HIDING IN THE VIRTUAL SHADOWS

VIRTUAL SHADOWS

We’ve all probably done it at some point but
what is it that compels us to stalk people
online? And where should we draw the line!

n the last decade or so, social media

has slowly become an integral

part of our lives. While platforms

like Facebook, Instagram and

X (formerly known as Twitter)
offer us more opportunities than ever
to stay in touch with friends, family and
acquaintances, they have also opened up
a Pandora’s box of behaviours that can blur
the lines between curiosity and obsession
One such behaviour is monitoring the
online activities of people we know (or
possibly don't know, like a celebrity or an
ex’s new partner). In a study conducted
into the motives and uses of Facebook,
surveilling others was the second most
cited reason for using the site, after
staying in touch with friends. In a world
where our digital lives are presented on
a platter for public consumption, it can
be hard to resist the urge to have a good
snoop into other people’s businesses, But
what exactly are the motives forcing us
to act like amateur cyber detectives?

Humans are naturally curious creatures

and social media has provided us an outlet
for satisfying that inquisitiveness in a

way that we've never experienced before
We can now have a front-row seat to the
lives of others, all without ever having to
leave the house or socialise with anyone
It's a convenient and easy way to stay
informed without exerting any effort

The anonymity that the internet can
grant us makes it tempting to check up on
those whom we would much rather remain
oblivious to the fact that we are spying
on them. We keep tabs on ex partners, old
classmates or estranged family members
not only to be nosy but to gain validation
that our lives appear to be ‘better’ than
theirs - at least online. We may also do this
with our peers, ranking our achievements,
relationships or how many likes’ we have
in comparison to them, in an attempt to
bolster our self-esteem temporarily:.

Another advantage of this anonymily
is being able to gain knowledge about
others without their awareness. We might
Google a potential date before agreeing to
meet with them in person. An employer
might search for the digital footprint of a
prospective candidate before agreeing to
hire them. Some parents might s
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check their children’s phones to keep

track of what they are doing and saying
online. These types of investigations can
give us a sense of control and are a way
of spotting any potential red flags on the
horizon that we may have missed from
our interactions in the real world
Relational uncertainty can also be anothex
major incentive as to why we spy on other:
online, especially when it comes to our
romantic relationships. Whether this is by
going through our partners private message
or looking at who has commented on their
recent post, we scour for any sign of a
potential threat. This can be understandable
especially if the offending partner
v /ious
relationships, for example being cheated on
According to a study conducted by the
University of Toronto and the University
of Guelph, women are more like
men to monitor their partner’s activities
on social media, especially those with
an anxious attachment style. Regard
psychologist John Bowlby's work on
attachment theory, anxiously attached
adults are more inclined to engage in
online surveillance because they are less
trusting and secure in their relationships.
Surveilling others online isn't always just
an activity confined to secrecy and solitude
- co-creeping with others has evolved
into a modern-day form of social bonding
Evaluating and gossiping about what other
people choose (o display on their social
media has become a replacement sewing
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CURBING YOUR ONLINE
SNOOPING HABIT

Social media is purposely designed to be addictive, with its hyper-connectivity,
ease of access and infinite supply of information. So how do we break the cycle of
being overly fixated with other people’s lives online?

The next time you feel tempted to search someone up online, pause for a moment
and ask yourself the following questions:

What's fuelling your desire to look for this person? Is it jealousy, insecurity,
resentment or sheer curiosity? Will spying on this person stoke up any negative
feelings within you? What are you planning on doing with any information that you
might find out about them?

Being mindful of the factors influencing our surveillance behaviour (and the effect
it might have on us after) is the first step to addressing the issue.

If you find yourself habitually checking the same profile(s) over and over again,
then you may want to consider limiting your access to them. Unfriend, unfollow,
block or hide their posts from your feed. Remember: out of sight, out of mind.

for the digital age. It allows us
1 real-time running
Channel the time and energy you've been wasting dwelling in the digital realm
into hobbies and activities in the real world. Find alternative coping methods for
dealing with difficult emotions like boredom, loneliness or jealousy rather than
relying on social media as a quick fix. Joining a club, going for a walk or writing
a gratitude list are healthier ways of addressing the underlying emotional needs
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that we try to fulfil through social media.

‘tice of cyber-stalking? A lot of it boils
intention behind the behaviour.
1kin fined as 1g the
; I Gl Aim to use the time you spend online for positive, constructive purposes rather
i Wmat(,‘” 7 ”“_” 7 i than for mindless scrolling or passively consuming other people’s content. Use your
"an take many forms including persistently i1, £, 30 L ; 3 5
ending hwatadime digital presence to maintain connections, share interests and interact with others.
reating fake ac

without th
into their pe Make a point of spending time with family, friends and acquaintances face-to-face.

1s wouldn't veer into this kind of territory Not only will this reduce feelings of isolation but it may also reduce feelings of
and our 0 1s usually not driv envy too as others may be more willing to share the not-so-great aspects of their
naliciou 5. H lives that you don't get to see online.
monitoring other people's
quickly turn into an

of the negative

impact that € N have on our 1owreel of other The me 1l media has

rism and
sustomed to trading
entertainment and
e platforms

mental h o

20 J a true depiction of
wh

I

ural human

hone
sitive about

role in this. real-life connections.
her people’s breeding g
and I
ften
gonline

PSYCHOLOGY NOW ——————




