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Chapter 1

Introduction

This is a guide on how to quit unhealthy social media (USM), condensed from multiple books on addiction
as well as inspired by my own experience.

| myself was addicted to video games and USM for years. Like many, | made attempts to cut down or quit,
but failed every time. | feared | was chained to USM for life and even if | did quit | would slip back down
eventually. | looked down on myself for not having enough willpower to stop. Today | am completely free
from USM and video game addiction. | didn’t do it with incredible self-control or with the encouragement of
friends and family - it was a matter of reading the right ideas and coming to the right realizations at the right
time. | learned that addiction is not a problem of having enough willpower, but a fiendish puzzle - frustratingly
hard to solve on your own, but if you know the answer, it becomes trivial. | wrote this guide to share the
answer to the puzzle with as many people as possible, because | believe that anyone can not only quit USM
but be FREE. | say this as someone who went through the worst of it and knows the shame, self-doubt, and
fear caused by being addicted.

When | say “addicted” | don’t mean to scare you or bring up images of drug abusers who would do anything
for a fix. The fact is that USM is inherently physically addictive, in that as you use it you need more and
more to get the same result, and you experience withdrawals and cravings when you are not using it. Most
Americans are physically addicted to USM, many without realizing. Don’t worry, the fact that you're addicted
won't make it any harder to quit. In fact, it will be slightly easier now because you're closer to solving the
puzzle.

| use the term USM because | believe that social media platforms are not 100% bad when used in specific
ways. Social media use is USM if, for, example:

= You want to quit it, but can't

= You use it much more than you intend to
= You obsess over it while you're not using it
= You find it difficult to be without it

= It gets in the way of real life

This is in contrast to healthy social media use, which can enrich your life, by e.g. allowing you to connect
with loved ones who are physically far away.

The intended audience is anyone who wants to cut down or quit their USM use, from someone who uses it
“only” half an hour per day to heavy users who use it most of the day. The book is written as if you're a
moderate to heavy user, but the principles should work for everyone.

This guide is more like a set of notes than a book. If you skim, there's a good chance you miss an important
point and don’t understand the message. If concepts don't stick or you're confused, reread sections. Refer
back to the guide if you're having trouble - it's definitely possible you forgot something. Take notes on the
most important or most impactful points.

I'd wish you good luck, but you won't need it.
This book can be downloaded as a PDF file.
QuitUSM by Mohamed Lashuel is licensed under CC-BY 4.0.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

This website's code is open source and hosted on Github here licensed under the MIT License.


https://github.com/MohamedLashuel/QuitUSM/
https://github.com/MohamedLashuel/QuitUSM/blob/main/LICENSE

Chapter 2

Addictive aspects

Throughout this book | will refer to two different types of social media use:

= Personal: Using social media to view and share content with family, friends, or acquaintances.
= Impersonal: Using social media to view content from people you don’t know.

Your text messaging app is purely personal. YouTube and TikTok are examples of mostly impersonal apps,
where most who use them just go through recommended videos. Most social media sites have both personal
and impersonal elements. Facebook and Instagram were originally created to be primarily personal but will
now shove onto your feed recommended posts from complete strangers.

2.1 Why is social media addictive?

2.1.1 Dopamine

The main mechanism making social media addictive is dopamine. Dopamine is a chemical in the brain that is
released when anticipating a reward. It reinforces and makes us repeat behaviors - if you eat a cookie (which
releases dopamine) and find it pleasurable, you are likely to eat more. Sweet foods such as fruits were rare
and valuable in prehistoric times, so our brains evolved to release dopamine in reaction to sugar, to encourage
us to eat more of them. But in today’s age, we have an unlimited supply of foods sweeter than anything
natural, and many overeat as a result. Social media also hijacks our natural rewards in the same way.
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= We seek out and are rewarded for social connections. Personal social media keeps us constantly
in the loop about friends and family and lets us talk to millions of strangers across the globe. We also
receive feedback from them in the form of likes, dislikes, reactions or comments.

= We are rewarded for finding information and novelty. When scrolling through social media posts
or short videos, we are bombarding our brains with information and new things. This applies more to
impersonal social media which can supply an endless stream of posts.

= Social media uses a variable reward scheme. This is the same principle that a slot machine uses.
While you're scrolling through videos, whether you find a funny one and are entertained is random. Or
when you make a post, you can't predict if it will blow up and get you many likes/good comments.
Random rewards are much more addictive than predictable rewards. Imagine how less entertaining a
slot machine would be if it simply rewarded you every 3rd spin instead of randomly.

