or Foe?
Scrolling through our News-
feed repeatedly, knowing deep
down that there’s nothing
newonitbuthopingthere
just might be anyway—beita
new “Like” or just a story we
can comment on—is an all too
familiar scene for many of us.
It’s this feeling of wanting to be
involved in other people’s lives
from the comfort of our own
homes that makes the allure of
social media so strong—it can
feel like the best of both worlds
in asense, since you can strip
away the intimidating aspects
of the social scene while still
interacting with other people
(and in your PJs, no less), so
youdon’tfeel alone. And this
same feeling is what makes
the charm of social media such
aslippery slope: In the long
term, online interaction isn’t
asubstitute for face-to-face
interaction, and usingit to
combat loneliness could leave
us feeling unfulfilled or worse,
even depressed.

Research from the
University of Gothenburg
found that people who
constantly use acomputer
or smartphone can be more
akin to developing stress,
sleeping disorders and
depression. According tolead
study author Sara Thomee,
spending more time than
planned on a computer (be
it for work or pleasure) leads
to time pressure, neglect of
other activities and personal
needs—not to mention bad
ergonomics and mental
overload—and this high
qualitative use was directly
linked to sleep disturbances
and depression, particularly
inyoung adults. Study results
also found that becoming
accustomed to always being
available on the phone—even
for phone calls or messages—
can also have anegative
impact, with users feeling
weighed down with the burden
of guilt when they weren’t
available to answer people.

“I think thisis a growing
addiction that’s happening

Don’tlet
your online
lifegetin
the way of
your real-
worldone

now in the modern world,”
says Johanna Griffin, a
Personal Development
Consultant and Addiction
Specialist with Lifeworks
Dubai. “There’s that sort of
feeling people get when they
wake up in the morning and
look at their Facebook, and it’s
becoming quite addictive,” she
continues, explaining: “Part
of social media is that people
open up. They feel pressured
to put forward a perfect life,
and this eventually makes
people sad.” Particularly in the
GCC, the expat-heavylifestyle
sees so many residents settle
far away from their families
and friends (and thereby,
their built-in support system)
many use social media to
combat loneliness. But this
so-called “support”isn’ta
long-term solution: “Because
it’s online, it doesn’t give
them what theyreally want,
which is companionship—real

friendships, feeling like you
belong, like you're appreciated
and valued by your social circle
and in the world,” Johanna
says. “Everyone is using it, but
ironically, it’s become a bit
antisocial—I often see people
sitting together at dinner

and they’relooking at their
phones rather than talking to
each other and enjoying the
moment. So they’re actually
hurting themselves because
it’s the opposite of what they
really wanted in the first
place,” she adds.

Dr. Raymond Hamden,
aClinical and Forensic
Psychologist with HRI Dubai,
agrees, pointing out that
psychologist Kimberley S.
Young even founded a Center
for Internet Addiction (www.
netaddiction.com) to help
people with this problem.

So how do you know when
you've crossed theline into
anunhealthy dependency?



“Young has identified eight
key symptoms—if five or more
apply, she suggests talking to
amental health professional
aboutyour internet use. They
are: Preoccupation, increased
use, inability to stop, with-
drawal symptoms like being
restless orirritated when you
step away from it, a consistent
loss of the sense of time, risky
behaviour (i.e. when it affects
your relationships, career or
education), telling lies about
how much you use it, and using
itasanescape.” If these signs
sound familiar, it may be time
to set some boundaries: Allot
yourself alimited amount of
time to use the internet each
day, and during social outings,
be conscious of actually
enjoying the moment rather
than focusing on posting about
itonline. Identify why you
spend so much time on social
media—ifit’s boredom, try
anew hobby or go for awalk
(your Newsfeed will still be
there when you get back!). If
it’s companionship you crave,
meet up with a friend. The
keyis finding balance—social
media should be used to help
keep us connected, rather than
as areplacement for our real-
life connections.

Retail Therapy
With the GCC retail market
set toreach US $221billion
by 2015, it’s little wonder that
shopping is practically seen as
asport here. Our mall-centric
lifestyles, where even going to
the supermarket or the cinema
involves heading past various
shops, sees temptation at every
turn—hardly surprising, then,
that our consumer-focused
societies are breeding aregion
of budding shopaholics.
Buying a pair of killer shoes
can do wonders to boost our

confidence—butit’s when
retail therapy becomes a
crutch that creates cause

for concern. “Shopping can
[absolutely] become addictive
and compulsive. It’s afine line
because socially we encourage
and endorse consumerism as a
society and it’s a pastime which
[we] share. However, when

we shop compulsively, we are
suffering from impulsivity and
lack of control of our impulses.
We are often doing it to
counteract negative emotion
or to fill up some emptiness

or hollowness,” says Dr.

