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The first law of technology is that it is 
‘neither good nor bad; nor is it neutral’, 
the US historian Melvin Kranzberg 

famously declared.1 In the past three years, 
a wave of clients has arrived at my London 
practice struggling after a romantic break-up.  
I have become interested in the ways their use 
of technology, and social media in particular, 
comes into the consulting room and whether 
it affects their recovery in good, bad or non-
neutral ways.

One client, Sarah,* still felt stuck and upset 
nine months after the break-up of a six-month, 
on-off romance, which she said ‘wasn’t even 
a “relationship” relationship’. An attractive 
woman in her late 20s, she mentioned use of 
technology as part of the presenting problem 
in that she was obsessively using it to monitor 
her ex. And while she knew it was bad for her, 
she couldn’t stop. 

When home alone in the evening or after a 
night out, Sarah would browse her ex’s activity 
on Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, LinkedIn 
and Twitter, often for hours and at the 
expense of sleep. He was in a new relationship 
and Sarah seemed especially obsessed 
with looking at photos of his new woman, 
comparing herself with her. When asked what 
she was actually feeling when opening up her 
phone or laptop to do this, she looked puzzled 
and said she had ‘no idea’ except, ‘I know it’s 
not good for me and doesn’t make me feel 
better. It makes me feel worse.’ 

Pre-social media, when you broke up  
with someone in a way that made you never 
want to see them again (and the most painful 
often do), achieving this was relatively 
straightforward. You might bump into them  
by accident or hear from friends that they had 
met someone else. If necessary, you could 
block their phone number. But now, listening 
to heartbroken clients and noting the sheer 
number of times material they have seen on 
social media shows up in the counselling 
room, it all seems more complicated. I have 
wondered what effect this has on the 
necessary grieving process.

Bombarded with reminders
Researchers at the University of Colorado 
interviewed people who had experienced an 
upsetting encounter online involving a break-
up within the past 18 months.2 Even when 
they took every measure possible to remove 
their exes from their online lives, social media 
returned them, often several times a day.  
‘A lot of people make the assumption they 
can just unfriend their ex or unfollow them 
and they are not going to have to deal with 

this anymore. Our work shows this is not the 
case,’ says Anthony Pinter, the study’s author. 
‘It can make it almost impossible to move on 
if you are constantly being bombarded with 
reminders in different places online.’ 

Facebook is one of the worst offenders.  
Its ‘Memories’ function throws up random 
photos from years before, like a holiday snap 
taken when Sarah and her ex were happy.  
Or, as happened to Mark,* who had blocked  
his ex but forgotten to block her sister, a photo 
of her family Christmas lunch popped up in 
his newsfeed showing his former fiancée with 
her new partner. Seeing it, he said, ‘was like 
being punched in the gut’. 

The phenomenon has led to the creation of 
so-called ‘heartbreak apps’, designed to coach 
users through the initial days after a break-up 
and provide an alternative to obsessive online 
scrolling. Ellen Huerta, founder of Mend, one 
of the leading apps, says: ‘A social media feed 
is a minefield of mini heartbreaks waiting 
to happen, whether it’s seeing your ex in a 
friend’s story, or seeing an ex comment on a 
friend’s post. Blocking won’t protect you from 
those things.’ Huerta created Mend after her 
own break-up, as a technology tool designed 
to help, not harm, the recovery process by 
providing supportive advice. 

Loss of the ideal self
A relationship break-up involves loss, not  
just of a partner but often also a lifestyle,  
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a group of once-mutual friends, the identity 
of being part of a couple and/or a family and 
the comfort of having that one person in the 
world who truly ‘has your back’, as a client put 
it. The loss of a dream of the future may be as 
powerful or more so than the loss of the actual 
person. There is also the loss of the ideal self, 
resulting from a failure to live up to our best 
idea of ourselves – something I see in clients 
who initiated the break-up but still can’t seem 
to get over it. As Freud identified in Mourning 
and Melancholia,3 when we grieve significant 
losses, it involves withdrawing our psychic 
energy (libido) from the object (our ex) via the 
painful process of loss and ‘working through’  
it to recover from all the hurt and eventually  
be able to love again. 

