
Introduction1

Welcome to the exciting world of cyberpsychology! This book will provide 
insights into the range of key issues and debates in cyberpsychology to help 
you navigate the current evidence-base to draw some informed conclusions 
about the role of technology for individuals and society. The book is structured 
under four thematic headings: ‘Concepts’, ‘Uses’, ‘Effects’, and ‘Society’, each of 
which includes a series of chapters designed to introduce key debates in the 
field. I chose this particular format as there is no other cyberpsychology text 
that consolidates the literature through the perspective of key cyberpsychol-
ogy debates. Most current books are structured more thematically by topic 
area to outline the key theories and insights. Whilst these have played a critical 
role in progressing the field, I felt that a book which situates the evidence 
around key debates could provide a useful ‘go-to’ guide for those seeking to 
resolve ongoing societal and academic debates. Whilst the book does not 
address all the current issues and debates or indeed all cyberpsychology topics, 
I have selected those that remain most relevant to contemporary Western 
debate and societal interest. As is the case with the wider discipline of psychol-
ogy and other cyberpsychology resources, the book will largely adopt a 
Western perspective on the issues.

Within the field of cyberpsychology, there are ongoing conceptual and prac-
tical issues, so one of the objectives of this book is to identify these within 
relevant chapters and note practical recommendations as appropriate. In the 
general absence of solid conceptual frameworks, we may be compromising 
methodological validity in our measurement of cyberpsychological phenom-
ena. Whilst core psychological frameworks can be drawn upon to establish 
how these apply in the cyberpsychology domain, it is also the case that these 
will not always be relevant or appropriate to all the issues we study. Cyberpsy-
chology can continue to progress with ongoing conceptual care and scrutiny. 
In the spirit of this, Chapter 2 forms Part 1, ‘Concepts’, in which I introduce 
cyberpsychology as a field, distinguish it from other cognate disciplines, out-
line some of the prominent perspectives in the field, and provide an account of 
how I see the role of debate in advancing scientific and societal understanding 
of the issues. This sets up subsequent chapters, which handle specific concep-
tual issues in more detail and move the discussion to how these are perhaps 
best resolved.

Part 2, ‘Uses’, begins with a chapter on ‘technology use’. In it, I start by out-
lining the various conceptualisations of what we may mean by technology 
‘use’. Within the literature, this has been conceptualised in different ways within 
different fields and so I present a conceptual framework that outlines how 
these disparate perspectives could be better integrated. This includes the 
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2  Issues and Debates in Cyberpsychology

literature on technology uses and gratification, technology acceptance, 
affordances, behaviours, engagement, as well as overuse. Better conceptual 
integration here can afford us a much better understanding of what we mean 
when we refer to ‘technology use’ and its various components and processes.

Chapter 4 addresses ‘online citizenship’ and is intended to help answer some 
societal questions, such as ‘why is our behaviour different online than in the 
real world?’ I start by outlining the discourses around the way we describe our 
online experiences. In particular, I highlight the potential issues we face when 
we consider our online behaviours as being entirely separate from the self or 
our ‘real-world’ contexts. The chapter then moves on to find resolution in a 
number of debates which underpin this, such as the dubious ‘digital native’ vs. 
‘digital immigrant’ debate. This is followed by a critical consideration of how 
debates which seek to compare categories of behaviour as ‘online’ vs. ‘offline’ 
are limited in addressing meaningful phenomena.

Chapter 5, the last of the three chapters in Part 2, addresses the issue of 
‘screen-time vs. screen use’. Whilst on the surface these may appear to refer to 
the same thing, I discuss the ways in which the two can be conceptualised and 
therefore measured in distinct ways. I begin with a brief outline of the concep-
tual challenges in ‘screen-time’ debates, and move on to distinguish how ‘uses’ 
may be the underpinning functions which ‘screen-time’ can seek to measure. 
I provide a conceptual framework with indicative behaviours to illustrate 
where these distinctions may be realised, with suggestions around measurement.