Tara Wyne, Women’s Health
Advisory Board member and

a Clinical Psychologist at The
Lighthouse Arabia.

There’s a term for shopping
addiction—omniomania.
Newresearch from Indiana
University suggests that 10-
15% of people are predisposed
to addictive behaviour, which
tends to exhibititselfif they
areinanenvironment or
circumstance that triggers this
innate vulnerability—so it’s no
wonder becoming a genuine
shopaholicis averyreal
concern in this region.

Many of us get a sort of high
from addictive behaviour
such as shopping, Dr. Wyne
explains. “Neural pathways
are activated when shopping,
endorphins and dopamine
arereleased, and naturally
occurring opiate receptors
in our brain are switched on
when the person shops and
feels good. If they shop and
feel very good, and have all
the brain chemicals activated,
they will feel arush and surge
of positive reinforcement and
will undoubtedly shop more to
feelitagain,” she adds.

Alas, when used as an
escape for pain or anxiety,
these euphoric feelings are

often chased by feelings of
guilt, shame, low self-esteem,
or even anger. “Afterwards,
[shopaholics] feel guilty
and ashamed because they
know they shouldn’t have
done it; they’ve spent money
they haven’t got, and they
can’t control themselves
rather than it being a choice,”
Johanna explains. Sometimes,
it’s just the social interaction
they crave—speaking to shop
assistants who compliment
you can make you feel good
in the moment, butit’s afalse
fix forloneliness. When it
comes to online shopping,
it can feel like something to
do, away to fill avoid of time.
The social pressure to keep
up with the region’s luxurious
lifestyle can cause people to
feel inadequate, leading them
further down the rabbit hole,
Johanna says, adding: “Instead
of exploring what they feel
inside, they overcompensate
by buying expensive things,
and it’sadownward spiral.”
The key to keeping your
shopping a healthy pleasure
is to keep busy, Johanna says.
Lookat other interests such
as sports, meeting up with
people, and trying to change
your behaviour, she suggests:
“You have to take a cognitive
approach.” If you know you
love online shopping alittle bit
too much, delete the app that
you tend to do it through. Only
take out a certain amount of
cash with you when you hit the
mall, get rid of your credit card
or set yourselfa smaller credit
card limit no matter how much
the bank is willing to offer you.
Make alist of what you actually
need before visiting any shops,
take a friend or family member
with you when going shopping
and make sure they’re ready
to support you in stopping

unnecessary purchases, and
give yourselfatwo to three
day policy of thinking it over
before making any expensive
purchases. “The first step is to
recognise and admit that you
have an addiction; to confront
itand admit thatit’s affecting
your life,” Johanna says.

ARE YOU A

SHOPAHOLIC?

Dr. Tara Wyne shares the

warning signs:

¢ Hiding purchases.

¢ Spending over budget,
resulting in credit card
debt and loans.
Compulsive buying, and
notbeing able to buy just
one item.
It’s achronic problem
Experiencing shopping
guilt: Research from
Columbia University
found that people who
shop compulsively often
feel guilt, anger and
sadness after the initial
euphoria has passed.
Relationship problems:
It can cause conflict,
pressure and friction,
and the individual
often begins to isolate
themselves to be able
to continue behaving in
this way.
Deception: Secrecy is
ahuge element that
underpins the ability to
behave compulsively:
We deceive and outwit
our loved ones to keep
on going with the
unwanted behaviour.
Consequences become
unimportant: People
who are addicted seem
immune to all of the
terrible implications of
their behaviour, such as
debt, losing important
people, jobs, and so on.
Loss of control: This is
the clearest indicator
that abehaviour has
become an addiction,
where the individual is
no longer in control of
their shopping habit.
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Hitting The Sauce
Arecentreport from the
WHO! found that expatriate
residents who drink alcohol in
the UAE are consuming almost
twice the global average in
alcohol per year. The heavy
weekend brunch with one too
many bevvies is a familiar tale
for many, but at what point
do they stop being amusing
ways to let your hair down
and cross the line into amore
sinister territory? “As per
the NIAAAZ2, for women no
more than three drinks a day
and seven drinks per week is
considered ‘low risk drinking,’
[Alcoholism] doesn’t happen
overnight. For an alcoholic,
thereisno particular reason
for drinking: They drink when
they are happy, sad, depressed
or lonely. They always find
areason toreach out for the
bottle. A social drinkeris
not obsessed with alcohol,
and has good control over
their intake, while thisisn’t
the case with an alcoholic.
However, drinking is a popular
method of socialisationin a
lot of cultures, such that it
becomes difficult to figure
out where the line is between
social drinking and a drinking
problem,” says Dr. Hamdan.
“What defines an alcoholicis
the person’s relationship with
alcohol,” Dr. Wyne agrees.
“Some warning signs include
inability to control intake after
starting to drink, behaving
in ways while drunk that
are uncharacteristic of their
sober personality, repeating
unwanted drinking patterns,
anincreasing sense of denial
that their heavy drinkingis
aproblem because they are
able to succeed personally
and professionally, and being
unable to keep to drinking
limits,” she says. Other signs
include binge drinking (i.e.
more than five at once), having
chronicblackouts, perpetual
shame over drunken antics
orengagingin risky sexual
behaviour when intoxicated.
Enjoying adrink shouldn’t
be acause for concern, aslong
asyouare in control. It’s when

