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ABSTRACT

Digital technologies have increasingly become central to individuals' daily lives, evolving beyond mere tools for
communication or information access to assume psychological and social functions. This review examines the
concept of "digital fugue," which refers to individuals' tendency to turn to digital devices as a means of coping with
anxiety, social pressure, stress, or discomforting situations. Digital fugue is defined as a state in which an
individual remains physically present in a social environment while mentally and interactionally withdrawing into
the digital world. In this respect, the concept is distinguished from digital addiction, representing a situational and
context-specific escape behavior rather than continuous and uncontrolled use. The study examines the
theoretical foundations of digital fugue and discusses its similarities and differences with related concepts such
as avoidance-based coping, experiential avoidance, escapism, and problematic smartphone use. Furthermore,
social anxiety, inadequate coping skills, alienation, and the desire to escape from the environment are evaluated
as significant factors in the emergence of digital fugue behavior. Literature findings indicate that while digital
devices may provide short-term psychological relief for individuals, they may be associated with decreased social
interaction, loneliness, isolation, alienation, weakening of social skills, and mental health problems in the long
term. In conclusion, digital fugue offers an important conceptual framework for understanding individuals' social
and psychological needs in the digital age and establishes a novel research area for future empirical
investigations.
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0z

Dijital teknolojiler, bireylerin glinliik yasamlarinda giderek daha merkezi bir konuma yerlesmis ve yalnizca iletigim
veya bilgiye erisim araci olmaktan cikarak psikolojik ve sosyal islevler de Ustlenmeye baslamistir. Bu derleme
calismasinda, bireylerin kaygi, sosyal baski, stres veya rahatsizlik yaratan durumlarla basa cikmak amaciyla dijital
cihazlara yonelmelerini ifade eden "dijital flig" kavrami ele alinmistir. Dijital flig, bireyin fiziksel olarak sosyal
ortamda bulunmaya devam ederken zihinsel ve etkilesimsel olarak dijital diinyaya cekilmesi seklinde
tanimlanmaktadir. Bu yoniyle kavram, dijital bagimliiktan ayrilmakta; sirekli ve kontrolsiiz kullanim yerine
durumsal ve baglama 06zgl bir kagis davranisini ifade etmektedir. Calismada dijital fliglin kuramsal temelleri
incelenmis, kaginma temelli basa ¢ikma, deneyimsel kaginma, kagiscilik ve sorunlu akilli telefon kullanimi gibi iliskili
kavramlarla benzerlikleri ve farklliklari tartisilmistir. Ayrica sosyal anksiyete, yetersiz basa cikma becerileri,
yabancilasma ve cevreden kagcma istedinin dijital flig davranisinin ortaya c¢ikmasinda onemli rol oynadigi
dederlendirilmistir. Literatlir bulgulari, dijital cihazlarin bireyler icin kisa sireli psikolojik rahatlama
sa@layabilmesine karsin, uzun vadede sosyal etkilesimin azalmasi, yalnizlik, izolasyon, yabancilasma, sosyal
becerilerin zayiflamasi ve ruh sagligi sorunlariyla iliskili olabilecedini gostermektedir. Sonug olarak dijital flig, dijital
cagda bireylerin sosyal ve psikolojik gereksinimlerini anlamada dnemli bir kavramsal cerceve sunmakta ve
gelecekte yapilacak ampirik arastirmalar icin yeni bir arastirma alani olusturmaktadir.
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Introduction

Digital technologies have become central to modern life. Smartphones, tablets, and computers have
changed many parts of daily living, from how we communicate to how we find information. Social media,
messaging apps, and digital games are now common in everyday life. However, these tools are not just for
information; they also serve as spaces where people can distance themselves from social pressure,
anxiety, and daily stress (Katz et al. 1973, Przybylski and Weinstein 2013). This study explores this escape
behavior using the concept of “digital fugue.” As a conceptual and theoretical review, it discusses digital
fugue by looking at existing research. We examined previous studies on digital addiction, problematic
smartphone use, social anxiety (Enez Darcin et al. 2016, Annoni et al. 2021), alienation (Mann 2001), and
coping strategies (Lazarus and Folkman 1984, Hayes et al. 1996). Based on this literature, we address the
foundations of digital fugue, the factors behind it, and its potential psychosocial effects.

The term “Fugue” comes from the Latin word fuga, meaning “escape” or “flight.” In psychiatry, it describes
a condition called dissociative fugue, or a “state of escape.” This condition involves a sudden change in
identity, leaving home unexpectedly, and memory loss (APA 2013). It usually happens when individuals face
overwhelming or distressing life events. In this sense, fuga refers to a psychological and physical
withdrawal where people distance themselves from stress, responsibilities, or social interactions to find
mental relief.

