
 

Fear of missing out drives net addiction in
Japan

February 11 2015, by Harumi Ozawa

  
 

  

High school girls in Japan spend an average of seven hours a day on their mobile
phones, a survey has revealed

For Japanese teenager Sumire, chatting with friends while she sits in the
bath or even on the toilet is nothing out of the ordinary. An ever-present
smartphone means she, like much of her generation, is plugged in
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24-7—to the growing concern of health professionals.

"I'm online from the moment I wake up until I go to sleep, whenever I
have time—even in class," the 18-year-old, who gave only her first
name, told AFP.

"I'm always messaging friends on 'Line', even when I'm in the bath. I
guess I feel lonely if I'm not online, sort of disconnected," she said,
referring to a Japanese chat app used by about 90 percent of high school
students here, according to a recent survey.

While Sumire acknowledges that she probably uses her iPhone too
much, she is far from alone in a country where young people are
frequently glued to a screen.

High school girls in Japan spend an average of seven hours a day on their
mobile phones, a survey by information security firm Digital Arts
revealed this week, with nearly 10 percent of them putting in at least 15
hours. Boys of the same age average just over four hours mobile phone
use a day, the research found.

The problem has become so grave a whole field of medicine has
developed to ween them off their digital props.

"This is what we call the conformity type," psychiatrist and leading net
addiction specialist Takashi Sumioka said. "This type of obsession is
caused by the fear that they will get left out or bullied in a group if they
don't reply quickly."

Recent research by the Shanghai Mental Health Center assessing brain
scans of youths with technology addiction showed it caused neurological
changes similar to those who have alcohol and cocaine dependency.
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'Digital Detox'

Despite greater awareness of such pitfalls, the potential for digital
addiction has multiplied, presenting a growing problem for today's
teenagers—the so-called Generation Z—whose digital immersion started
early.

"More people now are addicted to using tablets, rather than (desktop)
computers," psychiatrist Sumioka said.

"They no longer need to lock themselves in a room, because they carry
smartphones with them. It's more difficult to see that someone has a
problem."
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Japanese college student Masaki Shiratori surfs the Internet on his smartphone

In a 2013 government survey conducted on some 2,600 young adults, 60
percent of Japanese high school students showed strong signs of digital
addiction.

Authorities are now rolling out special technology "fasting" camps to
research what can be done to get the plugged-in unhooked.

The number of people Sumioka treats for this specific problem at his
dedicated technology-addiction facility also tripled between 2007 and
2013.

Sumioka, who treats patients with a therapy called "digital detox", says
many patients arrive almost unable to function without the comforting
prop of a smartphone or tablet to connect them to the online world.

His treatment involves repeated Cognitive Behavioural Therapy sessions
aimed to alter the way patients think about and respond to technology.
He also incrementally limits the time they can spend connected.

"I have them write down daily timetables so that they can see how much
they are controlled by smartphone and the Internet," he added, warning it
usually takes at least six months for a recovery.

'I never left my room'

In many ways, he says, the new trend of behaviour mirrors how Japanese
society as a whole works, where the idea of harmony is prized.

"Japan is a society of conformity. This means in other words people do
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not necessarily have their own opinions but simply go with the flow of
the group," Sumioka said.

Computer teacher and technology addiction counsellor Miki Endo, said
she frequently meets people who are more comfortable communicating
online than in real life.

  
 

  

In a 2013 government survey conducted on some 2,600 young adults, 60% of
Japanese high school students showed strong signs of digital addiction

She began giving advice after watching a young woman in her class
transform when using an online chat forum.
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"She suddenly became like a different person," Endo recalled. "As soon
as she got onto a message board, the woman, usually a very quiet person,
started talking and laughing to herself.

"She seemed to forget that I was there, and didn't notice I was talking to
her."

It is clear technology addiction has evolved—less than a decade ago
those afflicted were mainly 'gamers' who locked themselves away to play
on their consoles.

As an 11-year-old, Masaki Shiratori spent up to 20 hours a day battling
the monsters that roamed the landscapes of "Arado Senki", a game
known in English as "Dungeon Fighter Online".

  
 

  

Japanese college student Masaki Shiratori was once a 'gamer' who locked
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himself away to play games on his consoles

"I never left my room except for the times I used the bathroom," he said.

The change came at 14, when his parents put him in a special hospital,
cutting all access to the game as doctors helped him break his addiction.

Shiratori, now 20, has a much healthier relationship with screens. He is
studying computer science at a university near Tokyo, and wants one day
to be able to make a living out of it.

"This is the only thing I am better at than other people," he said.
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