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Abstract

The accelerated digital transformation of contemporary society has brought with it a profound dilemma: how can
we leverage technology for personal and professional development without falling prey to addiction? This article
aims to investigate the relationship between these two concepts and to analyze the dynamics between digital
competence - understood as a set of knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for critical and responsible

technology use - and the risk of developing addictive and dysfunctional behaviors.
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Digital competence: an imperative of contemporary society

Today, digital competence is considered not merely a set of functional skills but an
essential component of active citizenship and social inclusion. The emergence of the digital
society has transformed how individuals access information, communicate, collaborate, and
participate in economic and civic life. In this context, digital competence has become a social,
educational, and professional imperative, without which full participation in contemporary
society is limited (Ilomiki et al., 2016).

The definition of digital competence varies by context, yet there is a consensus on its
multidimensional nature. According to the European Commission, digital competence is “the
safe, critical, and creative use of digital technologies for learning, work, and participation in
society” (European Commission, 2018). It encompasses not only technical knowledge but also
cognitive, social, and ethical skills related to technology use.

The most widely used European framework for describing digital competence is
DigComp (Digital Competence Framework), currently at version 2.2. It identifies five major
areas:

e Information and media literacy — the ability to search, evaluate, manage, and use digital

information;
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e Digital communication and collaboration — skills for online interaction, civic
participation, and adherence to communication norms;

e Digital content creation — from writing and editing to programming and intellectual
property protection;

e Safety — protecting devices, personal data, and mental health;

e Problem-solving — technological adaptability, critical thinking, and autonomous

learning in digital environments (Vuorikari et al., 2022).

These domains align with labor market requirements and the need to develop citizens
capable of active participation in an increasingly interconnected and complex society.
Integrating digital competence into educational systems is essential for preparing young people
to face future challenges. Studies indicate that the development of students’ digital
competencies is directly correlated with the quality of teacher training and the availability of
technological resources (Redecker, 2017; Cabero-Almenara & Llorente-Cejudo, 2020).

Unfortunately, in many contexts, digital training remains superficial, focusing on

instrumental skills while neglecting critical, ethical, and creative dimensions.
Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated educational digitalization but also highlighted
significant inequalities in access to technology and in the digital competence levels of
educational actors. Consequently, digital competence has become essential not only for learning
but also for social equity and digital inclusion (Williamson et al., 2020).

Digital competence cannot be reduced to technical skills alone. Cognitive and affective
dimensions must also be integrated, such as:

e Critical thinking, for identifying misinformation and manipulative content (Mihailidis

& Viotty, 2017; McDougall, 2019);

o Digital ethics, for respecting others’ rights in virtual spaces (O’Reilly, Levine, & Law,

2021; Grosz et al., 2019);

o Cognitive resilience, for preventing overload and technology addiction (Montag &

Walla, 2016; Zuboff, 2019).

Together, these dimensions shape a digital user profile as a responsible, reflective, and
balanced actor, capable of navigating complex digital ecosystems with discernment (Ferrari,

2013; European Commission, 2018).
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Technology addiction: between diagnosis and social phenomenon

Alongside the valorization of digital competence as a tool for adaptation to
contemporary society, concern is growing over an opposing phenomenon: technology
addiction.

Contrary to the idea of digital competence, recent literature has reported an increase in
technology addiction, particularly among adolescents and young adults. This addiction is
analyzed as a form of compulsive behavior with effects similar to classical addictions (Young,
1998; Andreassen, 2015). Studies show a significant correlation between excessive online time
and symptoms such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and concentration difficulties
(Twenge et al., 2018). Furthermore, reduced self-regulation and critical thinking skills have
been observed, negatively affecting academic performance and interpersonal relationships
(Rosen et al., 2013).

Technology addiction, or digital dependency, involves compulsive and dysfunctional
behavior associated with excessive use of digital devices and services, both offline and online
(Kuss & Griffiths, 2015). In the literature, this form of addiction is often compared to classical
behavioral addictions (gambling, compulsive shopping), sharing common traits such as
tolerance, withdrawal, loss of control, and impaired social and professional functioning (Young,
1998; Weinstein & Lejoyeux, 2010).

A notable example is Internet Addiction Disorder (IAD), initially introduced by
Kimberly Young (1998), who identified five subtypes: cybersex addiction, virtual relationship
addiction, gaming addiction, compulsive information seeking, and compulsive internet-related
behaviors (checking emails, social media).

Recent studies indicate a rising incidence of digital addictive behaviors, particularly
among adolescents and young adults; between 5% and 15% of internet users may exhibit
clinical signs of addiction (Cheng & Li, 2014). This phenomenon is influenced by multiple
factors:

o Individual factors: anxiety, low self-esteem, impulsivity;

o Contextual factors: social isolation, lack of parental supervision, social pressure to
remain constantly connected;

o Addictive design of digital platforms, created to maximize user retention and interaction

through notifications, intermittent rewards, and personalized algorithms (Zuboft, 2019;

Montag & Walla, 2016).
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A large-scale study by Twenge et al. (2018) found significant correlations between
screen time and the incidence of depression, suicidal ideation, and sleep problems among
American adolescents, suggesting that excessive technology use has tangible consequences for
mental health.

