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The concept of pathoplasticity—that 
the presentation of illness varies de-
pending on a patient’s experiences, 

situation, and background—is not new to 
psychiatry. Pathoplastic effects of culture 
on the content manifestation of psychiatric 
disorders have been documented in the lit-
erature.1 We present a patient with schizo-
phrenia whose hallucinations and delusions 
incorporated the social networking website 
Facebook to highlight the role internet cul-
ture can play in shaping modern psychiatric 
phenomena.

Ms. P, age 49, presents to the emergency 
department with increasing psychosis. At 
age 20 she was diagnosed with schizophre-
nia in Puerto Rico, where she was born and 
raised. One month before her current ad-
mission, Ms. P began to have auditory hal-
lucinations of her Facebook “friends,” most 
of whom live in Puerto Rico. She says she se-
cludes herself in her bedroom with the door 
closed, but can still hear voices “coming 
from Facebook.” She describes the voices as 
emanating from outside her head, from her 
computer. Ms. P states the voices stop when 
the computer is off and return as soon as she 
knows it is back on. The voices sometimes 
talk to each other, do not provide commen-
tary, and always are derogatory, often com-
menting on her sexual experiences, mental 
health, and success as a mother.

Social media and psychiatry
Since the public introduction of the internet 
in 1991, contemporary culture has become 
increasingly web-based. Facebook launched 
in 2004 and now has >1 billion active month-
ly users, or approximately 14% of the global 
population.2 Previously, patients such as 

Ms. P would be described as having auditory 
hallucinations and a dense delusional frame-
work. However, in the setting of Facebook, 
her story seems less bizarre. Ms. P’s case 
shows the pathoplastic effect of web-based 
social media on psychiatric phenomena. 

Social media sites could introduce stress-
ful exogenous information and ideas; sud-
den, intimate relationships with strangers; 
permeable personal boundaries; and self-
exposure to a degree that until recently was 
unimaginable.3 For psychotic patients, this 
new form of “real” can multiply the number 
of imagined enemies and further a perceived 
conspiracy. 

Recognizing pathoplastic changes
As society shifts to an increasingly web-
based culture, the role of culturally informed 
pathoplasticity in psychiatric illness merits 
renewed focus. The ever-evolving pathoplas-
tic features of mental illness make our work 
interesting and challenging. Because every 
patient has a unique life story, no 2 patients 
will look the same. Taking a history of a pa-
tient’s use of web-based technology—includ-
ing Facebook and other social media—may 
help explain possible pathoplastic changes 
in presentation. Ask patients about their use 
of social networking sites, blogs, and micro-
blogs (eg, Twitter). 
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