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the impact of violent video games 
and potential long-term risks, while 
Paul Asay addresses one of those 
risks when it manifests in the form 
of cyberbullying. Attorney, Jenna 
Ellis, offers a sobering discussion 
on the legal aspects of sexting as it 
relates to child pornography laws. 
Mark and Debbie Laaser tackle 
online pornography addiction and 
the devastation it creates within 
marriages. Jesse Gill and Eric Scalise 
look at the overarching theme of 
relational disconnection and the slow, 
but exacting, toll technology has on 
one’s emotional and mental health 
and functionality. Finally, Dwight 
Bain speaks to the growing presence 
of technology within the workplace 
and the potential for reduced job 
roles and services being provided by 
actual workers.

Without a doubt, technology and 

the Internet have opened up some 
incredible doors. They have allowed 
us to accomplish more, and in less 
time, than at any point in history. 
Yet, there are numerous pitfalls and 
potential problems where we must 
remain attuned or risk falling into 
an electronic abyss. The Genesis 
story beautifully recounts how we 
were created in relationship, through 
relationship, and for relationship—
both with God and fellow man. The 
challenge in the midst of rapidly 
expanding technologies is to never 
lose sight of our God-given DNA. 
During a storm-related, multi-day, 
electrical blackout that significantly 
impacted the middle-Atlantic states 
several years ago, millions of people 
had to contend with the disruption 
of normal communication, Internet 
access, and technological necessities. 
Many rediscovered conversations 

on the front porch and around the 
dinner table by candlelight… all 
without television, texting, tweeting, 
or running to read the last three 
dozen Facebook© posts.

So… when you’re done reading 
this issue, why not simply pause for 
reflection… take a long walk and 
leave your cell phone behind… have 
an undistracted conversation… share 
a meal with a good friend or loved 
one… or get reacquainted with a 
favorite book (the paper kind). And 
don’t forget to look up and around 
at God’s creation instead of down 
at the device that normally rests in 
your hand that has been given far too 
much control and power over your 
life. Perhaps there should be a passage 
of Scripture that says, “Greater love 
has no one than this, that one lay 
down his phone for his friends!”  ✠
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In 2011, only 35% of Americans owned a smartphone, but that 
number has already more than doubled to 77%, according to 
Pew Research… and among 18-29-year-olds, an astounding 
94% have a smartphone. Although technology has improved our 
lives in profound ways, it has also presented a growing number 
of unique challenges. Increasing dependence on handheld 
devices, tablets, and computers is impacting our brains, cognitive 
function, relationships, and overall mental health.

Have you ever walked into a room where everyone 
was staring at their smartphones? Has your spouse or 
significant other ever spent more time checking his or her 
social media feed during a family dinner than talking to you 
and your kids? Have you ever seen people texting while 
driving? It’s happening more and more each day. 

IS TECHNOLOGY 

STEALING 
YOUR BRAIN?
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DANIEL  G.  AMEN

Attention Robbers
Ping! Beep! Brrringggg! With all the alerts and 
notifications we get on our tech gadgets, it’s no surprise 
we get distracted. Unfortunately, when the flashing 
and vibrating occur while you are in the middle of an 
important task, it leads to poorer performance. A 2015 
study in the Journal of Experimental Psychology found that 
even if you do not actually read that e-mail or text, just 
the momentary distraction downgrades your ability to 
complete the task at hand. 

For people who are media multi-taskers—toggling 
between multiple social media sites, e-mail, texting, and 
more—the impact of all that attention shifting could be 
even worse. It could be causing structural changes in the 
brain that may lead to long-lasting attentional issues. In 
a review of the current research, a pair of scientists from 
France and the United Kingdom found that frequent 
media multi-taskers have reduced gray matter in the 
anterior cingulate cortex, an important brain region for 
attentional control.

Wearing Out the Brain’s Pleasure Centers 
Text messaging, e-mail, video games, social media, 
television, and multiple devices can overstimulate the 
brain’s pleasure centers in the same way cocaine does. For 
many people, the ping signaling a new incoming message, 
breaking news alerts on the Internet, high-intensity action 
TV shows (think Game of Thrones) or video games 
cause a release of dopamine (a primary neurotransmitter 
that impacts reward seeking and motivational processes). 
When dopamine is excessively high for prolonged periods, 
the brain’s pleasure centers—the ventral tegmental area, 
nucleus accumbens, and basal ganglia—become less 
responsive.

In short, our devices, online communities, games, 
and TV-watching habits are wearing out our pleasure 
centers and changing our brains. Our fast-paced, pleasure-
seeking lifestyle is robbing us of the ability to experience 
joy from the simple things in life. The excessive pursuit 
of constant thrills may contribute to emotional problems, 
health issues, and addictions. In fact, as video game and 
technology usage goes up, so do depression and obesity, 
according to research in the American Journal of Preventive 
Medicine.