Beyond its clinical dimension, technology addiction can also be understood as a
symptom of a hyperconnected culture, where constant access to information, performance, and
digital presence is normalized and often valorized. Behaviors once considered compulsive are
now frequently ignored or even encouraged, particularly in professional and educational

contexts where the “always-on culture” is perceived as standard (van Dijck, 2013).

The contemporary dilemma: competence or addiction?

Digitalization has radically reshaped modern society, redefining work, education,
communication, and leisure. However, this transformation has created a contradiction: while
digital education is promoted, an increasing number of young people exhibit symptoms of
technology addiction (Twenge, 2018).

In an increasingly complex and omnipresent digital landscape, distinguishing between digital
competence and technology addiction becomes not only necessary but also highly challenging.

This tension, expressed as a contemporary dilemma, reflects a contradictory reality: the
same tools that offer learning, communication, and productivity opportunities can, in the
absence of self-regulation, become sources of cognitive overload, social alienation, and mental
health deterioration (Carr, 2020; Montag & Walla, 2016).

By definition, digital competence is the ability to use technology consciously, critically,
ethically, and creatively for educational, professional, civic, or personal purposes (Ferrari,
2013; Vuorikari et al., 2022). In contrast, technology addiction is characterized by loss of
control and compulsive behaviors, regardless of negative consequences. The problem arises
when boundaries become unclear: a student who spends 6—8 hours online for school,
homework, and collaboration but feels anxious without internet access - is this competence or
addiction?

This ambiguity is accentuated by the multifunctional nature of digital technology, which
combines productive activities (writing essays, attending courses) and entertainment (social

media, gaming, streaming) within the same virtual space, with high addictive potential
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(Andreassen et al., 2017). Therefore, usage duration alone is an insufficient indicator; the
purpose, context, and psychosocial effects of digital interaction matter (Griffiths, 2010).

Addressing this dilemma does not require rejecting technology but calls for a critical
and balanced approach, centered on developing a digital meta-competence: the ability to
reflect on one’s own relationship with technology. This includes:

o Evaluating the purposes of use (instrumental vs. compensatory);

e Managing online time (digital self-discipline);

e Recognizing psychological triggers of excessive use;

o Developing ethical and social skills for healthy online interactions (Livingstone et al.,

2019).

For instance, a user who employs social platforms for information and collaboration,
sets time limits, uses critical filters, and maintains emotional balance demonstrates mature
digital competence, not addiction. Conversely, compulsive use without self-regulation, at the
expense of offline activities, signals addictive tendencies, even in educational or professional
contexts.

This dilemma has profound implications for education and public policy. Schools must
promote technology integration and digital competence development while preventing the risks
of excessive use (Rosen et al., 2013). Many authors advocate for digital health education,
combining digital literacy with healthy usage routines (Chassiakos et al., 2016; Livingstone et

al., 2019).

Conclusions

In a digitalized world, the difference between being “digitally competent” and being
“technology addicted” is both one of degree and quality. This distinction requires collective
effort—educators, researchers, policymakers, and users—to build a digital culture based on
balance, responsibility, and critical awareness.

The true challenge lies not in mere technology use but in balancing autonomy and
control. A digitally competent person can critically evaluate information sources, manage their
online presence, and set healthy limits regarding technology. In contrast, a technology-addicted
person becomes a prisoner of digital stimuli, losing control over their behavior.

Technology addiction emerges as a complex psychological and social construct that goes

beyond individual pathology, reflecting global cultural, economic, and educational trends.
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From a policy perspective, integrative public strategies are necessary to promote digital well-
being through ethical regulations, psychological support, and awareness campaigns. Digital
competence assessment should include affective and behavioral dimensions, not just cognitive
skills.

At the institutional level, national and European strategies - such as the Digital
Education Action Plan (2021-2027) - propose developing a resilient digital culture, including
preventive measures against digital addiction: best practice guidelines, ethically designed
educational platforms, promotion of digital breaks, and technology detox initiatives (European
Commission, 2020).

Moreover, digital competence education should be holistic, encompassing critical
thinking, emotional resilience, digital self-regulation, and online ethics. Only then can a mature
digital user profile be formed, able to benefit from technology without falling into addictive
behaviors.

Without coherent strategies, digital literacy risks remaining a formal concept, masked
by excessive and unsustainable technology use. Therefore, responsibility is collective: from
teachers and parents to policymakers and users themselves, each actor plays a role in fostering

a balanced and healthy digital culture.
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