JMCDERMOTTILLO/SHUTTERSTOCK.

ILLUSTRATION

< TR ONSY/P P

N

\ N
5,
P

/s goc/zlg}z D173
RUINING

AAAaAA-

Do you often find yourself staring at your phone’s screen instead of talking to

people around you? Is the person you portray on social media different from
your real self? Have you been oversharing details of your relationship? If the
answer to any of these questions is yes, it could be time for an intervention.

= It’sironic,isn’tit—that
something with the word
“social” in its very name is now
being blamed for shaking, even
breaking, relationships, be they
romantic, friendly or familial.
But that’s exactly what
researchers are claiming—

heck, we don’t need boffins in
lab coats to tell us that either.
Just ask any Average Joe (or
Jane) what their thoughts are
on Instagram, Snapchat,
Facebook, Twitter, Google+,
Pinterest, Reddit, LinkedIn,
and so on, and we can pretty

By Yi-Hwa Hanna

much guarantee that there’s at
least one of them that’ll get
them growling alittle. We feel
ya, kiddos. In aworld that
seems to be increasingly
infatuated with the idea of
sharing every single moment
online to a vast sea of followers,

itdoesinevitablyleave us
questioning the impact that’s
going to have on the people in
the here and now, standing
rightin front of us, rather than
on the otherside of ascreen.
First things first: If you
haven’tyetacceptedit, it’s time
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to admit that social media is not
afad and it’s here to stay. The
use of online platforms to tell
the world who we are, network,
and, well, socialise—not to
mention market anything from
ourselves to products and
services that we love—is part of
agenerational shift that has
onlybeen exacerbated (orin
fat, helped fast-track) aworld
that wants things online, ever
faster and easier to consume,
right at our fingertips.

You onlyneed to look at the
numbers to see the impact:
According to figures from the
Pew Research Center, the
percentage of adults that use
social networking sites have
increased by nearly a tenfold
jump in the past decade, with
theirresearch reports
documenting its effects on
everything from the way we get
and share information about
everything from our health to
news, discuss politics and
handle dating, or even parent
ourkids. Facebook has more
than 1.4 billion users (and
counting), while Twitter boasts
an ever-growing figure above
285 million active users.
Instagram has more than 300
million, though by the time this
article goes to press, who
knows what that number
would have shot up to.

It’s only natural, then, that
aglobally widespread
phenomenon with such a
monumental impact on our
dailylives was going to affect
our real-life relationships, too.
And it’s not just break-ups too:
According to Dr. Hanan Kandil,
aSpecialist Psychiatrist at
Zulekha Hospital, arecent
reportfound that divorce rates
and marital problems cases
reaching courtsin the UAE,
with a shocking 50-60% of
those crises being accredited to
the use of social media. Yes,
really. “Social mediais held
responsible for many marital
problems that may reach the
stage of divorce, as couples
spend less time together, or—
in extreme cases—ignore each
other, and instead of facing
existing problems, tend to

sweep them under the carpet.
This onlyresults in awidening
of the communication gap
between spouses, often leaving
to acomplete deprivation of
healthy communication
patterns,” says Dr. Kandil.

Share Post
She’sright—people in our very
own city are experiencingit.
Stuart Townsend*, a corporate
professional, says: “My ex was
very into blogging, with a ton of
followers following her every
move. While I was proud ofher
—afterall, I knew the exposure
was great for her career—Idid
feel that the more popular she
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became, the more itbegan to
affect ourrelationship. At
times, it felt like she cared more
about what her followers
thought than whatIdid,and I
did become frustrated by just
how much of our life had to be
documented for the masses. I
felt like nothing between us
was private or sacred anymore,
which made our life together
lessintimate, and it was also
frustrating that during the little
free time we did both have to
spend together, alot of that was
being taken up by the constant
photographs, videos, and so on,
rather than actually spending
quality time together.” Indeed,