In this study, digital fugue is defined as an escape behavior where individuals use digital devices to
distance themselves from situations like anxiety, social pressure, or the desire to avoid interaction. It is
not just about using technology for communication or fun; it is a temporary retreat into digital spaces to
handle challenging social or emotional situations. Digital fugue differs from digital addiction because it is
not a constant or compulsive habit. Instead, it is a situational form of withdrawal that happens in specific
contexts. This concept helps us understand how people can be physically present in a social setting while
mentally distancing themselves through their devices (Lazarus and Folkman 1984, Lazarus 1993). This
behavior is often seen in many everyday social contexts. In places like public transport, cafés, restaurants,
or gatherings with friends and family, people frequently use their smartphones to avoid social interaction
or to redirect their attention. This suggests that digital devices can act as a psychological barrier for
individuals in certain social situations (Kanbay et al. 2025).

This study is a narrative literature review. Research on digital technology use, digital addiction, social
anxiety, and escape behaviors has been examined. Studies that investigate the link between technology
use and psychological coping have been prioritized. Based on this research, we discuss the foundations,
causes, and social effects of digital fugue within a conceptual framework.

Relationship of Digital Fugue with Related Concepts in the Literature

In order to better understand the concept of digital fugue, it is important to examine its relationship with
several related constructs in the literature and to clarify how it differs from them. In particular, concepts
such as avoidance coping, escapism, experiential avoidance, and problematic smartphone use emphasize
that individuals often resort to various avoidance strategies in order to cope with challenging emotional
situations. Although the concept of digital fugue shares certain similarities with these approaches, it also
differs from them in several important respects (Hayes et al. 1996, Kuss and Griffiths 2011).

Avoidance coping refers to a coping strategy in which individuals prefer to distance themselves from
stressful situations rather than confronting them directly. Within this strategy, individuals may tend to
ignore anxiety- or stress-inducing stimuli, redirect their attention elsewhere, or postpone dealing with the
problem (Lazarus and Folkman 1984). In this context, digital fugue may be considered a specific
manifestation of avoidance-based coping strategies within digital environments. However, avoidance
coping represents a broader psychological process and does not define a specific behavioral context. In
contrast, digital fugue refers specifically to a situational avoidance behavior in which individuals turn to
digital devices. Therefore, digital fugue can be interpreted as a distinctive behavioral expression of
avoidance coping within the digital context.
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The concept of digital fugue also shares certain similarities with the notion of escapism. Escapism
generally refers to individuals’ tendency to withdraw from the stresses or responsibilities of real life by
directing themselves toward alternative mental or behavioral domains. Such tendencies often occur
through activities such as entertainment, media consumption, or immersion in imaginary worlds (Katz et
al. 1973). However, while escapism typically refers to a broader motivational tendency, digital fugue points
to a more specific social context. In digital fugue, individuals often remain physically present within a
social setting but mentally and interactionally withdraw from that environment through digital devices. In
this respect, digital fugue describes a more situational and context-dependent form of escape that
involves a temporary retreat from social interaction (Turkle 2011, Twenge 2017).

The concept of experiential avoidance refers to individuals’ tendency to avoid negative emotions,
thoughts, or internal experiences. This concept is particularly discussed within the literature on
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and highlights that attempts to suppress or control
distressing internal experiences may contribute to various psychological problems (Hayes et.al.1996).
While experiential avoidance focuses primarily on individuals’ efforts to distance themselves from internal
experiences, digital fugue refers more specifically to a behavioral pattern characterized by individuals
turning to digital tools in response to anxiety or discomfort experienced within a social context (Przybylski
and Weinstein 2013). Thus, whereas experiential avoidance centers on internal psychological processes,
digital fugue can be viewed as a behaviorally observable reflection of these processes within digital
environments (Elhai et al. 2017).

One of the domains most closely related to digital fugue is problematic smartphone use. Problematic
smartphone use is characterized by individuals experiencing difficulty controlling their smartphone use
and by the negative impact of this use on daily functioning (Elhai et al. 2017). This concept is typically
examined within the frameworks of addiction, impulse control problems, or habitual usage patterns (Kuss
and Griffiths 2011). In contrast, digital fugue is defined not as a continuous and uncontrolled pattern of use
but as a situational escape behavior that emerges in particular social or emotional contexts. For this
reason, unlike problematic smartphone use, digital fugue does not represent a chronic usage pattern but
rather a temporary strategy of psychological distancing that occurs in specific situations.

Taken together, these considerations suggest that although the concept of digital fugue is related to
avoidance- and escape-based psychological processes discussed in the literature, it represents a
distinctive form of these processes that emerges within the context of social interaction in the digital age
(Turkle 2011). One of the key features distinguishing digital fugue from other avoidance-related constructs
is that individuals remain physically present in a social environment while mentally withdrawing from
interaction through digital devices (Przybylski and Weinstein 2013). For this reason, the concept of digital
fugue offers a novel conceptual perspective for understanding how digital technologies may shape
individuals’ coping strategies in contemporary social life (Cemiloglu et al. 2022).

