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LOGLINE
Facebook, Whatsapp, Instagram, Tiktok, Twitter or Snapchat… What goes on in our 
brains for us to become so “addicted” to these Apps? Welcome to the wonderful world 
of dopamine, a molecule whose function the tech industry has hijacked in order to 
capture our attention and make sure we’re “hooked”.

SYNOPSIS
Facebook, Whatsapp, Instagram, Tiktok, Twitter or Snapchat…” Irresistible Apps that are
integral to our smartphones. What goes on in our brains for us to become so “addicted” to
them? Welcome to the wonderful world of dopamine, a molecule that plays a key role in
motivation, learning and our addictions...and most importantly, whose function the tech
industry has hijacked in order to capture our attention!

A scientific, playfully pop documentary featuring neuroscience and psychology researchers
from all over the world and whose job it is to study our brains, observe our behavior and
analyze our relationship to Apps in order to understand how we been taken hostage by 
them.
And to give us some ideas on how to break free.



WHAT’S IN SCIENCE? 
Facebook does everything it can to make us spend as much time as possible on 
the app... 
... So the Facebook Files have revealed. The American giant’s algorithms are designed to 
increase time spent and engagement on its networks: publications, likes, shares. 

Damages to self-esteem... 
Excessive use of a smartphone has deleterious effects on self-esteem, which is built by social 
comparison: we constantly look at those around us and we evaluate ourselves through them. 
On Instagram, we can constantly see, be seen and even worse, evaluated. A study conducted 
among teenagers from 11 to 18 years old shows strong correlation between the degradation of 
self-esteem and the use of social networks. The more we use them, the greater the general 
dissatisfaction. 

On social networks, we act bird-brained... 
... We’ve got nothing on Skinner’s infamous pigeons (see page 3), who act compulsively to 
get more seeds in a distributor... Only, the seeds we crave are new WhatsApp messages, 
more likes on FB or Instagram, retweets, etc. 

Our big weakness: our social brain... 
Social interaction is considered an actual reward by our brain, which does not distinguish 
between a monetary, food... or social reward, such as a Like on Facebook. 

Dopamine is fueling the reactor... 
In the brain, all these rewards are associated with the release of dopamine. This molecule 
consolidates the connections between neurons that lead to a behavior, which leads us to 
repeat it more and more. This is why dopamine, which has an essential role in learning, has 
been hijacked by application designers: Likes reinforce our behaviors, so much so that 
checking our phone becomes a natural impulse. 

All addicted? 
When we study the brains of people who use Facebook or WeChat intensively in China, we 
observe certain similarities with what we see in patients addicted to alcohol or nicotine. 
Addiction is an imbalance between two mechanisms: the impulsivity that makes us act, and 
the self-control that makes us think about this action. 
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WHAT’S NEW IN SCIENCE? 

You really lose track of time when you’re on TikTok 
Vishnu Murty (Temple University, Philadelphia) is currently conducting one of the first 
scientific experiments that proves that once TikTok’s algorithm has identified your tastes, you 
lose your sense of time when watching videos. 

Are we more impulsive because of social networks? 
Jason Chein (Temple University, Philadelphia) just proved that the use of social networks 
leads to impulsive behaviors. There is a strong correlation between the intensive use of a 
smartphone and the tendency to prefer an immediate reward. We tend to prefer a small 
reward now to a larger one later. This was known in video games, assumed in social 
networks, but now demonstrated for the first time. 

The Like, a reward that makes us lose our mind... 
Rewards are everywhere on apps: candy explosion on Candy Crush, flames on Snapchat, Likes 
on Instagram or medals on Twitch. The more Likes a user receives, the more photos they post 
and the shorter the time between posts.  Leonhardt Schilbach (University of Düsseldorf) just 
proved after two years of analysis of different social networks that Likes are a behavioral 
reinforcer. This was assumed, but it has now been proven for the first time. 

The brain has a weapon to fight against immediate rewards: norepinephrine! 
Sébastien Bourret (Institut du Cerveau - Brain Institute, Paris), is conducting a study on 
monkeys by manipulating their norepinephrine levels. His research shows that our brain has 
tools to fight the temptation of immediate rewards. Thus, when we receive a notification, if 
we look at it immediately, dopamine takes the lead. On the other hand, if we plan ahead, if 
we make the effort to determine whether or not it is necessary to look at this notification, 
norepinephrine takes over instead, and allows us to postpone or even stop the behavior. 
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SKINNER’S PIGEONS
In 1942, Skinner placed a pigeon in a box with a button and a seed dispenser. The goal is for 
the pigeon to learn to press the button. 

Initially, the pigeon presses the mechanism by chance and gets a seed. The pigeon 
soon learns. To get the seed, it has to press the button. The satisfaction of the reward 
motivates the pigeon to press it. 

Then, the pigeon receives an electric shock that stops if it presses the button. The pigeon 
also quickly learns to press the button if that makes the electric shock stop. Here, the 
relief of ending the discomfort motivates the pigeon to act. 

Skinner calls this “operant conditioning”: the behavior’s consequence will determine 
whether or not the individual will seek to repeat it. 

He thus theorizes that, in order to induce and especially maintain a behavior, it is necessary 
to play on the reward or the relief. Is there a technique to make this learning – 
this conditioning – last as long as possible? 

Yes. As B.F. Skinner soon discovered: with variable rewards. Not knowing when pressing 
the button will yield a seed makes the pigeon press it compulsively. 

And that’s why, 80 years after Skinner’s experiment, we compulsively check our 
WhatsApp messages, our Facebook Likes or our retweets: we expect random rewards, 
just like the pigeons! 
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