when one side of a couple is
“Insta-Famous”, it can be hard
for the other half sitting on the
sidelines, and not necessarily
because they’re jealous: While
one person may be comfortable
with life in the public eye, the
other may notbe. “Even ifboth
partners are involved in social
media, it’s very likely for the
relationship to suffer, and by
the time they notice their
crisis, the damage may already
beirreparable,” says Dr. Kandil,
continuing: “[An] issue social
mediaseems to aggravate is
related to each individual’s
comfort zone and personal
privacy boundaries. For
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example, one person can
consider sharing photos on
social media as socialising,
while their partner might see it
as anunnecessary threat to
their privacy and an invitation
tointrusion [from others].
Therefore, shared content has
tobediscussed and agreed
upon, so both partners feel
heard and are able toreach a
compromise that takes their
needs and insecurities into
account. Not only what to share
should be discussed, but also
what kind of online behaviour
isandisn’t acceptable for each
partner. At the end of the day,
commitment to arelationship

*NAMES HAVE BEEN CHANGED TO PROTECT PRIVACY.

involves trying to make one’s
partner comfortable and secure.”
It’s easier said than done,
especially with the temptation of
all of those mood -boosting
“Likes” is just a click away.

Swipe Left

Temptation on social media
spreads to more than just the
thrilling rush of fanfare, too:
Infidelity via social mediais an
increasing trend, and the
jealousy it sparks—whether
warranted or not—can be

nothing more—thatit
destroyed our relationship.
She’d see pictures I would ‘Like’
—which were meant with no
romanticintent—and make
assumptions. Her constant
distrust was really frustrating,
since I felt attacked in away—I
simply couldn’t spend the rest
of my life reassuring her and
proving my fidelity, and I felt it
was unfair to have to change my
behaviour since I wasn’t doing
anything wrong and that felt
like Iwaslosing my freedom. It

six-pack to belike the other
men he’d see online, and I once
heard him joke to afriend
abouthow he’d never be able to
getagirl that was like ‘one of
those Instagram babes’ in the
shape he wasin at the time. I
found this incredibly hurtful to
me, for various reasons, not to
mention sad because of how
superficial it was, and how silly
itwas that he’d forgotten how
people tend to only put their
best foot forward online. I felt
like he wanted thisideal of a

Very oftenpeopledon’trealise their
online connection /.as developedintoareal
relationship, untilit’stoolate. /

absolutely debilitatingtoa
relationship. “[The amount of
couples] cheating on each other
hasincreased dramatically due
to the use of social media.
Infidelity can beginina
seemingly innocuous manner
when two people—whether
they’re strangers, acquaintances
orex-partners—start chatting
to each other aboutinnocent
topics on afrequent basis. Very
often, they don’t even realise
when their online connection
has developed into areal [one]
until it’s too late,” Dr. Kandil
explains. Evenif the cheating
isn’t physical, the emotional
attachment that can be created
viasocial mediarelationshipsis
another factor—not to mention
the envy and possessiveness
that potential can lead to.
Rodrigo Guerrero*, afitness
professional, found the latter to
be the nail in the coffin for his
last relationship. “The nature
of myjobrequires me tobe
quite prominent on social
media, and I receive alot of
messages from women on
social media, whetherIlike it or
not. T have to be friendly in
return for fear of strangers
perceiving me as aggressive,
which could hurt my client
base, but my exbecame so
paranoid about the other
women who would leave me
flirtatious messages—even if 1
wasn’t responding to them, or
onlydid so tobe polite and

also highlighted her
insecurities, whichisn’tan
attractive quality. Eventually,
Thadto callit quits,” he says.
Even though we’re often
acutely aware of the fact that
what we see online isn’t always
reality, the constant influx of
imagery can still seep into our
mindset and create an
unhealthy basis of comparison
that’s also damaging for
relationships. “People often
compare their spouses to
others they see on social media,
without bearing in mind that
online lives are often censored,
curated, or even entirely faked.
Inreallife, relationships face
both positive and negative
situations. Thisis why
comparing one’s relationship
with what can be seen online is
not realistic, very often unfair
towards one’s partner, and can
trigger resentment, leading to a
crisis. Overall, spending a lot of
time on social media makes it
more difficult to accept reality,
which often surprisesusina
way that the virtual world
doesn’t,” says Dr. Kandil.
Indeed, Caroline Erskine*, a
communications specialistin
Abu Dhabi, saw herlast
relationship fall apart thanks to
thisveryissue. “Myexand I
were really happy together
While when we started dating
he was happy with howwe both
looked, he became more and
more obsessed with obtaining a

perfectlife designed by his
absurd social media examples,
and that since I didn’t want to
keep up with it, I wasn’t making
the cut,” she says.