Having so far been concerned with a range of relevant issues and debates as 
to how we understand different types of use and behaviour in relation to tech-
nology and the internet, Part 3, ‘Effects’, is where we really start to drill down 
to some of the pertinent societal debates. As concerns about the effects of tech-
nology and the internet are widespread in society, Chapters 6–9 tackle some of 
the relevant issues. Chapter 6 advances the issues noted in Chapter 5, by 
discussing the existing evidence about the so-called effects of ‘screen-time’. 
This goes some way to address current questions, such as ‘how does screen-
time relate to mental health?’ The chapter presents existing knowledge of the 
effects of technology and the internet on physical health and psychosocial 
functioning, and provides a critical perspective of the way in which research-
ers might best advance their efforts in this area. In general, I recommend retir-
ing a ‘screen-time’ approach and instead concerning ourselves with specific 
uses and behaviours that are more psychologically interesting and insightful.

Chapters 7 and 8 focus more specifically on social media to discuss ‘social 
media and relationships’ (Chapter 7) and ‘social media and well-being’ 
(Chapter 8). Chapter 7 poses the question, ‘how “real” are online friends?’, and 
goes on to illuminate debates about how social media (and online relationships 
more generally) are often considered the ‘poor relation’ of human relationships. 
After introducing theoretical perspectives to help understand these issues, 
I then pose the rather obvious question, ‘how social is social media?’, which, it 
seems, lacks a substantial evidence-base at the time of writing. To draw out 
some practical considerations, I review the evidence to help underpin the range 
of ways we can be ‘social’ on social media. This is intended to advance 
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Introduction  3

scholarship in the field, where the focus can be more on the behaviours and 
interactions on social media rather than ‘social media use’ per se.

Following on from a focus on relationships, Chapter 8 addresses ‘social 
media and well-being’. This is important given the deep societal interest in this 
issue to help answer questions such as, ‘is social media making us depressed?’. 
Here, I present a conceptual framework that advances our understanding of 
these issues. It applies the ‘what’, the ‘how’ (outlined in Chapter 7), and the 
‘why’ (WHW framework) of social media use, to illustrate how these are 
prerequisites to add nuance to understanding how these relate to aspects of 
well-being.

Chapter 9, the final chapter of Part 3, is on ‘digital games effects’. Similar to 
Chapter 8, the effects of digital games are well represented in everyday societal 
debate. Chapter 9 begins by posing the question, ‘do violent video games make 
us aggressive?’. The chapter takes a similar approach to Chapter 8, and breaks 
down the debates around the effects of digital games by considering the ‘what’, 
the ‘how’, the ‘why’, as well as the ‘where’ and the ‘who’ of this phenomenon. 
This provides a useful conceptual approach to better account for how digital 
games may relate to said effects.

In Part 4, ‘Society’, I address the public and societal-facing role of cyberpsy-
chology. In Chapter 10, titled ‘Using online data’, I look at what is meant by 
online data, given that this can refer to many things. I outline the ethical impli-
cations of how consent operates in the way we provide online data. The remain-
der of the chapter outlines the range of ways online data is used in varying 
contexts such as legal uses, security uses, and commercial uses. This illumi-
nates the extensive range of online data which exists and how cyberpsychol-
ogy may intercept some of these to better understand contemporary human 
behaviour.

The final substantive chapter is Chapter 11, titled ‘Cyberpsychology in the 
world’. It highlights the role of cyberpsychology outside academic spheres. 
Here I make reference to its role in media and public debate, policy and practice. 
For each of these, I use examples largely from my own experience to illuminate 
how cyberpsychology insights can directly impact on these processes. In an 
ever-evolving technological world, the role of cyberpsychology will grow and 
therefore I argue for making it more visible in society.

To draw things to a close, the concluding chapter provides some reflections 
on the future of cyberpsychology. Here, I identify what advancements in theo-
retical and practical elements are required. To initiate the latter of these, I pro-
vide a pragmatic framework with example research questions to help start 
such a movement. Whilst this is by no means intended to be exhaustive or suf-
ficient, I believe it may be of help to researchers in their subsequent research 
planning.
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What is 
cyberpsychology?

The British Psychological Society (BPS) describes cyberpsychology as ‘a 
scientific inter-disciplinary domain that focuses on the psychological phenom-
ena which emerge as a result of the human interaction with digital technology, 
particularly the internet’ (BPS, 2019). Cyberpsychology is a sub-discipline of 
psychology, within which we apply core theoretical principles to online set-
tings and, in some cases, seek to derive new theoretical understanding of these 
experiences. In this sense, it is both an application of the psychology that we 
know, as well as a pioneering area that is developing new knowledge of human 
behaviour. When defining technology and the internet, this can cover a broad 
range of examples. Technology largely refers to devices such as smartphones, 
tablets, PCs, games, and gaming consoles. The internet is the infrastructure of 
connectivity that draws these technologies together (Attrill-Smith, Fullwood, 
Keep, & Kuss, 2019). This is distinct from the ‘World Wide Web’, which is instead 
the tool through which we access domains available on the internet (Attrill-
Smith et al., 2019).