Digital Addiction and Digital Fugue: Conceptual Distinctions

Digital addiction is defined as the excessive, compulsive, impulsive, and problematic use of digital devices
(Alrobai et al. 2016). It is a broad concept encompassing various forms of dependency, including internet
addiction, gaming addiction, social media addiction, and other forms of digital media addiction (Christakis
2019). In cases of digital addiction, individuals experience difficulty regulating their use of digital devices
and often feel a strong urge to remain constantly engaged with them (Arslan and Bardakgi 2021). When
these devices are not in use, individuals may experience anxiety, restlessness, or stress, which in turn
increases the tendency to return to device use in order to alleviate these feelings. Over time, this pattern
can interfere with individuals” ability to perform their daily functions and may negatively affect social,
academic, or professional life (Alrobai et al. 2016, Arslan and Bardakgi 2021). In contrast, digital fugue refers
toindividuals'tendency to turn to the digital world in order to reduce anxiety or cope with challenging social
and psychological situations (Kanbay et al. 2025). In this context, digital fugue can be understood as an
escape behavior in which individuals turn to digital devices to temporarily distance themselves from
intense emotional burdens, social pressures, or uncomfortable environments. For instance, when an
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individual feels overwhelmed in a social setting, they may choose to engage with their mobile device as a
way of mentally withdrawing from that environment. Such behavior may lead to avoidance of face-to-face
communication and a shift toward digital spaces where the individual feels more comfortable.

Although digital addiction and digital fugue may appear superficially similar, they represent two distinct
phenomena grounded in different motivational dynamics. Digital addiction is primarily associated with
individuals' inability to control their urge to use digital devices, whereas digital fugue can be interpreted
as a situational escape strategy that emerges in response to stressful or anxiety-provoking
circumstances. For this reason, digital device use should not be examined solely within the framework of
addiction but also within the broader context of individuals' psychological and social needs. These
distinctions can be further understood in terms of the reasons for use, timing of use, emotional states
involved, and their impact on social interaction (Enez Darcin et al. 2016, Annoni et al. 2021).

Reason for Use

In the case of addiction, individuals typically use digital devices to obtain pleasure, relaxation, or an
increase in dopamine levels, and the behavior is driven by an uncontrollable urge. In the context of digital
fugue, however, individuals use digital devices primarily as a means of escaping social environments or
stressful situations. The purpose of this behavior is to create social distance, reduce stress, and achieve
a sense of mental relief (Uhls et al. 2014).

Context and Timing of Use

In digital addiction, device use is typically characterized by a persistent and difficult-to-control pattern of
use (Balci and Kaya 2023). Such use is not limited to specific social situations but may occur at various
times throughout an individual's daily life and is often associated with prolonged usage behaviors (Edwards
1995). In contrast, in digital fugue, the use of digital devices generally emerges as a situational behavior
triggered by particular social or psychological circumstances. For example, individuals may show a greater
tendency to turn to digital devices during situations involving intense social pressure (e.g., implicit
expectations in public transportation to give up one's seat), stress (e.g., waiting in line for a dental
appointment), or challenging social contexts (e.g., feeling observed in an unfamiliar environment). In such
cases, individuals may turn to the digital world in order to reduce the tension they experience or to
temporarily distance themselves from social interaction (Panova and Lleras 2016). Therefore, within the
context of digital fugue, digital device use is better understood not as a continuous usage pattern but as a
situational escape behavior that emerges under specific circumstances.

Emotional State

Addiction is generally associated with past experiences that have provided a certain level of gratification
and with the expectation that similar gratification will be obtained in the future. Consequently, individuals
with addictive patterns may experience restlessness, tension, or dissatisfaction when they are unable to
use their devices. Over time, the urge to use the device may become a perceived necessity (Arslan and
Bardakgi 2021). In contrast, within digital fugue, device use represents a conscious or semi-conscious
choice aimed at avoiding anxiety-provoking situations and achieving psychological relief. Individuals turn
to the digital world in order to distance themselves from social pressures and to attain a sense of mental
relaxation.

Social Interaction

Digital addiction may lead to impairments in individuals’ social interactions and difficulties in face-to-face
communication. This outcome is generally associated with the persistent urge to use digital devices
(Arslan and Bardakgi 2020). Digital fugue, however, can be understood as a deliberate withdrawal from
certain forms of social interaction, such as avoiding communication with particular individuals. In such
cases, the primary aim is to minimize interaction with others and to create a form of mental refuge through
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technology. These distinctions suggest that the use of digital devices is not driven solely by entertainment
motives or addiction but is also closely related to individuals' psychological and social needs. Digital fugue
may function as a strategy employed by individuals who experience social anxiety or who feel
uncomfortable in environments characterized by intense social pressure. In contrast, addiction is
characterized primarily by loss of control and excessive use. For this reason, understanding why
individuals use digital devices requires careful consideration of the psychological and social motivations
underlying such behavior (Cemiloglu et al. 2022).