Gadget Addiction
Addiction has been known to ruin lives, relationships, and 
bank accounts. Some people assume addiction must be 
tied to a particular chemical substance such as alcohol or 
opiates, but it is actually rooted much deeper than that, 
straight into your brain. In an iPass study involving 1,700 
people from North America and Europe, researchers found 
that 40% of participants considered Wi-Fi their first 
priority for luxury or necessity, followed by sex at 37%, 
chocolate at 14%, and alcohol at 9%. 

Most people with addiction issues have coexisting 
conditions, such as bipolar disorder, anxiety, depression, 
or attention deficit disorder (ADD). The chances of 
relapsing or developing a secondary addiction are much 
higher with underlying brain dysfunction. Addiction is 
most successfully treated when simultaneously treating 
the coexisting conditions. With more than 23 million 
Americans facing addiction issues, it is more important 
than ever to accept that addiction is a brain disease, not a 
personal weakness.

Great Connector or Isolator? 
Social media platforms like Facebook, Snapchat, and 
Instagram are all intended to help keep us connected. 
However, in many cases, they are having the opposite 
effect. A growing body of scientific evidence suggests a 
link between spending extended amounts of time on social 
media and negative feelings. A team of researchers at the 
University of Pittsburgh has been taking a deep dive into 
the effects of social media on mental health. And the news 
is not good. In a series of studies, the researchers have 
found that heavy use of social media sites is connected to 
social isolation, depression, and anxiety in young adults.

The Cognitive Crutch
Can you remember the name of the actor who was in the 
movie you saw last Saturday? If you are like an increasing 
number of people, you won’t even bother to try to reach 
into your brain’s archives to recall. You will simply grab 
your phone and look it up. This pervasive habit has been 
coined, the “Google Effect”… and it is taking a toll on our 
memories. 

In a 2011 study, participants were asked to learn a 
series of trivia facts and type them into a computer. Half 
of them were told the computer would store the informa-
tion for them and they could access it later. The other 
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half believed the data would be deleted. When the 
researchers asked them to recall the information, 
who do you think did a better job? Here’s a hint: 
it was not the people who thought they would be 
able to retrieve the stored data. Other research is 
showing that our reliance on technology and media 
multi-tasking is diminishing our working memory 
capacity, as well as our long-term memory function. 
Considering 5.7 million Americans are currently 
living with Alzheimer’s disease, and that number is 
projected to hit 14 million by 2050, we definitely do 
not need to engage in activity that is going to steal 
our memories.

A Third Wheel
Is that smartphone getting between you and your 
romantic partner? It is called, “technoference,” and 
emerging evidence shows it can lower relationship 
and life satisfaction. In a 2015 study in the journal, 
Psychology of Popular Media Culture, the majority 
of participants said TVs, smartphones, tablets, and 
computers frequently interrupted mealtimes, leisure 
time, and conversations with their romantic partners.

Our phones get in the way of our friendships, too. 
British researchers performed two experiments to see 
how cell phones impacted face-to-face interactions. In 
both trials, the mere presence of a phone on a table 
between two people negatively impacted feelings of 
closeness, connection, and conversation quality. 

Losing ZZZZ’s 
According to healthfinder.gov, as many as 70 million 
Americans have trouble sleeping, and the problem is 
getting worse with the proliferation of tech gadgets. 
Sleep problems increase your risk of developing psychi-
atric disorders. A Harvard Health Publishing newsletter 
states that people who suffer from insomnia are four 
times more likely to develop major depression com-
pared to those with healthy sleeping patterns. Sleep 
problems lead to anxiety disorders more than 25% of 
the time and depression more than 67% of the time.

Skimping on sleep can affect your health in more 
ways than you might imagine. Getting less than six 
hours of sleep each night has been associated with 
lower overall brain activity, which affects productiv-
ity, physical safety, and maintaining a healthy weight. 
When you miss out on sleep, your brain pays the price.

To prevent the negative effects associated with 
technology-induced disorders, try the following 
brain-healthy strategies.
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n	 Take a tech timeout. Establish a time when all devices 
will be turned off for the remainder of the evening. Not 
only will this provide a break from texting, browsing the 
Internet, and posting content on social media, it will also 
afford you the opportunity to spend more quality time 
with friends and family.

n	 Schedule weekly Internet fasts. A great way to curb the 
adverse effects of digital obsession is to reserve one day of 
the week (for maximum effect, choose a day you have off 
from work) for an Internet fast. Rather than sitting around 
staring at a screen all day, spend some time working on a 
hobby, engaging in physical activity, or enjoying the beauty 
of the great outdoors. 

n	 Create a technology-free bedroom. One of the best ways 
to avoid the dangers of digital dependence is to remove 
TVs, computers, and other electronic devices from your 
bedroom. Creating a relaxing, distraction-free environment 
may facilitate better sleep and increase intimacy with your 
partner.

n	  Follow the “one screen at a time” rule. To prevent your 
attention from being divided by multiple devices, use only 
one screen at a time. This should aid your ability to focus, 
while also giving your overstimulated brain some much 
needed downtime.

