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INTRODUCTION: A DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION OF THE
MIND

In the span of a single generation, the internet has evolved from
a niche academic tool into the central nervous system of modern
society. We wake up to our phones, scroll through news feeds
during commutes, communicate through instant messaging, and
rely on search engines for everything from trivia to life advice.
This  unprecedented  level  of  connectivity  has  brought  about
incredible convenience and access to information. Yet, a pressing
question lingers in the minds of neuroscientists, psychologists,
and  educators  alike:  What Is  The Internet  Doing To Our
Brains?
This  question  is  not  merely  a  philosophical  curiosity.  It  is  a
fundamental inquiry into how a tool we use for hours every day is
physically and chemically reshaping our most vital organ. The
human  brain,  for  all  its  complexity,  is  highly  adaptive.  It
reorganizes itself in response to the behaviors we repeat. As we
spend more time online, our neural pathways are being molded
to  prioritize  speed,  scanning,  and  rapid  reward,  often  at  the
expense of depth, focus, and contemplative thought. This article

explores  the  multifaceted cognitive  and emotional  impacts  of
constant internet use, drawing on the latest research to provide a
balanced  and  informative  perspective  on  this  defining  issue  of
our  time.

NEUROPLASTICITY: THE BRAIN ADAPTS TO ITS
ENVIRONMENT

To understand what the internet is doing to our brains, we must
first  appreciate  the  concept  of  neuroplasticity.  For  decades,
scientists  believed  that  the  brain's  structure  was  largely  fixed
after  childhood.  However,  modern  neuroscience  has  revealed
that  the  brain  remains  malleable  throughout  our  entire  lives.
Every  time  we  learn  a  new  skill,  form  a  habit,  or  repeat  a
behavior, our neurons strengthen their connections and build new
pathways. This is  why a London taxi  driver develops a larger
hippocampus—the  area  responsible  for  spatial  memory—after
memorizing the city's streets. It is also why a violinist develops
enhanced  neural  representation  in  the  areas  controlling  their
fingers.
The internet functions as a powerful, continuous environment for
neuroplastic  change.  Our  brains  are  being  systematically
rewired by the digital tools we use. The constant alerts, the
infinite  scroll,  the  instant  gratification  of  a  "like"  or  a  new

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 What Is The Internet Doing To Our Brains 2022-10-28

message—all of these stimuli are shaping how our neural circuits
fire  and  connect.  The  question  is  not  whether  the  internet  is
changing  our  brains,  but  rather  in  what  specific  ways  this
transformation  is  occurring.

SPLINTERING ATTENTION: THE FRAGMENTATION OF
FOCUS

One of the most well-documented effects of heavy internet use is
its impact on sustained attention. Before the digital age, deep
focus was a default  mode for  many tasks—reading a lengthy
book, writing a letter, or engaging in a long conversation. Today,
our attention is constantly fractured. A typical browsing session
involves  jumping  between  a  dozen  tabs,  checking  notifications,
watching short  video clips,  and skimming text,  often within a
matter of seconds.
Research  from leading  cognitive  scientists  suggests  that  this
constant task-switching trains the brain to crave distraction. The
neural  circuitry  responsible  for  maintaining  focus  becomes
weaker,  while the circuitry for  scanning and shifting attention
becomes  dominant.  This  process  is  often  described  as  the
"shallowing"  of  thought.  Instead of  engaging with  information
deeply,  we  become  hunters  and  gatherers  of  data—moving
quickly from one piece of content to the next, never pausing long
enough for comprehension to sink in.
This fragmentation has real-world consequences.  Many people
report struggling to read long articles or books that they once
would have enjoyed. They find their minds wandering after a few
paragraphs, compelled to check their email or social media feed.

The threat is not just a feeling of impatience; it is a measurable
decline  in  the  ability  to  engage  in  what  is  known  as  "deep
reading"—a mode of  cognitive  processing that  requires  quiet,
linear thought and sustained commitment to a single narrative or
argument.