In conclusion, the concepts of digital addiction and digital fugue differ fundamentally in explaining why
and how individuals use digital devices. Digital addiction is defined as a compulsive need that leads
individuals to use digital devices continuously in pursuit of pleasure, relaxation, or satisfaction. This
condition reflects a loss of control and may negatively affect individuals’ daily functioning and social
relationships. In contrast, digital fugue refers to individuals' conscious or unconscious tendency to turn to
the digital world in order to escape situations that are uncomfortable, stressful, or socially unsettling. The
primary motivation in digital fugue, unlike addiction, is to reduce anxiety and achieve psychological relief.
While digital addiction involves persistent device use, digital fugue represents a situational escape
mechanism that emerges at particular moments. Therefore, recognizing the fundamental differences
between these two concepts is essential for understanding why and how individuals engage with digital
technologies (Uhls et al. 2014, Cemiloglu et al. 2022).

Although digital addiction and digital fugue may appear similar at the behavioral level, the relationship
between these two phenomena cannot be explained through a simple causal direction (Kuss and Griffiths
2011). In many situations, psychological distress, social anxiety, and inadequate coping strategies lead
individuals to seek temporary relief through digital environments, which may manifest as digital fugue
(Enez Darcin et al. 2016). In this sense, digital fugue represents a situational escape response rather than
a compulsive pattern of use (Przybylski and Weinstein 2013). However, repeated reliance on digital devices
as an avoidance strategy may gradually increase the duration and frequency of use and may create a
vulnerability to problematic digital engagement or digital addiction over time (Balci and Kaya 2023).
Therefore, the relationship between digital addiction and digital fugue should be considered reciprocal
rather than strictly causal.

Digital Fugue and Related Factors

Inadequate Coping

One of the most frequently cited scholars in the field of coping with stress, Lazarus and Folkman define
coping as the constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts that individuals develop in order to
manage external and/or internal demands that are perceived as taxing or exceeding their resources
(Lazarus and Folkman 1984). According to Folkman and Lazarus, coping strategies can be broadly
categorized into two types: problem-focused coping and emotion-focused coping. Emotion-focused
coping refers to altering the meaning individuals attribute to a stressful situation, even when the situation
itself remains unchanged (Lazarus 1993). Accordingly, emotion-focused coping involves requlating
emotional responses in order to reduce emotional distress (Lazarus and Folkman 1984). Problem-focused
coping, on the other hand, involves attempts to intervene in or modify the environmental conditions that
generate stress, seeking ways to resolve or eliminate the problem (Lazarus 1999).

Individuals with limited coping skills may resort to avoidance-based strategies rather than directly
confronting situations that generate stress, social pressure, or anxiety (Hayes et al. 1996). In this context,
digital fugue may emerge as individuals turn to digital environments in order to temporarily distance
themselves from negative emotions. Social media platforms, digital games, or online content may function
as distracting and soothing tools, enabling individuals to experience short-term psychological relief (Katz
et al. 1973). However, when reliance on digital environments becomes a recurring coping strategy, it may
weaken individuals’ capacity to deal directly with stressors (Arslan and Bardakgi 2021).
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As digital fugue behavior is maintained over time, individuals may have fewer opportunities to confront
anxiety-provoking situations (Arslan and Bardakgi 2020). In the long term, this process may further
undermine coping skills (Panova and Lleras 2016). Consequently, although avoidance behaviors enacted
through digital environments may provide short-term relief, they may ultimately evolve into a coping
pattern that delays confrontation with anxiety and reinforces a cycle of avoidance (Cemiloglu et al. 2022).

Digital Addiction

When used in moderation, technology provides many benefits; particularly for young people, digital games
and social media can offer emotional relief and contribute to identity exploration and peer acceptance
during adolescence (Gerwin et.al. 2018). However, the uncontrolled and excessive use of emerging
technologies has become a significant public health concern, as it may lead to serious disruptions in
individual, social, educational, and professional domains (WHO 2014, Rosendo-Rios et.al. 2022).

In particular, the increasing dependence on digital devices—especially smartphones—makes it
progressively more difficult for individuals to distance themselves from these technologies. These devices
provide individuals with a readily accessible means of escaping from their social surroundings. For
instance, feelings of discomfort in social settings may prompt individuals to immediately check their
phones and withdraw from interaction with those around them. Research indicates that excessive
engagement with technology can negatively affect social interaction. Digital addiction has been
associated with a range of physical and cognitive problems, including depression, anxiety, impaired sleep
quality, difficulties in self-care, reduced daily functioning, and challenges in social relationships (Ali et al.
2015, Cemiloglu et.al. 2022).

Social Anxiety and Communication Fear

Social anxiety disorder (SAD), commonly referred to as social phobia, is an anxiety disorder characterized
by intense anxiety and avoidance behaviors in social situations. Individuals with high levels of social
anxiety experience marked concern in situations where they may be noticed or evaluated by others. In
particular, they may worry that anxiety-related physical symptoms—such as trembling voice, shaking
hands, or sweating—will be observed by others (APA 2013).