USM use is the digital equivalent of junk food, releasing an amount of dopamine our brains were not equipped
to handle on a daily basis. When an unnaturally high amount of dopamine is being released, the brain has
a self-correcting mechanism to trim down the number of dopamine receptors. The brain now receives less
dopamine which brings rewards down from USM to normal levels. Unfortunately, it also decreases rewards
from all other activities. Actions such as eating or talking to friends feel less satisfying while an increasing
amount of USM use is needed to get that same “high” (which is actually a normal level of dopamine). Without
USM, the user starts to feel withdrawals. This process is called dopamine desensitization.

USM users have normal levels of dopamine when using USM and low levels at all other times. Compare
to a non-user who has normal levels at some times and high levels at others.

If the reward from using USM was drawn on a graph, it would look like this:

Enjoyment
from USM

.
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The physical effect of withdrawals is lowered dopamine levels in the brain. This results in a low mood, lack of
pleasure from normal activities, boredom, and/or low motivation. If you watch YouTube for 5 hours, by the
end you have no drive to accomplish anything and everything feels less enjoyable. USM addicts often suffer
from anhedonia (loss of pleasure in normal activities) and find it difficult to muster the energy to work. Many
people experience these symptoms without even being aware they are dopamine withdrawals from USM use.

Probably the most insidious withdrawal symptom is the sense of emptiness that comes when not using USM.
Whenever you have free time, it feels like something is missing. You feel restlessness which only goes away if
you use USM. This leads to a strong desire to use USM in order to fill the void, as nothing else will work.

Fortunately, the brain is able to recover from desensitization in a matter of weeks, with physical withdrawals
diminishing then disappearing, if the source of unnaturally high dopamine (USM in our case) is removed. The
feeling of emptiness ends permanently along with the other symptoms.



Dopamine withdrawal is caused by USM use, not relieved by it. No non-user ever went through USM
withdrawal.

2.2 Intentional Design

All popular social media apps are free. They make income by showing advertisements to their users. These
apps collect data on what you do in their apps, which posts you watch or like, what you search for, which
communities you visit, etc. They do two things with this information:

= Feed it to their algorithms in order to determine which content to recommend to you. For example, as
you use YouTube more, it will learn which videos you like watching, and the videos you get recommended
will be more and more likely to draw your interest. The goal is to maximize the time you spend in their
app to show you more advertisements.

= Serve you targeted ads based on your predicted demographics, location, and interests. With the person-
alized data they have, your attention becomes especially valuable to advertisers who are willing to pay
more to show their ads to the exact type of customer they want.

Again, the more time you spend on their apps, the more data they collect and the more advertisements they
can show you. Thus, they have an incentive to keep you on their apps for as much time as possible. Features
like infinite scrolling and autoplay seek to make using their apps as frictionless as possible so you spend more
time on them without realizing it. They also love to send you notifications, because each time you click on
them and open the app is more time spent.

A common saying is “If a service is free, you are the product™.

2.3 Other factors

» Availability: For most of us, our phones are with us 24/7, with social media apps taking only a few
seconds to access. This makes it easy to act on impulses and build habits of opening them. It also
naturally fills up our downtime, such as if we're waiting at a bus stop.

= Fear of missing out (FOMO) (Personal social media): Humans hate being excluded socially. When
putting down, for example, Facebook or Instagram, we worry about missing out on friends’ activities.
We also like being in the loop on current events and trends. It feels uncomfortable to not have access
to this information if we are used to it.

= Normalcy: Anything that society accepts and views as normal will be more easily acceptable to me or
you. In other words, “It's okay if everyone does it”. On the other side, people fear sticking out by not
using social media.



Chapter 3

The addiction trap

Even though users know all the trouble USM causes, the wasted time, loss of sleep, etc., they actually dread
and fear the idea of quitting. They see USM as a crutch or vice which would cause them great pain to give up.
Users are torn between wanting to keep using and wanting to quit. Remaining addicted looks like the lesser
of two evils, so they choose to keep using rather than quit. This is the addiction trap. Try to understand
this in your own experience of USM use: you may recognize that quitting would be better and healthier for
you (which | assume is true if you are reading this guide), but at the same time you WANT to pick up the
phone to use USM. When you think of quitting, are you excited at the prospect of freedom, or get a feeling
of anxiety?

Addiction is suffering, but to addicts it looks like the lesser of two evils compared to quitting.