Unfriend

It’s notjustin romantic
relationships, either—any of us
who have ever found ourselves
outatdinner with our
girlfriends only to feel as
though we’d need for them to
strap their phones to our
foreheadsin order for them to
look at us can probably relate.
Dr. Kandil agrees: “Social
mediadoesn’t only affect
romantic relationships, but
also dynamics within entire
families and friendships, as
people tend to hide their
feelings, listen to each other
less, or frequently don’t know




Spendingalotoftimeonlineakesit
harderforustoacceptreality, which surprises
us, unlike the virtual world./

how torespond to each other’s
emotional needs.” The simple
convenience of social media
isn’tjust making some of us
forget how to communicate with
those satrightin front of us, it’s
also spawning a generation of
people who don’t seem to know
how to express their feelings
clearlyinreal life, either. “So
many of my friends are
struggling with so much
confusion in dating because the
guys they’re interested in, or
that areinterested in them, are
making things worse with their
online habits,” says Kerry
Andrews*, agraphic designer.
“They can’t tell if the guy is
flirting or just being friendly
when he goes online and ‘Likes’
or comments on their pictures,
and they’ll chat on WhatsApp

but the guy won’t man up and
justask them out to dinner. It
reallyblurs the lines between
friendship and romance, and is
so confusing and drags things
out so much thatitkills
potential relationships before
they can start,” she says.
“Instead of engaging in
meaningful conversation, online
media users simply text each
other or ‘Like’ important events
in each other’slives on digital
platforms. This tremendously
affects the degree of sincerity
and intimacy, [since] people
who are supposed to be our
closest companions feel they are
informed just as everybody else.
At the same time, the issue of
attention-seeking keeps
increasing. This reflects the
need for authentic intimacy and
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closeness, of which people
deprive themselves through the
use of social media,” says Dr.
Kandil.

Double Tap

So does this mean we need to
sequester ourselves from the
online world? Absolutely not
—it’snotall bad, for starters, and
there are some cases in which
couples have actually seen their
relationships improve thanks to
social media. Vibha Gupta*, an
interior designer, thanks social
media for helping to sustain her
long-distance relationship,
claiming that when her
boyfriend had to head overseas,
forayear,ithelped them feel
like they were more of a part of
each other’s daily lives.
Meanwhile, Santana Pereira®,

an accountant, works such long
hours that she was struggling to
meet people in the city. After
befriending someone online,
sherealised theyhad alotin
common, and they’ve nowbeen
dating for two years. As Dr.
Kandil says, it’s simply about
setting appropriate boundaries,
andrespecting the ones we’re
with offline: “I don’t
recommend people isolate
themselves from social media,
but they need to be able to
control the amount of time and
the degree of involvement they
dedicate to the internet. There’s
no doubt thatreallife and
family should always be their
priority,” she says. Not being
afraid to talk about it, whether
inatherapist’s room or even
over the dinner table, helps as
well: “People [are now] more
open to discussing it in therapy,
and making an effort to develop
effective control mechanisms,”
Dr. Kandil says, adding: “Social
media cannot be dismissed, but
its use has to be consciously
controlled, so that people don’t
end up having a seemingly
thriving virtual life while
simultaneously facing an
unsatisfying offline reality that
leaves them unhappy,
unfulfilled, and often
depressed.”

It’s no wonder, then, that
people are so desperately in
need of adigital detox of sorts,
and even travel operators are
offering WiFi- and 4G-free
getaways, banning social
media. The next time you're out
for dinner with your man, your
family or your mates, try
leaving your phone in your bag.
If you take a photo for
Instagram, don’t post it until
afterwards, or put it away right
after, and save the Snapchats
for the truly “wow” moments of
anoccasion, rather than the
second you greet them. As for
that cute guy you've been
eyeing, why not pick up the
phone and give him a call next
time you're caught in a voice-
note marathon? Trust us, you
may just surprise yourself with
how good that quality of areal
-world connection can feel. B
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