In a large-scale study examining the prevalence of social anxiety symptoms among young people aged 16-
29, it was found that 36% of participants exhibited symptoms at the level of SAD, while 18% were unaware
that they had SAD (Jefferies and Ungar 2020). In Australia, a nationally representative study reported a
lifetime prevalence rate of 8.4% for SAD (Crome et al. 2015). A similar study conducted in Canada found the
lifetime prevalence rate to be 8.1% (MacKenzie and Fowler 2013). Another large-scale study including
participants from 28 countries with diverse cultural and economic backgrounds reported that the global
lifetime prevalence of SAD is approximately 4% (Stein et al. 2017).

Situations that commonly trigger social anxiety include performing in front of others, speaking with
authority figures, meeting new people, and eating or drinking in the presence of others. Individuals
experiencing social anxiety tend to avoid such situations whenever possible (Crome et al. 2015). However,
when avoidance is not feasible, they may be compelled to remain in these social environments while
experiencing intense anxiety (APA 2013). Regardless of whether an individual has a formal diagnosis of
social anxiety disorder, heightened anxiety may produce physical symptoms such as heart palpitations,
sweating, shortness of breath, trembling of the hands or voice, or blushing. Under such circumstances,
individuals may develop the belief that they are being negatively evaluated by others, a process that can
lead to teacher or student alienation in educational settings (Brooks et al. 2008). As a result, they may
either attempt to cope with the situation or resort to avoidance behaviors (Kanbay et al. 2025).

When physical escape from anxiety-provoking situations is not possible, mental withdrawal may emerge
as an effective means of reducing anxiety, and the digital barrier created by digital devices can be seen as
one of the most accessible ways to achieve this. For this reason, digital fugue may be particularly common
among individuals who experience social anxiety (Elhai et al. 2019). In social environments where face-to-
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face communication with others becomes difficult, digital devices may function as a form of psychological
shield. Individuals may turn to digital tools, such as smartphones, in order to manage their anxiety and to
avoid social interaction (Guo et al. 2020).

Individuals experiencing social anxiety or depression may use their smartphones in non-social ways—for
example, by continuously consuming online content or playing games—in order to avoid real-world
interactions. Such non-social smartphone use can function as an escape mechanism for anxious
individuals, often mediated by factors like interpersonal trust (Li et al. 2019). This pattern may lead
individuals to withdraw from social environments and may weaken their real-life social ties. In this sense,
non-social smartphone use may serve as a form of “safe space” that allows individuals to avoid social
anxiety (Elhai et al. 2020).

It has also been suggested that individuals experiencing psychosocial difficulties such as social phobia or
loneliness may be more prone to excessive use of cyber-technological devices such as smartphones. A
study conducted among university students in Turkey examining the relationship between smartphone
addiction, social phobia, and loneliness found that social phobia was associated with a higher risk of
smartphone addiction among young people (Enez Darcin et al. 2016). Research conducted with Chinese
university students similarly demonstrated that individuals who are lonely or shy are more likely to develop
mobile phone addiction (Bian and Leung 2015). Likewise, Al-Barashdi et al. (2015) emphasized that
smartphones can function as effective tools for communication, particularly for shy students Al-Barashdi
et.al.2015). Their study indicated that smartphones are widely used among students, increase social
interaction, and expand opportunities for forming new social relationships. A meta-analysis further
demonstrated that individuals experiencing social anxiety tend to rely more heavily on digital devices in
order to avoid face-to-face communication, which may in turn contribute to smartphone addiction. These
findings suggest that social anxiety may drive individuals toward escape into digital environments,
facilitating the transition from physical social settings to digital ones (Elhai et al. 2017). A positive
relationship between problematic smartphone use and social anxiety has also been reported (Annoni et al.
2021).

Desire to Escape from the Environment

The use of digital tools can be explained not only by cognitive, emotional, and social needs but also by the
desire to escape from reality (Katz et al. 1973). A study conducted with university students found that the
need for social escape and relaxation was among the motivations underlying digital device use (Acuner
and Turan 2024). These studies suggest that digital device use fulfills a range of needs that cannot be
explained solely through the frameworks of digital addictions or digital phobias (Christakis 2019). In this
context, digital fugue can be associated with individuals’ need to distance themselves from their social
environments, a behavior often influenced by various interactive risk factors (Alrobai et al. 2016). In
crowded environments, people may retreat into the digital world as a means of escaping surrounding
stimuli and achieving relaxation. This behavior can be interpreted as a reflection of the psychiatric notion
of fugue. In such circumstances, individuals may turn to digital tools to avoid social interaction,
environmental pressures, and anxiety (Bian and Leung 2015). Digital escape can thus be defined as
individuals' tendency to withdraw into digital environments in order to seek temporary relief from
psychological, social, or environmental stressors. The widespread use of smartphones, in particular,
allows individuals to retreat into the digital world even while physically present in social settings, thereby
disengaging from their immediate surroundings (Pera 2020). Although this behavior may provide a
temporary sense of escape and relief in the short term, it may also weaken individuals’ social relationships
in the long term, contribute to feelings of loneliness and perceived social isolation, and gradually erode
their connection with their social environment (Primack et al. 2017).