Psychotherapist and couples counsellor 
Hilda Burke, author of The Phone Addiction 
Workbook: how to identify smartphone 
dependency, stop compulsive behaviour and 
develop a healthy relationship with your 
devices,4 points out that sometimes the client’s 
surveillance of their ex on social media can 
facilitate this process. ‘I think when we’re in 
pain, a part of us is drawn to more pain. There’s 
an element of guilty pleasure and emotional 
self-cuffing that goes on. Like when we’re 
heartbroken, we want to listen to miserable 
music. I had a client who wasn’t very active 
on social media at all, so for her it was about 
looking at old pictures and cards. That impulse, 
to hang on, to want to know and not to let go, 
is ingrained with our attachment. When we’re 
attached to someone, we don’t want to give up.’

At a certain phase of mourning, therefore, 
browsing an ex’s activity may be helpful. But for 
other clients, still obsessively scoping their ex 
months or, in some cases, years afterwards, and 
who report feeling unable to get on with their 
lives, the necessary mourning has become 
blocked. Freud argued that, when mourning 
gets stuck, it manifests as what he labelled 
‘melancholia’, as a way to unconsciously bring 
that object inside ourselves and hold onto it, 
which often results in depression. But even in 
non-depressed clients, it is possible to identify 
defences against the relationship’s loss that 
show up as denial, anger or the desire for 
revenge. Listening to these clients can be like 
eavesdropping on an internal argument with 
their ex, revolving around a variation of ‘How 
could you do this to me?’ 

Psychotherapist Dr Aaron Balick has studied 
social media through a psychodynamic prism, 

applying Freud’s early-20th-century model of 
mourning to 21st-century heartbreak.5 He cites 
a 2012 UK study6 in which author Tara Marshall 
concludes: ‘Keeping tabs on an ex-partner 
through Facebook is associated with poorer 
emotional recovery and personal growth 
following a break-up. Therefore, avoiding 
exposure to an ex-partner, both offline and 
online, may be the best remedy for healing a 
broken heart.’ Balick adds: ‘[This] conclusion 
clearly resonates with Freud’s model of 
mourning, suggesting that the mourning 
process is better worked through when one 
does not maintain an online object relationship 
with the former lover.’ 

He goes on to question whether ‘the 
architecture of an SNS [social network site] 
like Facebook, offers a rather melancholic 
relationship to others, ultimately affecting 
letting go and freely enabling an ongoing 
defence against loss’. He wonders ‘whether or 
not the online networking world is melancholic 
in nature because there never really is a loss: 
the other is always findable online’.

Not just the other, but the other’s others. 
‘Twenty years ago, you’d have to hire a private 
detective to find out what we can find out 
about people online now,’ Burke says. ‘But, 
depending on what the person’s privacy 

settings are, you can see their whole family 
history, their partner, their kids, their work 
history, their education, their whole life rolled 
out. It can offer something for our mind to 
gnaw on, to work away at, which before social 
media we didn’t have. You could argue that 
our imagination would have filled in the gaps. 
But we can find out a lot more, and for some 
people, they never cut off from doing that.’

Various studies have found unhelpful links 
between high levels of smartphone and social 
media use and mental health issues, especially 
for young women and in behaviour that’s come 
to be labelled ‘compare and despair’.7 This 
was a large part of what was going on for my 
client, Sarah. She had grown up with a sister 
who she felt was prettier, slimmer and more 
sociable than her. Seeing visuals of her ex’s 
new love, she obsessively compared herself 
with this woman, to her own detriment. This, 
when explored in depth, revealed feelings of 
inadequacy that had a long and painful sibling-
related history. It then became  
a large part of the work. 

A feature of the use of social media in 
‘non-neutral ways’ is that it can be recruited 
to serve a client’s issues rather than merely 
throwing a spanner into the working through 
of mourning. Balick says: ‘As other personality-
based research has found, people are likely 
to engage across the online network in the 
style of their personalities.’ Thus clients with 
obsessive components in their make-up will 
use social media obsessively; masochistically 
inclined clients will do so masochistically. The 
chronically angry will use it to find things to rail 
against. And clients suffering from anxiety will 
have their worries fuelled or confirmed. 