A number of interchangeable terms are evident in work in this area. The 
terms ‘digital’, ‘online’, ‘net’, ‘tele’, ‘virtual’, ‘e-’, and ‘cyber’ are often used to 
refer to the same notion but perhaps require further scrutiny. Arguably, ‘digital’ 
and ‘e-’ (short for ‘electronic’) do not necessitate internet connectivity in the 
same way as the others do. ‘Digital’ is often used when referring to things like 
‘digital literacy’ and ‘digital divide’, which typically relate to knowledge 
pertaining to technology and its affordances. ‘e-’ is often used when referring 
to everyday activities which may have an electronic alternative, such as 
e-health, e-commerce, and e-fitness. Interestingly, these usually do require 
internet connectivity to fulfil tasks, yet the ‘e’ is now considered a somewhat 
‘old-fashioned’ prefix. The term ‘net’ has largely become extinct in the litera-
ture, although sometimes it is used to describe the ‘net generation’. ‘Online’, 
‘cyber’, and ‘virtual’ are most often used interchangeably and can be consid-
ered to refer to the same thing. Interestingly, for some concepts, one term tends 
to be favoured over others, such as ‘cyber-sex’, as we rarely see reference to 
‘virtual sex’ or ‘online sex’. However, in other cases different prefixes may be 
used to refer to the same concept (e.g. cyber-bullying and online bullying). For 
the purposes of this book, I will use online, cyber, and virtual interchangeably 
and restrict my use of other terms in an attempt to avoid confusion. 	

There is some confusion about how cyberpsychology is different from 
human-computer interaction (HCI), which is a well-established field and which 
also arguably draws together the interactions between humans and 
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8  Issues and Debates in Cyberpsychology

technology. HCI tends to focus more on the interaction between the human and 
the machine, by exploring the interactivity and usability of systems such as 
computers. It has a key focus on the design, implementation, and evaluation of 
the computing systems that humans use. This, in my view, is how cyberpsychol-
ogy differs from HCI. Cyberpsychology has more traditionally been focused on 
the effects and impacts of technology use and the internet, and not contributed 
so much to our understandings of the components of use itself. This is illus-
trated by the fact that HCI overlaps strongly with areas such as user experience 
(UX) design and user-centred design (UCD), which are strongly centred on the 
capacity and efficacy of systems, whereas cyberpsychology often positions 
itself further away from these concerns. This is not to say that cyberpsychol-
ogy is not relevant to these issues; on the contrary, it is entirely relevant, but 
has typically forged a path in parallel to these disciplines.

Other cognate sub-disciplines include cybernetics, which is perhaps more 
similar to HCI in its focus on the control and communication in the animal and 
machine (Wiener, 1948). In contrast, areas such as Media Psychology, Internet 
Psychology, and Web Psychology are seen to be more closely linked with 
cyberpsychology. Broadly speaking, cyberpsychology typically covers three 
main areas: (1) our motivations for using technology and aspects of the internet; 
(2) how we interact with others using technology and the internet; and (3) the 
effects and impacts associated with using technology and the internet. This is 
distinct from fields such as Media Psychology, for example, which is more 
concerned with the impacts of media consumption on an individual and 
societal level.

Taking these three main areas of cyberpsychology, we can start to map out 
common trends and paradigms that are prevalent within the field. First, the 
study of motivations for using technology and aspects of the internet largely 
seeks to understand why people choose to use or engage in certain online 
activities or behaviours. Popular conceptual approaches to this area 
include uses and gratifications theory (LaRose & Eastin, 2004; LaRose, 
Mastro, & Eastin, 2001) and mood management theory (Zillmann, 1988a, 1988b, 
Zillmann & Bryant, 1985), although these are probably more central to media 
psychology. Interestingly, these tend to relate to using or engaging in certain 
online behaviours or activities but not so much to using technological devices 
themselves. In line with this, there is a substantial literature focused on technol-
ogy adoption utilising theories such as the ‘Technology Acceptance Model’ 
(Marangunić & Granić, 2015), which is a socio-cognitive theory of the factors 
that encourage people to initiate technology use. However, this does not tend to 
readily enter into the scope of cyberpsychology and instead sits more centrally 
in technology and education. I discuss technology use and these perspectives in 
further detail in Chapter 3. Interestingly, a lot of the literature on our motiva-
tions for using technology and the internet tends to situate this as an individu-
ally driven behaviour. However, this tends to overlook the fact that technology 
use largely operates at the societal, political, and economic levels, limiting how 
these theories can be used to fully understand technology use in the twenty-first 
century.
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What is cyberpsychology?  9