Alienation

Derived from the Latin word alienare, alienation refers to a condition in which individuals distance
themselves from a group or activity to which they belong—or are expected to belong—or feel that they do
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not belong to that group (Mann 2001). Anotherion is considered a response to a lack of belonging that arises
when individuals become detached from one another or from a particular social environment, and it may
lead to serious negative consequences (Edwards 1995, Marshall 1999). Occupying an important place in
sociological thought and in research on human relations, alienation expresses individuals’ personal
dissatisfaction with certain structural elements of society and is often accompanied by emotions such as
discontent and frustration.When the concept of alienation is considered as an important antecedent of
digital fugue, the causal relationship between these two phenomena becomes more apparent. Alienation
refers to a condition in which individuals feel disconnected from social bonds, values, and roles. When
social norms fail to meet individuals’ expectations, or when individuals perceive themselves as
incompatible with those norms, feelings of alienation may emerge. This emotional and cognitive
disconnection may lead individuals to distance themselves from the physical world and seek refuge within
digital environments (Al-Barashdi et al. 2015). In this sense, digital fugue may arise as a consequence of
alienation, with individuals becoming increasingly isolated from their social environment and from social
reality through digital tools, often requiring new frameworks for digital engagement (Ali et al. 2015).

Alienation may manifest in two primary dimensions: alienation from society and self-alienation. This
condition may develop when individuals feel discomfort with socially imposed values or experience a
mismatch between their personal identity and the social roles expected of them. For example, when
individuals work under excessive supervision in the workplace or experience pressure from rigid gender
roles, they may experience a conflict between their personal identity and these social norms, leading to
feelings of alienation from society. Such alienation may encourage individuals to withdraw from social
responsibilities and relationships (Primack et al. 2019). As a result, individuals may seek refuge in the digital
world as a means of distancing themselves from these uncomfortable realities of the physical world. In
some cases, digital fugue can be interpreted as a digital manifestation of alienation processes. Feelings
of alienation may foster individuals' desire to escape from social norms and environmental pressures
through digital tools, which may in turn affect the perceived emotional support they receive (Shensa et al.
2016). Digital platforms provide a space for such escape. However, this form of escape offers only
temporary relief; as individuals increasingly withdraw from social reality, feelings of alienation may
deepen, reinforcing the cycle of digital fugue and increasing loneliness (Tsiridis et al. 2023). Thus, while
alienation forms the underlying basis of digital fugue, digital fugue may simultaneously function as a
consequence that further accelerates the process of alienation.

Effects of Digital Fugue

Reduction in Social Interaction

Digital fugue refers to a pattern in which individuals increasingly turn toward digital devices and the
internet while withdrawing from face-to-face social interactions. In social environments, professional
meetings, or public settings such as public transportation, individuals may frequently prefer to engage
with their digital devices rather than participate in direct interpersonal communication. This tendency may
lead to the weakening of social relationships and a decline in interpersonal connections. Turkle (2011)
argues that excessive dependence on digital technologies may reduce individuals’ engagement in face-to-
face interactions, thereby increasing feelings of social isolation and loneliness (Turkle 2011). Similarly,
Primack et al. (2017) demonstrated that the intensity of social media use is associated with feelings of
loneliness (Primack et al. 2017). These findings suggest that excessive use of digital devices may weaken
individuals’ social bonds and increase their sense of disconnection from the real world. In this context,
digital fugue is characterized by individuals' tendency to withdraw from social interactions and may
contribute to disruptions in social communication.

Loneliness and Isolation

Isolation, considered a component of alienation, refers to a state in which interaction diminishes as
individuals consciously distance themselves from their physical environment and from their relationships
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with others, or reduce such interactions to a minimum. This condition is also associated with a weakening
of individuals' sense of social integration. The reasons underlying an individual's withdrawal from their
surroundings may stem either from environmental factors or from psychological conditions, often
intersecting with developmental media use (Gerwin et al. 2018). Isolation should therefore be considered
not as a physiological phenomenon but as a sociological one. In this sense, it may be understood as a
process through which individuals question the extent to which they feel connected to the beliefs, values,
and behavioral norms of society (Brooks et al. 2008).

Digital fugue provides a framework for understanding individuals’ tendency to consciously distance
themselves from social norms, rules, and contexts that they perceive as dissatisfying or restrictive. Social
expectations and the roles imposed by society may, in certain situations, create a constraining effect on
individuals and generate emotional pressure, requiring specific emotion regulation strategies (Shahidin et
al. 2022). In response to such pressure, individuals may seek a form of relief within the digital world. For
example, within highly disciplined and performance-oriented educational systems characterized by
constant expectations of achievement, students may turn to digital platforms as a strategic way to
distance themselves from the oppressive aspects of the school system. Similarly, an employee confronted
with sexist or hierarchical norms in the workplace may resort to social media use as a means of temporarily
escaping from this uncomfortable environment. Such processes may intensify individuals’ sense of
disconnection from social norms and rules that they find difficult to accept. In this respect, digital fugue
may further deepen the process of alienation: individuals create a form of isolation within their own digital
spaces through digital tools, distancing themselves both from social relationships and from socially
imposed identities, a pattern sometimes seen in online gaming contexts (Rosendo-Rios et al. 2022). This
deliberate withdrawal and desire for solitude can be considered one of the most visible indicators of
individuals' alienation from society.