we become dependent on it
thatit’s a problem. So what’s
the best way to keep on the
right side of that boundary?
Education. “Spend time

with people who are a good
influence, only take money that
you are okay with spending
soyouwon’tdrink more than
you can afford, and only drink
inlocations where you're not
feeling vulnerable, so you're
only drinking because you
enjoyitasopposed to using it
to fill up the place of feelings,”
Johanna says.

If you feel that you have
aproblem, it’s time to seek
professional help. “A lot of
addiction is the replacement
offeeling. If people have anger,
hurt or pain, they want to use
something to take that away
so they’ll do whateveritis, and
then feel guilty afterwards,
and that’s the cycle,” Johanna
explains. Ifit’s encouragement
you need, support groups such
as Alcoholics Anonymous can
beacrucial pillar in recovery.

Rx drugs
can help
you, but
don’ttake
themtoo

far..
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Perhaps one of the most
dangerous of modern-day
addictions, prescription pills
and medication are an often
overlooked problem. “But
they’re prescribed to meby a
licensed medical professional,
so they’re legal and safe,” you
might think—and it’s this very
false sense of security that may
lure us into potentially fatal
consequences. “There needs to
be much more awareness and
understanding on the topic.
People can go to different
doctors to get the same
prescription, so there’s [little
to no way] of monitoringit.
The tablets become more and
more addictive—like alcohol,
they start off wanting two, then
three, then four,” Johanna
says. “Prescription drugs [are]
the third most commonly
abused category of drugs,”
agrees Dr. Hamdan. “Each
medication will have a certain
time limit within which it
should be stopped. However,

on continuous usage, the
patient develops a physical
dependence such that the body
becomes accustomed to having
the drug, and stopping it can
cause withdrawal symptoms.
The most commonly abused
prescription drugs include
painkillers and antidepressant
medications,” he explains.
Stopping an addiction to
prescription drugs can be
exceptionally tricky, since the
first step—recognition—canbe
extremely difficult. “People are
always so jaded when they are
on them, it’s terribly difficult
to get them to realise they
have an addiction. They’re
not always ‘with you’, they’re
not part of the conversation,
and they cannot feel the same
way when they are numbed.
It’s like they’re in a fog. They
need serious, professional
help. They can’tjust stop it,
and that’s one thing we know
—thereisno cold turkey—and
they have to gradually come
down” Johanna says. An
intervention can help: “Bring
them with you to a counsellor.
[Try] anyone influential in
their lives who they might
listen to. Be patient, never get
angry, and support them. Try
and talk things through with
themifthey’re listening. Just
be there for them. When you
have someone externally, it
can be easier because we can
feel there isless judgment
from a stranger,” she explains.
Once they’ve accepted to
receive help, professional help
is essential. It’salongroad,
but awareness, patience, and
support are the key to recovery
—and there ishope at the end
of the tunnel. “Addiction in
any form can be treated like
any other chronic disease,”
Dr. Hamdan says: “There is
no single type of treatment. It
depends on the individual—
they mayneed to incorporate
several components such as
detoxification, counselling,
and in some cases, the use of
pharmacological therapies as
well as mutual aid, self help,
and [of course], recovery
support from loved ones.” m
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