MEMORY IN THE AGE OF GOOGLE: THE GOOGLE
EFFECT

Perhaps  no  cognitive  function  has  been altered  more  by  the
internet  than  human  memory.  Psychologists  have  identified  a
phenomenon known as  the  "Google  effect"  or  "digital  amnesia."
This refers to our growing tendency to forget information that we
know is readily available online. Instead of remembering the fact
itself, we remember where to find it. We encode the path to the
information rather than the information itself.
This shift has profound implications for how we learn and what
we  know.  When  we  rely  on  external  memory  systems—like
search engines and cloud storage—we rely less on our internal
memory  networks.  The  internet  has  become  a  transactive
memory  partner,  a  kind  of  external  hard  drive  for  our
biographical and factual knowledge. While this frees up mental
resources for other tasks, it also means that our brains are less
practiced at deep encoding and long-term retention. The very act
of  reaching  for  a  smartphone  to  look  up  a  simple  question
bypasses the neural process of active recall, which is essential for
building strong, lasting memories.
Furthermore, the sheer volume and speed of information online
can lead to cognitive overload.  When our working memory is
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flooded  with  data,  we  struggle  to  sort  what  is  important  from
what is trivial. This can make it harder to consolidate information
into  long-term  memory,  leaving  us  feeling  informed  in  the
moment but empty-headed later on.

REWARD CIRCUITS: THE DOPAMINE LOOP OF SOCIAL
MEDIA

The internet, particularly social media platforms, is engineered to
exploit the brain's reward system. At the heart of this system is a
neurotransmitter called dopamine. Often mischaracterized as a
"pleasure chemical," dopamine is more accurately a "motivation
molecule." It drives us to seek rewards. When we receive a like, a
comment, a retweet, or a new message, our brain releases a
small pulse of dopamine, reinforcing the behavior that led to that
reward.
The problem is that the internet provides these rewards on an
intermittent,  unpredictable  schedule.  This  is  the  same
psychological principle that makes slot machines so addictive.
You  never  know  exactly  when  a  notification  will  appear,  so  you
keep  checking.  Over  time,  the  brain's  baseline  dopamine
sensitivity can become blunted. You need more frequent or more
intense stimuli to feel the same level of engagement. This can
lead to compulsive checking, a phenomenon that many people
experience as a "phantom vibration syndrome," where they feel
their phone buzzing even when it is not.
This cycle of constant reward-seeking has a direct impact on our
well-being. It can contribute to feelings of anxiety, depression,
and loneliness,  especially  among younger  users.  The curated,

highlight-reel  nature  of  social  media  feeds  encourages  social
comparison,  while  the  fleeting  nature  of  online  interactions  can
lead to a sense of hollow connection. Understanding what the
internet  is  doing  to  our  brains  is  therefore  inseparable  from
understanding its profound impact on our emotional states and
mental health.

Reduced tolerance for boredom: When the brain is
constantly stimulated, it loses its capacity to simply sit still
and be present.
Increased anxiety: The pressure to respond quickly and
keep up with the digital stream can elevate baseline stress
levels.
Sleep disruption: Blue light from screens and late-night
browsing can interfere with the production of melatonin,
making it harder to fall asleep and stay asleep.

DEEP READING VS. HYPERLINK NAVIGATION

Reading on the internet is fundamentally different from reading a
printed book. A book presents a single, linear path of thought. It
demands  a  form of  concentration  that  is  calm,  focused,  and
uninterrupted.  The  internet,  by  contrast,  is  a  network  of
hyperlinks, multimedia elements, and sidebar distractions. Every
link  is  an  invitation  to  leave  the  current  text  and  jump
somewhere else.
Cognitive  neuroscientists  have  shown  that  this  constant
navigation taxes our working memory. Every time you click a link,
your brain must pause, evaluate the new context, and decide
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whether to stay or leave. This continuous decision-making and
orienting response consumes mental energy that could otherwise
be  used  for  comprehension  and  reflection.  As  a  result,  online
reading tends to be more skimming than scanning. We read in an
"F" pattern, typically reading the first few lines of a page before
quickly scanning down the left side to pick out keywords.
This mode of reading is excellent for quickly gathering bits of
information,  but it  is  poor for  building deep understanding.  It
undermines the ability to follow complex arguments,  to savor
language, and to develop empathy for characters in a narrative.
The potential long-term consequence is a generation of readers
who  are  adept  at  finding  information  but  less  skilled  at
understanding  or  retaining  it.