From an outsider’s perspective, it's easy to see that, for example, a heavy smoker really would be better off if
he gave up smoking. After all, it causes numerous health issues, costs a lot of money, and for what benefit?
The smoker, however, can't see it this way because he is inside the trap. USM addicts are likewise fooled by
the trap into thinking that USM is a genuine pleasure or benefit, or that they would suffer a great loss if they
gave it up.

Some readers might disagree: what about all the terrible physical symptoms of addiction? The cravings, the
withdrawals, the habits? These no doubt exist, but they are not the reason addicts keep using. USM addicts
are perfectly capable of bearing them throughout the day every time they put down USM. Think of it this
way: would you be willing to go through the flu if at the end you were completely cured of your addiction? If
so, since the flu is worse than the physical effect of quitting, we have to conclude you won't quit for mental
reasons.

3.1 The illusion of pleasure

Remember that all addicts are pulled in two directions, wanting to quit and wanting to use. Why do we want
to use, despite knowing how much the costs outweigh the benefits? It's because of the illusion of pleasure.
In short, we think that USM is pleasurable, we see it as a vice, or we fear being deprived of all the enjoyment
of USM. This belief is the true cause of your addiction, compared to withdrawals and cravings which are a
minor nuisance in comparison. The belief that there is pleasure in USM is completely untrue. | don’t mean
that the pleasure is outweighed by the costs. | mean there is no pleasure in USM at all.

Let's take another look at the graph from chapter 2. This time I've circled the points at which USM is used:
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As you use USM more and more, dopamine desensitization occurs in the brain. You go through your life with
lowered dopamine levels experiencing withdrawal most of the time (levels below the dotted line) and USM is
the only thing which will bring you back to normal levels. Non-users don't get withdrawals, and the relief you
get from using USM is what they feel all the time. In other words, you use USM to feel like someone who
doesn’t. Clearly you would have been better off if you hadn’t become hooked in the first place. All you need
to do is to stop using USM and your dopamine levels will return to normal.

You may be thinking “I know that already” but it probably hasn't truly sunk in. The problem is that the facts
don't fit in with a user’s experience. It is when you are using USM that you feel normal, and when you are
not using, you suffer from withdrawal. When you feel low and empty, as soon as you pick up USM (circled
points on the graph), your problem is cured instantly. Your brain makes the obvious connection: using social
media makes you feel better, not using it makes you feel bad, therefore it must be a good thing. This is the
opposite of the truth - whenever you stop USM you feel bored, or empty, or depressed, but this is caused itself
by using USM. Addicts think that their problems will be solved by the next hit of their drug, but in reality
they were caused by the previous hit - an endless cycle until you break out.

The pleasure of USM is only a relief from the withdrawal that USM causes.

We don't see it this way because the process of building tolerance to dopamine is slow and gradual. If the
instant you used USM for the first time, you became hooked, becoming restless without it and needing to use
it for hours to get through the day, it would quickly register that USM was the problem. In reality, withdrawals
are slight as we begin to use, so we don’t blame USM. By the time we realize we need to cut down, USM
has cemented its place in our mind as something to reach for when we need a boost, to relax, or whenever
we're bored and it doesn’t occur to us the problems it fixes are the very ones it causes.

To use an analogy, it's like wearing tight shoes all day for the “pleasure” of taking them off. There is real
relief, but only from the pain caused by the shoes themselves. USM only seems different because instead of
USM causing pain while you are using it, it causes pain while you are not using it. The relief comes when you
are using USM, and stopping is when withdrawal starts. But the situations are exactly the same otherwise.

Another contributor to the illusion is other people. Since all other USM addicts are also in the trap, they also
fall for the illusion and report that they want to quit USM, but it's just so enjoyable. This has a profound
impact on your subconscious when repeated. The effect is to accept without taking for granted the pleasure
of USM. Whenever you hear anything to this effect, remember they've just fallen for the trap like you have.

You may have heard of smokers who have quit for years, then pick up one cigarette and are hooked again. You
may also have heard of alcoholics who quit drinking but have been miserable without alcohol since then. They
were cured of any physical symptoms long ago, but eventually chose the pleasure of the drug - a pleasure that
doesn't actually exist. Setting off the chain reaction of withdrawal, they fell back into the trap of addiction.



Chapter 4

False benefits

At this point, even if you recognize that USM doesn't give you real pleasure, you may have in mind some
other benefit it gives you. The supposed “benefits” generally are the same case as the illusion of pleasure,
where USM causes the symptom that it temporarily relieves.

