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SMARTPHONES HAVE RAPIDLY CHANGED OUR WORLDS AND OUR BRAINS 

 

The dream of social media was one of connection – reaching out across space and time to build and improve our 

relationships with others, to develop working groups of likeminded individuals who could collaborate and share 

ideas to improve the greater good and further knowledge. Yet the reality of our social media has fallen quite 

short of this dream. Who could have imagined the way it would go, the direction social media would take, the 

path it would lead us down. Placing these social media tools in our pockets with 24/7 access has accelerated 

their adoption. Smartphones have dramatically changed our work, our relationships, our society, and our daily 

lives in so many complex ways, and so quickly that we have hardly had time to reflect on their impact. 

 

The technology tools themselves, an arrangement of chips and wires, have taken on a life of their own. In Neil 

Postman’s Technopoly, he cautions against dismissing these tools for their simplicity – we instead “view the 

Internet as a source of wisdom and policy advice … transforming it from a fairly uninteresting set of cables and 

network routers into a seductive and exciting ideology.” These tools go beyond their original goal of mere 

connection – instead they are shaping our politics, our social mores, our daily behavior and our interactions with 

the world around us. The impact has been hard to measure – but there is no denying its magnitude. We are 

different as a result of using these machines daily.  

 

Technology usage has dramatically increased as smartphones were adopted quickly and widely 

 

These changes have all occurred quickly, so quickly in fact that we are just stopping to pause and reflect on their 

impact. While many technologies have come along in the past to drastically change our present, smartphones 

are the most rapidly adopted technology in history. In a recent NPR segment, it was reported that people spend 

an average of 5-6 hours per day on their phones, checking in up to 300 times a day. That adds up to quite a bit of 

time, almost 5-7 years of your life spent on a smartphone screen.  Cell phone adoption is ubiquitous at this 

point, especially in the United States where around 70% of the population owns a smartphone.  

 

We carry these tools in our pockets, or sometimes even just in our hands, as close to our bodies as possible. 

Many people sleep with their phones by their bedsides, despite evidence that the blue screen can be 

detrimental to natural sleep patterns. Even the word “phone” itself is a misnomer – rarely are we using these 

tools for their original intended purpose of making phone calls. Rather we spend our time scrolling through 

newsfeeds, looking up information, and sending text messages.  

 

Smartphones have replaced watches. They have replaced maps. They 

have replaced phone booths, banks, post offices – the list grows as new 

apps are developed each day. According to Adam Greenfield, in his 

brilliant piece Sociology of the Smartphone, “as we’ve overwritten those 

ecosystems with new and far less tangible webs of connection based on 

the smartphone, the texture of daily experience has been transformed.” 

What happens when we stop using these tools, and examine the impact 

they have had? 

“We use it so often,  

we don’t even see  

it clearly”  
 

Adam Greenfield 
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Social media is driven by a determined few who have engineered these tools to demand our attention 

 

The tools themselves are not neutral. They have been designed in a very specific way for a very specific purpose 

– to attract and consume your attention. For many years now, there has been fierce competition to control 

peoples’ attention, referred to as the “attention economy.” This attention economy rapidly co-opted the tools of 

the Internet for its own purposes, and in turn, the Internet has been shaped by the goals of advertisers. The 

attention economy privileges impulse over intention, prioritizing the content which is sensational over that 

which is more balanced with nuance. It feeds into our most dramatic emotions, those which we feel most 

passionate about, like anger and rage. We see evidence of that favoritism for the dramatic every time we log in. 

 

Our minds can be hijacked, and they are being hijacked by these tools daily, as Paul Lewis points out in the 

Guardian. We find ourselves absorbed in a constant state of distraction. If we are not on our phones, we are 

feeling anxious wondering what is happening on our phones during our absence. Are we missing important 

messages, news, or information? Everyone is distracted, all of the time. The pull of the phone is so powerful, 

that we exist in a state of continuous partial attention, always only halfway present in our tactile here and now. 

 

This distraction is not accidental. Developers of social media apps and tools, most of which we use for free, 

quickly understood the best way to make money was to create very focused and targeted advertisements for us 

while we are engaged with these tools. Paul Lewis notes that “the most basic tasks we undertake in life now 

involve the participation of a fundamentally different set of actors than they did even ten years ago.” These 

actors are driving our economy for sure, but also shaping the way we interact with each other, the news we 

share, and even the very core of our beliefs, by quietly and subtly serving up increasingly more emotional 

content to push us towards engagement. Sometimes without even recognizing it, these sites are slowly 

manipulating our thought patterns and ideas. They feed into the hive mentality, a way of thinking that’s 

“intellectually incapacitated, with diminishing ability to tell fact from fiction” according to Franklin Foer. 