According to psychoanalyst Nancy 
McWilliams, the hallmark of the masochistic 
personality is ‘defensive acting out in ways that 
risk harm’.8 To which Burke adds, ‘Certainly 
my clients, when they engage in this type of 
behaviour, will say they knew it was going to 
make them miserable.  They knew nothing 
good would come out of it. I say, what would be 
the best thing that you could find or see online? 
Is there anything that would make you feel 
better? And they’ll often say, well, no, actually.’

As Balick puts it: ‘A person whose relational 
style leans towards a more melancholic model 
(that is, the lack of an ability to let the object 
go) will be more likely to engage in Facebook 
stalking in an effort to retain the lost object in 
consciousness by way of online tracking.’ 
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Burke believes that those who follow  
their ex-partner’s social media would still  
be obsessing over the relationship if social 
media didn’t exist. ‘This type of behaviour 
is nothing new. The desire to snoop and do 
that kind of detective work wasn’t born when 
phones and the internet were created. Without 
social media, the person might be hanging 
round where their ex lives, or engineering 
“accidental” meetings.’

But it’s the ease with which we can now track 
a former partner that’s different; the ability to 
do it from the comfort of our own home and, 
more to the point, in secret. While this can 
certainly feed that ‘melancholic’ part of the 
psyche that doesn’t want to let go, it’s a high-
risk strategy. As Pinter’s study found, clients 
can inadvertently come across something 
more painful than they had bargained for, 
and then they are all alone with it, which can 
increase feelings of isolation, loneliness and 
despair. Even if they have started the mourning 
process, it can set them back. 

I wonder about the additional impact  
of seeing an image, compared with just 
hearing from a friend that a much-missed  
ex-lover has met someone new. How much 
more powerfully hurtful is it to see visual 
evidence of that moving on pop up on  
your screen? 

Space to recalibrate
When the client brings social media into the 
room, it’s important, obviously, to get at the 
feelings involved. If obsessive use of social 
media can act as a defence against the pain of 
loss, the work is about encouraging the client 
to go beneath that defence to experience and 
work through the hurt in all its various forms. 
This usually exposes painful meanings that the 
client has clustered around the break-up. Once 
clients truly experience the pain of the loss 
and explore the meanings they’ve attributed to 
it in therapy, their unhelpful online behaviours 
tend to fall away.  

Blocking or unfollowing the ex is the crucial 
first step to facilitate recovery. Ellen Huerta 
advises a ‘60-day Ex Detox’: ‘Your brain and 
body need time and space to recalibrate and a 
total break from your ex is the only way to do 
it, including on social media. We recommend 
deleting social media apps off your phone for 
a while or asking a good friend to change your 
password – whatever you need to do to make 
sure your thumb doesn’t go there by default.’

Balick agrees: ‘People need to be  
much more active about removing those 
connections, at least for a period, to give 
adequate time to mourn. Obsessional or 
addictive Facebook or Instagram stalking of 
the ex is an archetypal example of how the 
mourning process is repressed and moved 
into a system, a system that refuses to let go, 
but causes a great deal of harm.’

As Sarah and I explored how social media 
was fuelling her ‘ex-addiction’, as she put it, she 
came up with the idea of recruiting a ‘buddy’, 
like an Alcoholics Anonymous sponsor, who 
she could call when tempted to go online to 
‘compare and despair’. This worked, along 
with signing up to a break-up app so she had 
somewhere else for her thumb to go if her 
buddy wasn’t available.

As Huerta says of her Mend app: ‘Essentially 
I built what I wished had existed during my 
break-up. Technology has the power to make 
break-ups harder, but it can also be used 
in positive ways. Instead of checking your 
ex’s Instagram, you can plug into a helpful 
community, get advice or read stories. A lot of 
Menders use Mend between therapy sessions, 
and they say it’s a really helpful way to track 
their feelings and feel supported when they’re 
on their own.’

Technology, then, is neither good nor 
bad for heartbroken clients; nor is it neutral. 
As with everything in life, becoming more 
conscious about what you’re doing and  
why and how you’re doing it facilitates a 
degree of personal agency over previously 
automatic behaviours. Working through the 
pain of a break-up, rather than compulsively 
scrolling through social media, enables a 
|client to recover. And the first step to that 
recovery may be stepping away from social 
media until they can engage with it in a  
non-destructive way.  

* All client names and identifying details have 
been changed for confidentiality
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