Another type of false benefit is the excuse. | define an excuse as anything used to justify USM use but isn't the
real reason they use USM. To use an analogy, smokers may say they smoke because they enjoy their particular
brand of cigarettes. In reality if their preferred brand wasn't available, they would still smoke whatever was
on hand. The most important reason we use USM is to end withdrawals, but users feel uncomfortable with
that idea and find the excuses much easier to swallow. It doesn't help that everyone else is also using excuses
and so we give them more validity in our minds. This process is only semi-conscious and often addicts don't
know they're doing it, so whatever benefit you see in USM, try to interrogate it. Would you still use USM
without that benefit? If so, it's an excuse.

If you rationally weighed up the costs and benefits of quitting USM, the benefits would win ten times
over.

4.1 Relieving boredom

USM causes boredom itself. Remember that boredom is a symptom of dopamine withdrawal, and the high
dopamine levels brought by USM cause said withdrawals. USM users are more bored in their day-to-day lives
than non-users - It's only when they are using USM they can get rid of that boredom. For this reason, USM
users find it harder to get work done or do chores.

Caveat: USM does relieve boredom in that if you are bored and you choose to use it, then you will be less
bored while you are using it. But by using USM to kill time instead of anything fun, meaningful, or productive,
you are wasting time and keeping the cycle of boredom going, since USM also causes boredom. And what do
you get out of it? Once you're done you feel worse than when you started.

Heavy USM users trying to quit often report a deep boredom during the first few days. Rest assured, this is
a temporary state as your brain recovers from overstimulation.

4.2 Relaxation

USM users state that it helps them relax or unwind. | will frame this in a different way: USM users find it
difficult or impossible to relax while doing nothing, so they must have USM to relax. As long as you believe
you are being deprived of real pleasure, the empty feeling of withdrawals makes it uncomfortable to be alone
with your thoughts, so users can't relax as well as non-users in a situation such as sitting on a park bench on
a nice day or putting your feet up after getting home from work.
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4.3 Concentration

Users know that USM can be extremely disruptive to focus. How often does just checking a notification turn
into a wasted half hour while you should be doing work? At the same time, those who try to quit often
have troubles concentrating on tasks during the quitting process. This is due to dopamine withdrawal causing
boredom and low motivation and the distractions of cravings. When you get a craving, it by itself is not too
difficult to ignore. The real distraction is fighting with yourself over whether to use USM or not, or desperately
wishing to use USM instead of working.

4.4 Dealing with negative emotions

Stress, sadness, and anxiety are often caused by USM itself. There's the shame of having wasted hours, fear
of missing out, the stress of deadlines after procrastinating with USM, etc. Even if we disregard that, is USM
really a good way to deal with these emotions? It distracts you in the moment, but once you're done using,
the emotions are still there. In fact, they've probably compounded, since you've done nothing to actually
address the problem.

4.5 Social connections

Remember from Chapter 2.1.1 that our brain rewards us for building social connections. Social media games
this by providing us many more social connections than in the real world at the cost of not being as fulfilling.
Does it really matter how many complete strangers from across the country or friends of friends of friends
like your post or comment? No, the point is the dopamine, not the connections.

| will throw personal social media a bone and say it CAN be used for authentic social connection if used very
carefully. | don't think there's anything wrong with posting family pictures for close friends to see. Lots of
people who text or call their friends do it on social media apps, so if you use those apps just to text or call
them, | would say it's a good use. The problem is that social media can replace real-world interactions. The
benefit from browsing friends' posts is nowhere near that of having a cup of coffee with them. Plus, the more
time you spend on social media in general, the less time that leaves for real-world interactions.

4.6 Entertainment

This mainly applies to impersonal social media. The idea that USM is more entertaining than, say, watching
a movie is essentially a symptom of withdrawals. Heavy users don't get as much enjoyment out of watching
a movie because of dopamine withdrawal. They are physically more bored and have a restless feeling, like
they'd love to be using USM instead. USM may be entertaining at first, but as your tolerance increases it
becomes less and less so.

Perhaps you can point to specific YouTube channels or comics you follow as real entertainment. Perhaps, but
then why scroll through infinite feeds of recommended posts on these apps?

4.7 Information

Social media does have plenty of useful information, but this is not by itself a reason to use USM since
said information is almost always found easier and faster elsewhere, without any of the downsides or major
distraction provided by USM.