n	 Use your brain, not your computer. Our reliance on 
our brains to remember facts and problem solve has 
significantly diminished due to the “Google Effect.” 
Before you reach for your phone or ask Siri, try to recall 
information using your brain. 

n	 Never talk and text. Keep phone and text conversations to 
a minimum when you are with other people. Even better, 
put your phone out of sight.

n	 Protect your pleasure centers. Connect meaningful 
activities and pleasure, such as volunteering for endeavors 
you love. Seek pleasure in the little things in your life, such 
as a walk with a friend, holding hands with your spouse, a 
great meal or a meaningful church service. 

n	 Boost dopamine naturally. Eat foods that contain 
dopamine-boosting properties, such as chicken, turkey, 
seafood, almonds, pumpkin and sesame seeds, turmeric, 
oregano, vegetables (for folate and magnesium), olive oil, 
and green tea. Consider supplements to support dopamine, 
such as omega-3 fatty acids, S-Adenosyl-L-Methionine 
(SAMe), or green tea extract. ✠

DANIEL G. AMEN, M.D., is a double board-certified 
psychiatrist, founder of Amen Clinics, neuroimaging researcher, 
and author of the new book, Feel Better Fast and Make It Last 
(November 2018, Tyndale).

Seek pleasure in 
the little things in 
your life, such as a 
walk with a friend, 
holding hands 
with your spouse, 
a great meal or a 
meaningful church 
service.
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JOSHUA STRAUB

Think with me about your clients… or for that matter, yourself. 
You just finished browsing Pinterest after getting the recipe you needed. 

You put your phone down to set out the ingredients. Your daughter is sitting 
in her highchair wanting some more applesauce. 

A text comes in. Your pregnant sister is asking if you like the stroller you 
use for your kids. You begin to respond, only to receive an incoming call 
from your husband. He reminds you about the get-together tonight at his 

coworker’s house. You go to Instagram to see who else may be going and 
decide to message a friend to see what she’s wearing. 

In the meantime, your daughter’s ear-piercing scream for more applesauce 
finally grabs your attention. You put your phone down to help her, but 
quickly pick it back up to text a few possible babysitters for tonight. 

Neuroscience researchers have a term for our clinging reactions to the 
constant attention-seeking demands of our phones—we live in a state 
of “continuous partial attention.” What does that mean? It means we 
rarely pay full attention to any one task, to the neglect of all others. In 
a society where we, on average, tap, swipe or touch our phones 2,617 
times a day, it’s no wonder we cannot part ways.1 With notifications 
tailgating our every move, our stress levels are heightened and attention 
spans diminishing—especially in the presence of our kids. 

Go ahead. Sit yourself down at the lunch table in your daughter’s 
shoes and begin asking for more applesauce. How do you think she 
feels about mom’s “continuous partial attention” to her? Or better yet, 
remind yourself how it felt the last time you tried to get your spouse’s 
attention from his or her phone. 

Secondhand Screen 
Time and its Influence 

on a Child’s Brain
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Our relationship with our devices—much like 
the secondhand smoke elicited by a smoker—
may be impacting our children more deeply 
than we realize. One such study2 recently found 
that distracted parental attention may have 
more damaging effects on our babies’ cognitive 
development than once thought, especially their 
ability to process pleasure. Translation: If I, 
as a dad working from home, am consistently 
distracted by my phone when my children are 
expecting me to play, feed or otherwise enjoy 
time with them, it could wire their brains for 
interruptions, causing a poorly developed pleasure 
system. Such interruptions, if consistent over time, 
can lead to anxiety and depression in our children.

Our children want and need their parents more 
than anything else on the planet—especially in 
those first few years of life. If research shows that 
our inability to put the phone down is wiring 
our kids’ brains in such harmful ways, we have a 
huge lesson to learn as a society. Children deserve 
to know that they are more important than our 
phones.

What is the Real Cost of Our 
Digital Babysitters?
If the secondhand screen time of a parent can 
suppress the pleasure system of a child in the early 
years, that’s scary enough… yet, what happens 
when we also give them devices at an early age?

Speaking across the United States and Canada, 
I am encountering teachers and child educators in 
increasing numbers who are voicing their concerns 
about the lack of preparedness and increased 
entitlement in children in their preschool years. 
Here are two of the most recent comments. 

“In the past two to three years, I’m seeing increasingly 
more kindergartners coming into my classroom who 
lack the fine motor skills to hold a crayon or use a 

pair of scissors.”
– Kindergarten teacher, 16 years experience, 
Indiana

“The lack of respect and increased entitlement among 
kids in the past three to four years make me glad I’m 
retiring. I didn’t encounter these issues in previous 
decades. And it’s not just the kids. The parental 

disrespect toward the teacher is even worse.”
– 1st grade teacher, 30+ years experience, Ontario, 
Canada