The second main area in cyberpsychology relates to human interactions 
online, where we explore issues such as how our online interactions vary from 
our ‘real-world’ interactions, and how this relates to the quality of our relation-
ships and social ties. Many of the debates surrounding this are situated in the 
sub-area of computer-mediated communication (CMC). CMC largely refers to 
human communication that occurs between two or more electronic devices, 
via email, instant messaging, chat rooms, text messaging, or social networking 
sites. CMC became very popular upon the development of Web 2.0, which was 
a much more functional and interactive environment for users and thus was 
better equipped to host interaction between users. Most research in this area 
has focused on asynchronous vs. synchronous interaction, online vs. offline 
communication, paralinguistic aspects of CMC (e.g. emoji, textisms), and how 
CMC potentially alters human behaviour relative to ‘real-world’ settings. I cover 
some of this in Chapter 4. Popular theoretical perspectives in this area include 
hyper-personal theory (Walther, 1996), displacement hypothesis vs. stimulation 
hypothesis (Neuman, 1988; Valkenburg & Peter, 2009), social capital theory 
(Putnam, 2000), and the online disinhibition effect. The majority of these will be 
covered further in Chapter 7. However, much of the aforementioned issues 
about online interactions are focused on human-human interactions and less so 
on interactivity in intelligent systems or with algorithms. These issues are per-
tinent to twenty-first century interactions and communication.

The third main area of cyberpsychology, arguably the principal area of soci-
etal debate, is that of the impacts of technology and internet use. Here, research 
looks at the association between the amount and type of use, with psychosocial 
variables relating to both positive and negative well-being. Recent theoretical 
perspectives which lend themselves to this debate include the Digital Goldilocks 
hypothesis (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017), which I look at in Chapter 8. The 
debates here remain highly volatile and pertinent in a society that is concerned 
about the harmful effects of technology, and the role of cyberpsychology here 
is very important. More is discussed on the role of cyberpsychology for public 
debate in Chapter 11. A general observation here is that a lot of the discussion 
is devoted to the volume of technology use (time spent using, frequency of use) 
but arguably this is not especially enlightening when theorising about potential 
psychological and social effects.

Another major limitation of the ‘technology effects’ literature, particularly 
when theorising about behavioural outcomes, is a general lack of focus on the-
oretical models underpinning behaviour change. That is, behaviour is vastly 
complex and motivated by a broad range of factors, as is acknowledged in 
most theoretical models of behaviour change, including the ‘COM-B system’ 
(Michie, van Stralen, & West, 2011) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
(Ajzen, 1985, 1991; Ajzen & Madden, 1986). As such, technology effects perspec-
tives that theorise that technologies lead to behavioural outcomes or changes 
would benefit from further integration of these scientific insights.

Whilst the above areas are not an exhaustive list, they do broadly cover the 
key approaches and issues addressed by cyberpsychology. A theme common 
to all these is the methodological approach taken by researchers. Self-report 

© O
pe

n U
nv

ers
ity

 Pres
s



10  Issues and Debates in Cyberpsychology

cross-sectional survey methodology dominates cyberpsychology (Howard & 
Jayne, 2015), meaning research may be limited by inaccurate estimates of 
technology usage behaviour (Ellis, 2019; Sewall, Bear, Merranko, & Rosen, 
2020), poorly developed psychometric scales (Howard & Jayne, 2015), and 
limited knowledge of long-term effects (Kaye, Orben, Ellis, Hunter, & Houghton, 
2020). There are vast opportunities to advance cyberpsychology insights by 
applying greater rigour and attention to its conceptual foundations and meth-
odological approaches. Further discussion of these issues will be found in 
Chapters 3, 5, and 6.