Some enjoy learning fun facts or trivia through their USM feeds. In the same vein as entertainment, a long
article or book can’t compete with the dopamine release from USM in terms of interest. The article is plenty
interesting in the eyes of a non-user.

4.8 Keeping up
On the personal side, there is keeping up with friends’ and colleagues’ social media posts. Maybe you can

argue that it's a benefit to be aware of, for example, events that happen in your city which are posted on
social media, which | would agree with, but the desire to keep up can quickly become the fear of missing out
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(FOMO). This is provoked by USM - those who don't use it don’t need to check it daily to not feel like they're
missing out. A modern proverb goes, “After one day without social media, | feel like | missed everything;
after one month, | feel like | missed nothing”. Examine whether you are actually getting useful information
and keeping in touch with loved ones or just keeping up for the sake of keeping up. If it's the second, even if
you are missing out, you're not losing anything that matters.

On the impersonal side, there is keeping up with news and politics. If you're looking at reputable news
organizations that happen to have pages on social media, fair enough. But getting information from regular
users is risky at best. Without any regulation, misinformation is abundant on social media. A study from
Science indicates that fake news spreads 6 times faster than real news because it is more emotionally charged
and more attention-grabbing!. An Oxford University study of 22 million political tweets in 2017 found users
shared more “misinformation, polarizing, and conspiratorial content” than actual news?. Don't think it's so
easy to tell which is which - sure, if it seems outrageously wrong you can tell, but what about misinformation
which you agree with? When you read a fact or statistic that confirms what you already thought, do you go
out of your way to check it?

If you think social media is good for political content, here is an experiment you can try. Seek out a political
group on social media that opposes your beliefs. If you read through them, you will probably notice lots
of misinformation and nonsensical points. People tend to believe almost anything if it's repeated over and
over among people they know, like, or see common ground with. Over time, this creates an “echo chamber”,
where false facts are never challenged and keep growing. Each side thinks they are perfectly logical while the
other is crazy. What is happening to these people is also happening to you, it doesn't matter how “rational”
you think you are. All users on social media are exposed to staggering amounts of fake news, and since
nobody fact-checks every single thing they read this inevitably turns into false beliefs. Garbage in, garbage
out. Here's one more study: Researchers from Carnegie Mellon judged 45% of tweets about the coronavirus
in early 2020 to be likely written by bots contributing to over 100 false narratives.

4.9 The benefits of quitting

| would like to emphasize the benefits of quitting in order to cement the idea that quitting is the happier
option for you, compared to staying addicted to USM. Don't skim through this list! Read each item carefully
and envision the benefit of each one.

= No dopamine withdrawal (better mood, less boredom, more motivation, no empty feeling)
= Reclaiming all the time you spend on USM

= Not being distracted by USM while trying to work, or procrastinating with USM

= Better attention span

= Not losing sleep late at night to USM

= No shame from being addicted

= No fear of being hooked for life

= Being able to enjoy the moment without USM at hand

= No longer comparing yourself to strangers online

» Less tiredness

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/359,/6380,/1146.full

2https://www. researchgate.net/publication/323142063_Social_Media_News_and_Political_Information_during_the_US
__Election_Was__Polarizing_ Content_Concentrated_in_Swing_ States

3https://www.kpbs.org/news/2020/may/20/researchers-nearly-half-of-accounts-tweeting /
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Chapter 5
Difficulties in quitting

How do you quit a job? It's sort of a silly question. You say “l quit” and you never go back to the job again.
With USM, it's easy to say “I quit” but the trouble lies in making sure you don't return.

5.1 The willpower method

As stated previously, addicts both want to keep using and want to quit. The typical approach to quitting is
to not address the desire to keep using and try to brute force it with willpower. If you are trying to resist your
desire to use USM day in and day out with willpower alone, that is very difficult for a few reasons:

= You are constantly straining at the leash to fight against doing the very thing you want to do

= This stress is doubled without being able to turn to USM, which addicts are dependent on to deal with
stress

= As you recover from addiction and withdrawal symptoms fade, the reasons you had for quitting start to
disappear, and the desire to quit becomes weaker

= If you give in, it doesn't satisfy your cravings. Instead you want to use more and it is easy to fall back
into your old ways

= USM appears more precious, like dieting makes unhealthy food more tempting

The hope is that if you can go long enough without using USM, the desire to use it will go away. This does
work for many people, it sinks in that life is better without USM and the former addict can live freely. But
overall, the rate of failure is high for the reasons | listed above. Even if one succeeds, since they still believe
they are being deprived, they might be pining to use USM long after they kicked the physical addiction.

