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Introduction

Many business models function under the premise of capitalism. However, somewhere

along the way business models of many applications we see on smart devices have become

fundamentally flawed in the sense that it no longer serves the best interest of the customer but

profit for the business. Utilizing time (user retention) as monetary currency, this type of business

model dominates the free application market. To maximize profit in this sense, these business

models have implemented tactics and features in their applications to capitalize on time spent by

taking advantage of vulnerable human psychology, going as far as studying user interaction to

predict user behavior. Designing applications that exploit the psychology of the human brain

creates an addictive behavior similar to tobacco (Sapone, 2021).  This addictive behavior often

overlooked as harmless, can lead to many negative mental health issues. As smart devices and

applications like these become more and more prominent, it is in the best interest of the

businesses as well as the users to take a step back and analyze just what kind of

social-psychological techniques are currently utilized by big tech as well as the ethicality

regarding the current impact and future prevention.

The goal of my technical and STS research is to create conversation by talking about

some of the current prominent features implemented in big tech along with the psychological

effects. I will delve into the ethicality of such implementations in addition to why we must be

wary of such features. In the end, we will wrap up everything by looking at current suggestions

to regulate such an issue and explore new ideas to challenge the current standard.

Technical Topic: Social Manipulation Tactics Utilized By Social Media

There are many implementations built into applications, whether on purpose or not,

prolong the user’s total time spent on such applications. These elements wouldn’t be an issue if



they did not contribute to an overall negative effect on the human brain. As of 2019, over 2.71

billion humans use a smartphone (Christian, 2019). It is not excessive use of smartphones that is

the issue, but rather excessive use of the applications on these smart devices. The current

business model of many app developers values the exchange of personal data as well as the

user’s overall time spent, in turn, they can monetize it by selling data or gaining profit through

advertisements.

On the element used to prolong the usage time of social media apps, one such effect is

called the Ze ̆ıgarnik effect/Ovsiankina effect. The Zeigarnik effect came to be when Zeigarnik

conducted a study where she interrupted her participants while they were trying to solve a

puzzle. Afterward, those who best remembered the tasks were the ones who experienced

interruptions (Christian, 2019). Rickers-Ovsiankina then observed that not only do these people

seem to remember the tasks better, but several participants had the urge to come back and try to

finish the unfinished tasks even after the experiment had ended. These classic works from the

field of psychology suggest that those involved in the execution of a high-investment task

experience emotional strain if they get interrupted.In Freemium games like Candy Crush Saga,

players are often interrupted during their gameplay by a pop-up banner when a “super hard

level” is approaching. Often rumored as being impossible to accomplish on the first try, if the

player fails, they will have more of an urge to come back and retry that level rather than if they

weren’t interrupted with such a banner (Christian, 2019). In this article, the authors explore five

more psychological mechanisms utilized by social media apps and freemium games to gauge

attention retention. With Smartphone Use Disorder associated with negative emotionality and

loneliness, it is in the best interest of users to inform them about just how easy it is to take

advantage of human psychology. In turn, I hope the users will be more aware of their usage.



The plan to tackle this technical topic is to explore and find these psychological

mechanisms utilized by applications seen today. By analyzing and researching the design goals

for some of these implementations, and then cross-referencing them with psychologists, I hope it

is possible to uncover the true intentions of these human-computer interactions. By introducing

the idea of disengagement, where dichotomizing engagement shouldn’t be desired but rather

negative, stopping usage should be the norm of these free applications (O’Brien, 2022), I hope to

persuade current application developers to move away from the current norm. After a better

understanding of these implementations will I be able to challenge these current implementations

by coming up with alternatives that put the users first.

STS Topic: Ethicality and Social Impacts Regarding Human-Computer Interaction

Implementation

When it comes to the topic of ethics regarding technology development, there is no

quantitative model or qualitative model to assess whether or not a piece of technology is ethical

(Saura, 2021). While I do agree with Saura that it is almost impossible to implement regulations

based on the value of ethics since ethics itself is so broad and nearly impossible to apply and

regulate every aspect of technology, it should however be implemented in the business models

that lead to these technologies. If the goal of a technology strays away from solving a problem or

helping the user and deviates to profit, then the business model as well as the technology itself

automatically becomes unethical.

There are many good parts of utilizing social media such as sharing content regarding

well–being or resources that can aid in mental health issues, chronic use of social media can lead

to low self-esteem, disturbed sleeping patterns, and an overall negative impact on your mental



state (O’Reilly, 2020). In O’Reilly’s paper, she observed the perspectives of adolescents aged

11-18 while being told to discuss the good, the bad, and the ugly sides of social media. O'Reilly

concluded in the paper that there are positive as well as bad things social media can bring, it is an

extremely complex problem that needs a lot of research. However, I believe that just because we

don’t know the full extent of an issue, doesn’t mean we shouldn’t educate ourselves on what we

currently know. There was a near consensus that social media addiction can lead to many

negative mental health issues, that alone should be enough to start exploring the possibility of

regulations regarding the usage of social media.

A paper examining the impact of social media on mood and body dissatisfaction using

ecological momentary assessment from the Journal of American College Health has concluded

that there is a positive correlation between the number of sites visited and body dissatisfaction.

The number of sites you visit can equate to how many scratch-off tickets you scratch. Every time

you open social media and see materials that display the best of someone, it will affect your view

of yourself since it’s human nature to compare. Opening more and more of these “scratch-off

tickets” will start to take a mental toll on you (Bennet, 2019).

In a paper titled Addictive Use of Smartphones and Mental Disorders in University

Students, instead of concluding with the idea that overuse and addiction to smart devices lead to

an overall negative effect on their mental health, this paper concludes with the opposite. Out of

the many papers I’ve read this is the first to talk about how poor mental health can lead to an

addiction to smart devices. This correlation is scary in the sense that it makes smartphone

addiction a way more daunting topic. It’s now a rabbit hole of smartphone usage and poor mental

health, where the two go hand in hand. The more addicted you are to smartphone usage, the



poorer your mental state is, the poorer your mental state is, and the more reliant you become on

your smart devices (Alavi, 2020).

The findings in the above examples reinforce my ideas that there need to be more

educational resources regarding the additive effect of social media. Conversations must be

prompted to show the importance of regulation and research regarding social media. The first

step to combat a problem that is already deeply rooted in our society is to educate. With

education comes a better understanding then comes better implementations and regulations

regarding the ethicality of features being implemented in these applications. Ethics of care is an

approach that current businesses must try to adapt to their business model. As developers, the

goal should be to accomplish an area of need for the user as well as care for the user’s overall

well-being. A system under capitalism driven solely on profit deviates from the fundamental idea

of why capitalism works; to serve the best interest of the people.

Conclusion

Social media is helpful in the sense that it provides a platform for sharing as well as

encouraging people in social networking. However, due to the rapid development of this type of

technology, it has had a free range of implementation for far too long. Due to some innate

features that exploit human psychology as well as poor business models, a user’s mental health is

a cost that should not be contributed to. By analyzing the goals of these implementations,

utilizing the ethics of care framework, this research aims to create conversation. In turn, I hope to

convince future developers to keep ethics in mind when serving the people, and I hope to

convince businesses to develop an ethical check before releasing their products.
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