One of my key motivations for writing this book is the tendency to assume 
the existence of dichotomies in this area of study, with any debate regrettably 
becoming polarised. Whilst I am not against debate in principle (indeed, this 
can be a key part of advancing perspectives and understanding of issues), 
what I struggle with is the tendency for society (and researchers) to create 
dichotomies in the rhetoric surrounding technology and internet use, largely in 
relation to their impact. In terms of research, it is evident that the epistemolog-
ical perspectives we adopt drive our conceptual assumptions about technology 
use and its impacts. This is not unique to cyberpsychology, but evident across 
disciplines and sectors. In the case of technology use and impacts, we often see 
a divide between the ‘technology for good’ perspective and ‘technology is 
harmful’ perspective. Dunbar (2016) uses the terms ‘cyberpessimists’ and 
‘cyberoptimists’ to distinguish between the adherents of these two perspectives 
when discussing the effect of the internet on our social lives, for example. 
Unfortunately, adding to the mix is the tendency for society to lean towards a 
technology panics rhetoric, which has been evident throughout the technologi-
cal revolution. In this ‘Sisyphean cycle of technology panics’ (Orben, 2020), any 
new technology tends to create societal panic, motivating researchers to 
attempt to study it, but scientific progress is too slow to help inform policy and 
public understanding and so the panic persists. Whilst individual researchers 
may have their own epistemological take on these issues and opt to take a cer-
tain ‘side’ in the debate, it may come as a shock to some that these perspectives 
can actually exist side by side when teasing out the nuances of the issue. For 
example, in the case of social media effects (which we will be covered in fur-
ther detail in Chapter 8), benefits and harms are both conceivable yet depen-
dent on a number of factors, such as:

•	 What? – what content people are being exposed to. If two people are using the 
same social media platform for the same amount of time, but seeing different 
content, this may lead to two entirely different outcomes. In some cases, some 
of this content could be harmful and this, of course, is an area for concern.

•	 How? – how much people are using. Irrespective of content, the amount 
people are using and the level of their interactions with others will likely 
have an impact on any well-being outcomes.

•	 Why? – irrespective of what the content or actual usage is, people use social 
media for different reasons. For some people this may be the only way of 
fulfilling social needs, whereas for others it may be a helpful supplement.
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What is cyberpsychology?  11

I thus propose the WHW framework (‘what-how-why’ framework), and whilst 
this isn’t exactly revolutionary as a name, it serves the purpose of supporting 
efforts in this area. This reflects other recent commentary about these issues in 
which a distinction has been made between technology-centred and user-
centred approaches (Meier & Reinecke, 2020). Namely, technology-centred 
approaches tend to focus almost exclusively on volume of use (time, frequency), 
whereas user-centred approaches focus more on why people use technology. 
Interestingly, a lot of existing cyberpsychology research focuses on measuring 
the former as a way of exploring how technology use relates to psychological 
outcomes, yet the user-centred questions actually seem more psychologically 
interesting.

Adopting a more user-centred perspective may be one way of reducing the 
apparent dichotomy to help progress our understanding of the phenomena at 
hand. Certainly, epistemological positions which largely relate to technology-
centred approaches tend to lead researchers to select certain theoretical 
perspectives over others. For example, those who view technology as bad may 
fail to recognise the affordances it can provide. They may therefore elect to 
explore technology from the displacement perspective, demonstrating how 
spending time using technology and the internet is reducing the time spent on 
more ‘meaningful’ activities. Results in line with this therefore will illuminate 
the negative role of technology on individuals and society. However, those 
seeking to evidence the benefits of technology may instead seek to further 
understand the specific technological uses, affordances, and behaviours which 
enrich our lives and thus may have a positive impact. The purpose of this book 
is to provide a review and resolution based on our current knowledge and evi-
dence of these issues, to draw out the key learning points in moving forward in 
a more coordinated fashion. Certainly debates will continue to prevail 
in cyberpsychology, but reducing polarisation and dichotomies in thinking can 
be a helpful way of moving the field forward. This advancement is not only 
scientifically and academically important, but also pertinent to support socie-
tal debate and public policy. Indeed, Chapter 11 will elucidate the specifics of 
this issue and draw attention to why a critical synthesis of available evidence 
is paramount to informing public debate and discourse. Cyberpsychology is 
therefore critical in addressing the current confusion and contradictions in 
existing academic and public debates.
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