 

“Bad actors can now 

manipulate large 

swaths of people  

to do anything  

they want” 
Chamath Palihapitiya 

Former Facebook VP of User Growth 

These developers understand how to manipulate individuals’ 

behavior in profound ways. Paul Lewis alerts us, “our sense of the 

world is subtly conditioned by information that is presented to us 

for interested reasons and yet does not disclose that interest to us.” 

Every day you log into Facebook, you likely see yourself as 

Facebook’s customer. But you are not Facebook’s customer. 

Corporations are Facebook’s customer, and you are the product 

that Facebook is selling. Your data, your content, and most 

important of all, your attention. 
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Our ability to think deeply and produce original thought is negatively impacted by this constant onslaught of 

carefully curated content designed to make us buy things 

 

"It is very common 

for humans to 

develop things with 

the best of intentions 

and for them to have 

unintended, negative 

consequences"  
Paul Lewis 

 

The dopamine driven feedback loops of social media have shaken the 

foundation of our society and our interactions with each other, 

according to Chamath Palihapitiya. He implores us to examine our 

behavior in these environments, stating that Facebook has had a 

negative impact on the most basic aspects of our society “ripping 

apart the social fabric of how society works...no civil discourse, no 

cooperation, misinformation, mistrust.” These companies designed 

these tools based on their belief that humans exist as social creatures, 

invested in the network and desiring collaboration. In this vein, 

everything is pushed in the direction of a singular aesthetic and value 

system.  

But rather than bring us together, these influences have sown discord and division by emphasizing our 

differences, and removing basic sensibilities that encourage civil discourse. Instead of leading to a modern 

utopia, social media tools are “exacerbating isolation, outrage, and addictive behaviors” according to Evan 

Osnos. This new reality has forced us to ask big questions, about the meaning of truth, the limits of free speech, 

and the origins of violence. "Once we cross certain thresholds, once we remake institutions such as media and 

publishing, once we abandon privacy - there's no turning back, no restoring our lost individuality," reflects 

Franklin Foer. Many of us are left wondering whether we are already in the dystopia. In some ways it feels too 

late to go back. 
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SOCIAL MEDIA ADDICTION BY DESIGN 
 

It’s no mistake that everyone is on social media, all the time. Now that we have adopted this technology, it has 

been hardwired into our lives in ways that make it difficult to stop. We have been sold ease of use. We are able 

to feel more productive, access virtually any information at our fingertips, and connect with more people. The 

gains are enormous – but much is lost as well. We hand over privacy and data and time. We are made to feel 

smarter, more social, and more productive by using these devices, but many of these gains are superficial. We 

consider ourselves more productive, but what are we actually accomplishing? Much of our work is shallow and 

addressing the “last great thing” rather than doing work that is more deep and meaningful, greater in scope and 

lasting in impact. 

 

These designs are literally rewiring our brains. That wiring is not set at birth, but rather grows, changes and 

evolves based on the experiences we have throughout our lives. Our brains are constantly changing, and they 

can be deliberately changed through repeated action. This can be good, as when we create new habits to 

improve our health and wellness. Or they can be bad, as repeated negative behavior can rewire our brains too. It 

is the natural inclination of our brains to gravitate towards the easy, familiar path of least resistance. This is 

what smart phone apps and social media tools prey upon – our lazy quest for the familiar and easy.  

 

The invention of pull to refresh, the like button, and reverse chronological scrolling  

 

The addictive design was deliberate. Drawing from behaviorist strategies in psychology for changing individual 

behavior, the engineers of our social media tools design to maximize attention, holding it as long as possible and 

begging us to return with alarming frequency. According to Evan Osnos, “Facebook engineers became a new 

breed of behaviorists, tweaking levers of variety and passion and susceptibility.” Some of these strategies 

include variable rewards, the innate need for approval and acceptance, and holding our attention with the 

reverse chronological newsfeed. 

