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The Selfie Craze: Self-
Expression Or Self-

Absorption? And the 
Danger of selfies and social 

media 
 

 
There has been a lot of talk about selfies in the media. In 
fact, the word selfie was recently added to Oxford’s 
online dictionary. But psychologists know surprisingly 
little about the effects of selfies or about the people who 
post them.  
 
Everyone is taking selfies now. 
 
Should we really be worried about this trend, or is it just a case of people being empowered on a microblogging 
platform like Twitter, or Instagram? Writer Donna Highfill explains, “I have run into at least 10 people recently 
who have stopped on fast-moving, heavily-populated sidewalks to take a #selfie. There is no historical building 
behind them, no beautiful landscape, no real reason to take a picture of themselves other than the fact that 
they can reverse the camera on the phone, gaze at their own visage, and then share it on social media so the 
rest of the world can gaze upon it as well.” 
 
“If smartphones were ponds, a large portion of our population would have already drowned.” 
 
No one is immune. Even celebrities who you’d think are already getting enough face time are still drawn to the 
cheap narcissistic released provided by the selfie. 
 
Yesterday, the digital oligarchs at Twitter declared 2014 as the ‘Year of the Selfie‘. According to executives 
there, the most popular, the most retweeted, ‘tweet’ of the year was by comedian Ellen DeGeneres at the Oscar 
awards last March – with her celebrity ‘friends’, including Bradley Cooper, Meryl Streep, and Julia Roberts and 
Brad Pitt. Her Tweet was ‘favorited’ over 2 million times and retweeted 3.3 million times. 
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From a pop psychology perspective, the textbook definition of narcissism is fairly harmless, described as, 
“extreme selfishness, with a grandiose view of one’s own talents and a craving for admiration, as characterizing 
a personality type.” From a psychoanalysis point of view, it’s much more critical: “self-centeredness arising from 
failure to distinguish the self from external objects, either in very young babies or as a feature of mental 
disorder.” 
 
Experts are now finding through new clinical studies, that this existing narcissistic mental disorder is now being 
further exacerbated by the introduction of hand-held technology and the ability to upload an image to a ready-
made crowd of voyeurs in a matter of seconds. 
 
 To see if, can we detect narcissism from some of these selfies. Research says there aree three main reasons 
people take selfies: 
 
1. Self absorption 
2. A social connection 
3. Art 
 
We can laugh at social media users and scowl at celebrities obsessing with selfies, and even write-off this 
modern fad as merely annoying, but the mental disorder aspect is very real. 
 
What starts with an innocent ‘selfie’ habit could be an indication that these self-obsessed smartphone users are 
really feeling bad inside – a perpetually needy, anxious, depressed, and narcissistic person who constantly 
requires attention of others to fill-in an emotional vacuum carved out by too much time spent exposed to social 
media. This is the very same condition suffered by most celebrities, only instead of social media, their over-
exposure has been in ‘mainstream’, or mass media. 



Believe it or not, as harmless as selfies seem, they build up 
over time to create and create great forms of self 
consciousness and false sense of confidence. Instead of being 
okay with who we are no matter what, we strive to find the 
right picture with all the perfect details. The more ‘likes’ we get 
on social media sites the happier we feel. Is this sustainable? 
 
A British male teenager went to the extent of trying to commit suicide after he was unable to take what he felt 
was the perfect selfie. Danny Bowman became so obsessed with capturing the perfect shot that he would spend 
roughly 10 hours per day taking up to 200 selfies trying to get the perfect shot. As things got more and more 
intense for Danny, he lost nearly 30 pounds, dropped out of school and did not leave the house for six months 
as he kept trying for the perfect picture. During his suicide attempt, Bowman was saved by his mother. 
“I was constantly in search of taking the perfect selfie and when I realized I couldn’t, I wanted to die. I lost my 
friends, my education, my health and almost my life,” he told The Mirror. 
 
While this is an extreme case, it isn’t too far off from what goes through many of the minds of young, and even 
older, people as they take pictures of themselves for social media. Seeing other peoples pictures, seeing the 
attention they may or may not get, we end up comparing ourselves and the fine details of our looks. Overtime, 
an obsession builds and our looks become increasingly more important to us. Something I feel we should be 
focusing less and less on versus more and more. 
 
“Selfies frequently trigger perceptions of self-indulgence or attention-seeking social dependence that raises the 
damned-if-you-do and damned-if-you-don’t spectre of either narcissism or very low self-esteem,” said Pamela 
Rutledge in Psychology Today. 
 
Narcissism, being obsessed with receiving recognition and gratification from ones looks, vanity and in an 
egotistical manner, is becoming a big problem in our digital age. 
 
Narcissism, OCD, superficial obsessions, unrealistic expectations, entitlement, insecurity and other underlying 
traits can be magnified through selfies and can lead to destructive behaviors. Today too many people are 
interested in making a statement about themselves on the internet and creating an influential existence. If 
someone is obsessed with taking selfies it is most likely because the individual is self-absorbed and narcissistic. 
 