Quitting with willpower is hard because you are trying to not do something you desparately want to do.

5.2 The fear of quitting

Have you ever felt a twinge of panic when you opened up a social media site to find the servers were down, or
found your internet wasn't working? Non-addicts don’t feel that fear. USM users are afraid to quit because
they believe they are losing a crutch or genuine pleasure (believing the illusion of pleasure). They fear that
the emptiness and boredom they feel when not using USM will be with them forever (not understanding
dopamine desensitization). They despair at the thought of never getting the pleasure of using USM again
(the illusion of pleasure). By now you should realize that all of these feelings are irrational. There is also the
fear of withdrawals and cravings which | have yet to address.

5.2.1 Withdrawals and cravings

We already went over the physical effects of dopamine withdrawal: low mood, boredom, a feeling of something
being missing, etc. These symptoms are experienced by USM users every day when they put down their phone,
and are easily bearable on their own even for extended periods of time. The trouble with withdrawals is not
the physical aspects, but the psychological ones. While feeling the symptoms, you think “If only | could use
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USM now, it would solve all my problems”. The problems were caused by USM and all you need to do to get
over them permanently is to bear temporary discomfort.

During attempts to quit, you will occasionally get the sudden impulsive thought that you want to use USM -
a craving. This tends to happen in situations where you normally use USM, such as if you've made a habit
of using it in bed before sleep, but can happen at any time. If you're trying to quit with willpower, this is
where your will is truly tested. You feel like you'll never be satisfied without USM. You tell yourself just this
once won't hurt. You think that you picked the wrong time to quit, or maybe you can just cut down instead.
You doubt if the suffering you're going through is worth it and that maybe it's better to be an addict.

Again, the thought by itself is practically a non-issue. All the thoughts that come after, the strong urges to
use, stress and anxiety, etc. come from the belief that you're giving up a real pleasure and the fear of having
to live without USM. Once you realize these are irrational. cravings lose their power. Humans have enough
self-awareness to be able to ignore cravings if they truly believe it's for the better. By themselves, cravings
are little more than intrusive thoughts - annoying, but ultimately they have no power over you.

The pain from withdrawals and cravings is almost entirely mental.

You may still pull out your phone to open USM as habit, or think without realizing “I should open (your USM
app of choice)”. Like a spinning wheel, these habits will continue for some time, but if you don't give in to
them or mope about them the wheel will eventually grind to a halt.

Let me clearly state that there is nothing to be afraid of in quitting at all, nor is it difficult, once you have
removed the desire to use USM. Anyone who thinks it difficult to quit, or fears life after quitting, still does
not realize USM'’s only benefit is the removal of withdrawals caused by USM. Going back to the job example,
if you worked a job you loathed and truly never wanted to work at again, would it be difficult to say “I quit”
and never go back to that job? Of course not. It would only be a difficult process if you were torn between
leaving and staying.

5.3 Cutting down

If you still believe there is some pleasure to USM or fear quitting, you might think about cutting down instead
of quitting. Seemingly this gets you the best of both worlds. You get to use USM without the harsh downsides
of being addicted. Addicts who try to cut down realize you are actually getting the worst of both worlds:
you continue to suffer the addiction, keeping the withdrawals and cravings the whole time, while not getting
any of the benefits of quitting. The nature of any addiction is to use more and more. For these reasons, it's
actually harder to cut down than to quit entirely.

If you are thinking of quitting completely but doing it by gradually cutting down, you will run into the same
problems. Why go through all the trouble? The withdrawal symptoms are mild, not like those for alcohol or
other serious drugs where stopping abruptly can be dangerous.
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Chapter 6

How to quit

Earlier, | stated that addicts are people who are torn between wanting to quit and wanting to use. The central
message of this guide so far has been: There is virtually no benefit from using USM. If you have properly
absorbed this, and no longer want to use USM, you are no longer an addict. You are free.

If you fully understand USM has no benefit, you will probably still have cravings, but you shouldn't fear
them. You should also recognize using USM would only keep them going.