Over time, digital fugue may contribute to the development of feelings of isolation among individuals. For
those who consistently avoid social environments, the likelihood of experiencing loneliness and isolation
may increase. Although the digital world may appear to reduce feelings of loneliness in the short term,
prolonged reductions in social interaction may ultimately intensify these feelings. In this sense, loneliness
may function both as a consequence of digital fugue and as a factor that further reinforces the
phenomenon, often exacerbated by a fear of missing out (Yang et al. 2021).

Individuals experiencing loneliness may retreat into the digital world, thereby deepening their social
isolation. For instance, a person who frequently feels excluded or misunderstood in their social
relationships may feel safer in digital environments, leading them to engage more with digital platforms
and withdraw from relationships in the physical world. However, this tendency does not eliminate the
individual's sense of loneliness in real life; on the contrary, it may further intensify it, impacting aspects of
emotional intelligence (Piccerillo and Digennaro 2024). Although digital fugue may temporarily alleviate
feelings of loneliness and social alienation, it may ultimately contribute to the persistence of these
emotions in the long term. Thus, loneliness may both create the conditions that facilitate digital fugue and
reinforce the cyclical nature of the phenomenon.

A study conducted with young adults in the United States examined the relationship between social media
use and perceived sacial isolation. The findings indicated that increased social media use was associated
with higher levels of perceived social isolation (Primack et al. 2017). Furthermore, it was reported that a
10% increase in negative experiences on social media was associated with a 13% increase in the likelihood
of problematic social isolation (Primack et al. 2019). Research on similar topics has also demonstrated that
as social media use increases, levels of loneliness (Tsiridis et al. 2023) and the need for social support
(Shensa et al. 2016) tend to rise. Individuals who experience digital isolation due to social or personal
difficulties may spend increasing amounts of time in digital environments and turn more frequently to
social media platforms. However, this intensified digital engagement may further reinforce feelings of
loneliness and isolation while simultaneously increasing the individual's need for social support.
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Disconnection from the Real World

One potential consequence of digital fugue is the weakening of individuals’ connection with the real world.
Individuals who struggle to cope with the challenges and social interactions of real life may increasingly
turn toward the digital world and become immersed within it, a process that may be influenced by how the
internet reshapes cognitive patterns (Carr 2010). In some cases, this tendency may reflect underlying
difficulties inindividuals' capacity to deal with real-life problems, potentially leading to disordered patterns
of use (Billieux et al. 2015).

Research on social network users indicates that social networks are primarily used for social purposes,
particularly for maintaining existing social relationships. Studies have shown that extroverted individuals
tend to use social networks to expand their social circles, whereas introverted individuals often prefer
these platforms as a means of social compensation (Al-Barashdi et al. 2015). Such tendencies are generally
associated with higher levels of network use, which can impact psychosocial well-being during face-to-
face interactions (Lee et al. 2019). Nevertheless, it has also been suggested that increased social media
use may lead to a decline in social participation in real-life contexts (Kuss and Griffiths 2011), necessitating
a clearer understanding of the requirements for digital engagement labels (Ali et al. 2015).

Weakening of Social Skills

Another long-term consequence of digital fugue may be the weakening of social skills. The reduction in
opportunities for face-to-face communication may be associated with difficulties in the development of
social skills among some individuals, a trend often observed in broader public health contexts (WHO 2014).
This situation may lead to problems of social adjustment in both professional and everyday life. The
concept of digital fugue, which describes individuals who withdraw from their social environments and
increasingly turn toward the digital world, is closely associated with the weakening of social skills.
Numerous studies indicating that excessive use of digital devices negatively affects the development of
social skills support this view (Twenge 2017). Face-to-face communication is particularly important for the
development of social skills. However, individuals who spend excessive amounts of time on digital
platforms may miss the nonverbal communication cues necessary for interpersonal interaction, such as
facial expressions, eye contact, and body language. For example, Uhls et al. (2014) observed that children
whose use of digital devices was limited and who interacted only through face-to-face communication
demonstrated a marked improvement in their social skills. These findings suggest that digital media use
may be associated with a potential decline in social competencies, which can be further complicated by
the presence of social anxiety in young people (Jefferies and Ungar 2020).