As people share their photos on every social media platform at their own disposal, we assess more about them 
than they may realize they are disclosing. When a female expresses herself in a half-naked selfie with an 
obscure musical lyric underneath, what is she saying about herself? It is a clear attempt and reach for 
reassurance of her appearance and attention and offers a complete lack of substance. 
 
Men pose in front of bathroom mirrors, claiming to show off their transformational fitness and health results, 
but in actuality, they aim to feed their own egos as they boast about personal accomplishments. Individuals 
gratify this type of behavior and obtain happiness based on the number of “likes” they receive. 
 
The evidence is clear, as our nation is self-obsessed in every essence of the word. The trend has become so 
prominent in our society that “selfie” was added to the dictionary and even led to a hit song, which parodied 
our own self-obsession. 
 
There are apps to enhance these images — to smooth out skin, erase dark eye circles, whiten teeth and even 
thin out facial structure and features — all on a quest for the perfect picture. However, as we know, these apps 
are not real, nor do they equal permanent changes. 
 



The results do not reflect accurate images, which leads 
to severe dissatisfaction with how we actually look and 
who we actually are. 
 
The physical ideals are only branding themselves in a 
stronger, more unrealistic capacity, as selfies are causing 
increasing cases of body dysmorphic disorder among 
young women and men. Filters, lighting and angles 
provide the outcome of flawless features that simply 
cannot be recreated or accurate in real life. 
 
Plastic surgery has skyrocketed in a quest for the 
“perfect pic,” and individuals have learned all of the 
tricks, down to a scientific formula, to create the 
ultimate God-like image of themselves. 
 
However selfies can be used to have some fun and actually show some good traits of individuals exploring life, 
happiness, and adventure. Two things can happen here: a false sense of over-confidence and entitlement or a 
false sense of self-consciousness, accompanied by bigger issues that will affect multiple areas of a person’s life. 
Either way, selfies are being classified as doing more negative than positive, referencing back to sociology's 
behavior context of “I vs. Me vs. Self,” and what is real. 
 
The addiction to selfies has been alarming to psychological healthcare professionals who fear we are raising a 
generation that relies on attention-seeking social dependence with no compassion, understanding or identity of 
any kind. 
 
Whether we like it or not, image is terribly important to us. We often define ourselves via the appraisals and 
opinions of others. For many of us, this is how we develop a sense of self — through the discerning eyes of our 
fellow humans. It is almost as critical to our existence as oxygen. But without the social context that our self-
image is embedded in, we would live in a vacuum with no requisite to have an identity at all. There would be 
little reason to try and distinguish ourselves from others, or to be competitive or simply to even bother “looking 
good.” So, then our self-image is not only important but an intrinsic part of being human. There’s no escaping 
from it. 
 
Maybe one of the many reasons why the selfie is so trendy is because it provides the luxury of depicting 
ourselves in the way that we desire. Technology gives us the control to shape and manipulate who we are and 
perhaps mask our flaws and imagined shortcomings in a way that we could not off-line. It’s an opportunity for 
us to showcase ourselves to the world with little or no repercussions. So, when the “likes” and affirming 
responses to our carefully selected selfies come in large numbers in a given week, the satisfaction of that kind of 
global validation is immeasurable. The seductive ego boost is hard to pass up. It’s almost like a drug.  
 
And, if we are so reliant on that validation to define ourselves in the arena of social media — where throngs of 
these positive comebacks could potentially swarm our message “in box” — it is no mystery why young people 
do it so often. Therefore, bottom line is, posting selfies make us feel better about ourselves.  
 
Another interesting point is that within that proposed self-absorption is a different crucial problem that never 
gets addressed. The digital age and social media era have indeed brought us “together” in many wonderful ways 
and has helped us connect and reach out to people we never thought was possible, but ironically, it also isolates 
us. We are indeed “connecting,” but we are also “disconnecting” from each other because it deprives us of face-
to-face human contact. It denies us the vital bonding we all need to feel close and intimate. Humans are social 



creatures of habit and to feel happy, whole and loved by others, there is no substitute for live human 
interaction — the kind of human interaction that is not established by detached, online affiliations and carefully 
chosen representations of ourselves. 
 

Albert Einstein said it beautifully more than half a century ago. His 
words are timeless: “It has become appallingly obvious that our 

technology has exceeded our humanity.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This newsletter has been issued by:  
TraumaCare, Box 1807, Magaliesview, Gauteng, 2067 

www.traumacare.co.za * mail@traumacare.co.za * Tel: 071 592 9690   
Play Therapy * Counselling * Trauma Counselling 

Please note that this information must not be used for diagnostic purposes.  Please visit a 
medical professional for a correct diagnosis.  