Yes, it's that simple. There are no strategies or tricks required. Those are for addicts, which you no longer
are. You simply decide you no longer want to use USM, deal with the physical withdrawal for a few weeks
(nothing worse than what you feel every day), and you are done. For convenience, |'ve organized the process
of quitting into steps:

1. Get rid of doubts

Examine what benefits you still see in USM. Look at them critically: most of them will either be false benefits
that only relieve the symptoms USM causes, or excuses. Remember, if you weighed up the costs and benefits,
the benefits of quitting would win ten times over. If you can do this, there's no reason to fear quitting - it
may have been hard before, but now that you've solved the puzzle it'll be no trouble at all.

If you could go back to before you began using USM and had the choice whether to do it or not, which
would you choose? You have that choice now.

2. Decide what to cut

Decide what parts of social media you'd like to keep in your life and what parts to cut out - what you consider
USM versus a healthy use of social media. | recommend getting rid of all impersonal social media like YouTube
recommended videos, Instagram reels or similar feeds, Facebook recommended posts, Reddit, etc. There's
really no point to them. What is left should be uses of personal social media that enrich your life rather than
make it emptier. Also consider what you get notifications from. Do you need to be notified every time a
friend makes a post, or is it better to pick a time of the day to read through them all?

Even healthy uses of social media can be problematic because they put you closer to USM. The more social
media you can cut and the more distance you keep from USM, the less risk of using again and more peace of
mind you have.

3. Commit to quitting
Make a serious commitment to quit USM. Don’t go back on it and never doubt it.
4. Add friction

Whatever you've decided to get rid of, get rid of it completely. Delete your account, delete the app from your
phone or computer, install a website blocker (see Appendix B), make it as hard to access as possible.

5. Get on with your life
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If you spent most of your free time with USM, quitting will leave something of a void, a feeling of “well...
now what?". What to do with all the free time you have now? What a wonderful problem to have! Spend it
living your actual life - hang out with friends, call family, pick up some hobbies, attend social events, go out
into nature. Reddit's r/nosurf community has compiled a list of activities here.

The important thing is not to mope about your decision to quit or obsess over USM. When you think of USM,
look on the bright side. Remind yourself of all that you're gaining and get on with whatever you want to do.
Living is more enjoyable without having to worry about that anchor around your neck.

6.1 Can | still use social media for...

Even if you are committed to quitting USM, you may have legitimate reasons to use social media, or cases
you think might blur the line between USM and healthy use. One question you can ask yourself is “Is this the
best way to accomplish this task?” For example, if you usually scroll through comedy clips on social media
to laugh, you may find it better to instead watch a sitcom or stand-up show, which comes with much less
downside than USM. If it seems like a poor replacement, remember that since USM is addictive, everything
else seems less interesting, informative, or funny in comparison, at least while you're still addicted.

Even if you use social media websites, you can strictly limit how and when you use them. If you want to
keep up with friends’ posts, you can decide to check your feed once a week at a specific time. Limiting social
media use in this way reduces its addictive potential if you can stick to the schedule. The danger is that by
using social media sites, you are putting yourself very close to USM features, increasing the risk you'll click
on them on a whim or through habit. For this reason, it's better to cut social media websites out as much as
you can. Another strategy is to use tools such as browser extensions (see Appendix B) to specifically block
USM features of apps to reduce the danger.

| was tempted to say you should quit using social media in all forms. Unless it's necessary for your job, if you
were committed to doing so, you would probably find that it's not actually needed for any reason. Keeping
in touch with friends is nice, but you can do that by meeting up in person or texting or calling them on other
platforms. This would be the best advice | could give, but | suspected if | said this, some people would ignore
it, continue to use social media without regard for the risk, and eventually fall back into USM addiction.

If you're still not sure about cutting out a use of social media, you can always try cutting it for a week or two
to get a better idea of if you can do without it.

6.2 When should | quit?

Don't fall into the trap of thinking you'll quit “later”. The trouble is that by the time later rolls around, it is
“now"” again and “later” is further away. The absolute best time to quit is right now, or as near to it as you
manage. For example, if you use USM mainly when bored, you may want to stop on Monday so you'll be
busy at the start. If you use it mainly in times of stress, picking the weekend may be better. If your desire to
use USM is completely gone and you feel ready to quit, there’s no point putting it off - rip off the bandage
and quit.

6.3 Relapse

The reason | instructed you to delete your accounts and apps is because in today's world, it's very difficult to
get away from USM. Most of us are dependent on our phones or computers from which we can access USM
in mere seconds barely consciously. The more obstacles you put in your way to accessing USM, the less likely
it is you will use it again.