Other studies examining the long-term effects of social media use have similarly indicated that social
media engagement may be associated with lower self-esteem and may contribute to the weakening of
social skills (Li et al. 2019). Research conducted with adolescents shows that as social media use increases,
social bonds become more fragile and individuals experience declines in face-to-face communication and
empathic abilities (Lee et al. 2019, Piccerillo and Digennaro 2024). These findings highlight a significant
relationship between digital fugue and the weakening of social skills, suggesting that excessive orientation
toward the digital world—often driven by factors like the fear of missing out—may lead to prolonged social
and emotional isolation (Elhai et al. 2016).

Impact on Mental Health

Digital fugue behavior may reflect psychological processes that, in some individuals, are associated with
symptoms of anxiety and depression. Although turning to digital devices in response to anxiety, social
pressure, or uncomfortable social situations may provide immediate and temporary relief, such behavior
may eventually produce negative effects on psychological well-being. In particular, among individuals
experiencing social anxiety, the tendency to retreat into digital environments may contribute to the
persistence or intensification of existing anxiety levels.
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Studies in the literature demonstrate that digital device use is related to individuals' psychological well-
being in various ways. For instance, Turkle (2011) argues that individuals’ tendency to turn to digital devices
to avoid social pressures may lead to a reduction in face-to-face interactions and an increase in social
isolation (Turkle 2011). Similarly, Twenge (2017) emphasizes that younger generations are increasingly
drawn into the digital world and that this trend may be associated with rising levels of loneliness and the
weakening of social relationships (Twenge 2017). Research examining mobile device use during face-to-
face interactions also indicates that digital devices may reduce the quality of social interaction (Przybylski
and Weinstein 2013).

In addition, some studies suggest that individuals tend to use digital devices more intensively as a means
of coping with anxiety and social pressure, and that such usage may gradually develop into problematic
digital engagement (Billieux et al. 2015). There is also substantial evidence demonstrating significant
relationships between excessive digital device use and symptoms of anxiety and depression (Elhai et al.
2016; Panova and Lleras 2016). Similarly, research indicates that problematic digital use may be associated
with poor mental health (Guo et al. 2020), difficulties in emotion regulation (Shahidin et al. 2022), stress
(Yang et al. 2021), anxiety symptoms (Elhai et al. 2019), depression (Elhai et al. 2020; Pera 2020), insomnia
(Younes et al. 2016), and self-esteem (Li et al. 2019). For example, a study conducted with students in
Greece reported that approximately 40% of students experienced mental health problems and that these
problems were strongly associated with problematic internet use (Tsiridis et al. 2023).

These findings indicate that digital technologies have a multifaceted relationship with individuals’
psychological well-being. In this context, digital fugue can be understood as a coping strategy in which
individuals attempt to achieve temporary mental distancing by turning to digital environments in response
to anxiety-provoking or socially challenging situations. Nevertheless, it should also be acknowledged that
such escape behaviors may pose various risks to individuals’ social relationships and psychological
balance in the long term.

Conclusion

This review study examined the role of digital technologies in individuals’ daily lives and their tendency to
turn to these technologies as a form of escape within the framework of the concept of digital fugue. Digital
fugue is defined as individuals’ use of digital devices as an escape mechanism in order to distance
themselves from social and psychological pressures. Unlike traditional definitions of digital addiction, this
concept emphasizes not individuals’ inability to control their impulses but rather the conscious or semi-
conscious relationship individuals establish with the digital world in order to distance themselves from
social and psychological anxieties. In this review, the concept of digital fugue has been addressed from a
multidimensional perspective, examining in detail its psychological and sociological foundations as well as
the reasons why individuals turn to the digital world. The evaluation suggests that social anxiety,
alienation, psychological stress, and difficulties in coping with social expectations play a significant role
in the emergence of digital fugue (Yang et al. 2021).

Digital fugue behavior may reflect processes that are associated, in the long term, with withdrawal from
social relationships, increased feelings of loneliness, and certain mental health problems. Research
indicates that such behaviors may increase individuals’ vulnerability to psychological disorders such as
anxiety and depression (Younes et al. 2016). This review also demonstrates that digital fugue represents a
phenomenon distinct from digital addiction. The reasons individuals turn to the digital world cannot be
explained solely by habit formation or impulse control problems. In particular, individuals who experience
social anxiety or who are sensitive to social pressures may create a mental refuge through digital fugue
rather than completely withdrawing from the physical environment. These findings suggest that digital
fugue should be considered not merely as an individual preference but also as a phenomenon shaped by
broader social and cultural dynamics.

Future studies should prioritize cross-cultural comparisons to determine whether digital fugue behaviors
manifest differently across diverse cultural contexts and varying levels of digital infrastructure.
Furthermore, investigating the neurobiological underpinnings and cognitive processing mechanisms
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associated with this state could provide deeper insights into the involuntary nature of its dissociative-like
characteristics. Future studies could also focus on developing specialized intervention programs and
therapeutic coping strategies specifically tailored to mitigate the risks associated with digital fugue.
Finally, exploring how demographic variables, such as age, gender, and digital literacy, moderate the
relationship between social anxiety and digital fugue remains a vital area for further investigation to
ensure a comprehensive understanding of the construct.
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