MULTITASKING: A MYTH OF MODERN PRODUCTIVITY

The internet encourages us to multitask—to listen to a podcast
while writing an email, to scroll social media while watching a
movie, to keep a dozen browser tabs open while working on a
report. However, the human brain is not wired for multitasking in
the way we imagine. What we call multitasking is actually rapid
task-switching. Each time we switch, there is a cognitive cost: a
brief period of recalibration where our brain has to reorient itself
to the new activity.
Heavy multitaskers often perform worse on tasks that require
sustained attention and complex problem-solving. They may feel
more productive because they are busy, but they are often doing
more with less precision and depth. The internet seduces us into
thinking that speed equals efficiency, but the evidence suggests

otherwise. The constant flow of sensory input can overwhelm the
prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain responsible for executive
function, decision-making, and impulse control.
Strikingly, some research suggests that multitaskers are not only
less efficient but also more susceptible to distraction by irrelevant
stimuli. Their brains become trained to process everything, rather
than  to  filter  out  the  noise.  This  can  make  it  harder  to  focus  in
low-stimulation  environments,  leading  to  a  general  state  of
mental restlessness.

POSITIVE NEUROCOGNITIVE CHANGES: THE ADAPTIVE
BRAIN

It  is  important  to  offer  a  balanced  view.  While  much  of  the
discussion around "What Is The Internet Doing To Our Brains"
focuses  on  the  negative,  the  internet  is  also  associated  with
certain  cognitive  benefits.  The  brain  that  adapts  to  the  digital
environment  develops  new  strengths.  These  include:

Enhanced visual-spatial skills: Action video games and
certain digital tasks can improve a person's ability to track
multiple objects in a visual field and to rotate objects
mentally.
Improved decision-making under time pressure: The
fast-paced nature of many online activities can sharpen
one's ability to make quick judgments.
Increased cognitive flexibility: The ability to rapidly
shift between different types of tasks and mental sets may
be enhanced by digital multitasking, although this comes
with the caveats mentioned above.
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Access to vast knowledge networks: The internet
provides an unprecedented ability to learn about almost
any topic, connecting disparate pieces of information in
ways that can spur creativity and innovation.

The key is not to demonize the internet, but to understand its
dual-edged nature. It is a tool that can hone certain cognitive
abilities while potentially dulling others.  The challenge for the
modern mind is to be intentional about how we use this tool,
rather than letting its design dictate our mental habits.

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR DIGITAL BALANCE

Given  the  profound  influences  we  have  discussed,  the  logical
question is: what can we do about it? Protecting our cognitive
health  in  the  digital  age  does  not  require  us  to  abandon
technology,  but  it  does  require  conscious  effort  and  habit
formation. Here are several evidence-based strategies to mitigate
the negative effects of internet use on the brain:

Practice monophasic focus: Set aside dedicated periods1.
of time where you work on a single task without switching.
Use timers or the Pomodoro technique to build this habit.

Create tech-free zones: Keep your phone out of the2.
bedroom to improve sleep quality. Designate certain times
of the day or areas of your home as digital-free sanctuaries.
Read long-form content: Make a conscious effort to read3.
books, long articles, or essays on a regular basis to sustain
your deep reading circuitry.
Manage notifications: Turn off all non-essential push4.
notifications to reduce the constant temptation to check
your phone. Schedule specific times for checking email and
social media.
Engage in nature and physical activity: Spending time5.
outdoors and engaging in physical exercise has been
shown to improve attention, reduce stress, and enhance
cognitive flexibility.
Use active recall: Instead of immediately looking up a6.
question online, try to retrieve the answer from your own
memory first. This strengthens your internal memory
systems.

CONCLUSION: TAKING CONTROL OF THE DIGITAL DIET

So, what is the internet doing to our brains? The