Another dangerous factor is “just one peek”. If you are seriously tempted to take one peek, either you want
to end your cravings or you still believe you are missing out on some pleasure or positive from USM. If it's
the former, one peek won't end your cravings because USM causes cravings. As soon as you're done, part of
you will think “I want another”. The only way to get rid of cravings is to stop using USM. If it's the latter,
something hasn't set in properly. Reread chapters 3 and 4 to convince yourself there's no benefit to USM.
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There is no such thing as “just one peek” All USM addictions started with just one peek. Even if you
feel in control, it can quickly spiral back down.

What if you do actually open USM again? If you are trying to quit with willpower, at this moment your will
starts to run out, and you use it again and again until you are back to where you started. If you are quitting
because you do not want to use USM anymore, using it doesn't change that fact. You used it probably
because you didn't catch your misguided thinking in the moment, or out of habit/unconsciously. Both issues
will go away on their own as time goes on, but you can make the process faster by adding more obstacles
in the way. Some people designate no-phone areas in their homes, such as forbidding phone use in their
bedroom, while others pick a place as the only place they can use their phone. A common tip that works well
is to ask yourself why you are picking up your phone whenever you do so. You can also reduce the amount
of time you spend on screens in general, which has a number of benefits in addition to reducing USM use.
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Chapter 7

Summary

For convenience, the key points of the book are summarized here. These are the core beliefs you will need to
quit USM without pain and without falling back into the trap. Make sure you understand and agree with all
of them. Go back to the relevant section and re-read if necessary.

1. USM offers virtually no real benefit or pleasure. It only appears to because it relieves the negative
withdrawal symptoms, but these symptoms are caused themselves by social media. Non-addicts don't
suffer them.

2. USM users use social media in order to end withdrawals and get rid of cravings. Both factors are caused
by USM itself, and if you quit USM both will disappear

3. Quitting is difficult firstly because of the illusion that USM gives you real benefit or pleasure, and
secondly because of the fear of quitting. Both are irrational.

4. Once those beliefs have been seen through, withdrawals and cravings pose no threat and quitting is
easy.
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Chapter 8

Give feedback

| would greatly appreciate if you took even a minute to give feedback here, whether you thought this guide
was terrible or incredible. My goal is to help as many people quit USM addiction as possible, and in order to
do that | need to get readers’ feedback to make sure the guide is as useful as it can be.
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Appendix A

Further Reading

= Allen Carr's Easy Way to Stop Smoking: Covers smoking and not social media but | found the points
applicable to USM. Argues smoking has no real benefit and the reason why smokers cannot stop is
because of fear. There is a version specifically made for social media called Smart Phone Dumb Phone,
but | found it not to be as well written.

= The Freedom Model for Addictions: Debunks the idea that addiction is involuntary and instead argues
that addicts prefer using to quitting. Focuses on hard drugs/alcohol but applicable to all addiction. The
abridged version is available free here

= Rational Recovery by Jack Trimpey: Divides addiction into two parts: you, and the “beast” which only
wants to stay addicted. Details on how to be aware of the beast's thoughts and ignore them. Helpful
if you still struggle with cravings.

= Digital Minimalism by Cal Newport: Talks on the reasons social media and technology is addictive and
how to build a healthier relationship with it

= Center for Humane Technology's Ledger of Harms: Studies on the harms and societal effects caused by
social media
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Appendix B

Useful Software

= LeechBlock NG: A completely free, fully features website blocker available for most browsers. Also
works on mobile browsers.

= Cold Turkey: Downloadable website blocker for windows/mac. Because it is an app rather than a
browser extension, it's harder to disable, but only basic features are free.

» uBlacklist for Chrome, Firefox, Safari: Blocks websites from appearing in search results

= uBlock Origin: Ad blocker that can also block distracting elements from web sites.
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https://www.proginosko.com/leechblock/
https://getcoldturkey.com/
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https://apps.apple.com/us/app/ublacklist-for-safari/id1547912640
https://ublockorigin.com/

	Introduction
	Addictive aspects
	Why is social media addictive?
	Intentional Design
	Other factors

	The addiction trap
	The illusion of pleasure

	False benefits
	Relieving boredom
	Relaxation
	Concentration
	Dealing with negative emotions
	Social connections
	Entertainment
	Information
	Keeping up
	The benefits of quitting

	Difficulties in quitting
	The willpower method
	The fear of quitting
	Cutting down

	How to quit
	Can I still use social media for…
	When should I quit?
	Relapse

	Summary
	Give feedback
	Further Reading
	Useful Software