 

The Hyper-motivation of Variable Rewards 

According to psychologists, variable rewards are the most addictive type of motivation systems. Rather 

than rewarding positive behavior every time it’s displayed, the strategy of variable rewards delivers a 

reward infrequently, so that the user never knows when they might receive that adrenaline boost. The 

pattern is irregular and therefore unpredictable. This strategy is used to entice people to log into email, 

smartphones, and social media. We are constantly checking our devices because of the hope that we 

might receive something: a new email, a new notification, a new like. We are not rewarded every time 

we check, but in an irregular pattern, much like a slot machine. The unknown feeds our impulse to keep 

checking, and keeps us coming back for more. 
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The Desperation of Looking for Likes 

Human beings are social creatures, and as such we are constantly in a state of seeking affirmation and 

approval from the people around us. Social media satisfies this urge, and was designed to do so using 

simple methods such as the like button, hearts, and smiley face emojis. Developers at Facebook saw 

participation in the social media tool soar when the like button was introduced. Suddenly people were 

receiving a dopamine boost with each positive like and alert they received, increasing their self-esteem 

and affirming their thoughts and ideas. This only served to further fuel the desire to log in. 

 

Social media has slowly trained its users to behave in ways that will generate the most “likes” – posting 

things with the deliberate intention of receiving that affirmation. We also feel fulfilled when we give 

likes – we feel as if we are doing something, taking action, every time we respond to a comment or 

status update on social media. The more likes we give and receive, the more we feel we have done, 

even when we haven’t actually done anything at all. Through this rewards-based system, social media 

steals our time and keeps us in the superficial realm, participating in communities in shallow ways and 

fulfilling our desire to contribute through likes and comments, which hold little weight in the real world 

beyond the walls of the Internet.  

 

The Endless Thrill of Reverse Chron  

Clive Thompson worries about the impact of the reverse chronological design of our social media tools – 

serving up the latest thing to happen at the top of the screen, and forcing us to scroll downward in order 

to gain historical perspective. The latest, new thing is always prioritized – which is not necessarily the 

same as the most important thing, the best thing, or the most valuable thing. Prioritizing recent activity 

above relevant activity keeps us active in the moment, but not beyond. It reduces our ability to connect 

our ideas, or track their evolution over time. It also serves to contributes to the constant feeling of 

distraction and lack of ability to go deep into a topic. Instead our attention is whisked away by the next 

best thing. When we are constantly forced to be present in the now, we fail to make meaningful 

connections to our experiences in the past, even the very recent past. This lack of connection to our 

history has a negative impact on the overall quality of our thinking. 

 

 

“I don’t know a more urgent problem than this.  

It’s changing our democracy and it’s changing  

our ability to have the conversations and  

relationships that we want with each other”  
Tristan Harris 
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CHANGE THE DESIGN, CHANGE THE IMPACT 
The design of our social media and smartphone technologies has negatively impacted our individual lives and 

our larger society in a variety of ways. If this attention grabbing design was deliberate, can we deliberately 

change the design in order to have a more positive impact on the world around us? 

 

The tools themselves are not bad – as Neil Postman pointed out earlier, they are but a combination of bits and 

bytes. It is the way the software itself it designed to overstimulate and distract that is the problem. The way we 

use these tools is also problematic, and we can make some very conscious choices to change the way we use 

these tools to reduce their detrimental impact and perhaps even achieve the utopian dream of positive 

connection around which these tools were conceived in the first place. It will take conscious work by both 

engineers and individuals, but these changes can be made. Despite their digital nature, these are actual 

environments that we find ourselves living in and operating in – therefore it is time for a new role of standards 

for how we all exist within these virtual spaces.  

 

Different and better design  

 

Tristan Harris’s work, which he calls “Humane Technology Design,” implores us to prioritize people over our 

machines. “How you structure the menu determines the outcome of the choices,” writes Harris. Therefore in 

theory, if we change the menu, we can change the outcomes. 
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Build in Limits and Add Boundaries 

We can program the technology itself to provide us with natural limits and boundaries. Software can be 

designed to monitor and track our engagement in these tools, and provide reminders when we have spent too 

much time engrossed in these environments. The software can help us enter into periods of deep, uninterrupted 

work, by disabling notifications and limiting our connections during important times at work, with family, or 

while driving, reminding us to disconnect. Social media can also help us limit its use, by creating periods where 

our newsfeed is paused or we appear unavailable. Batching our alerts so that they are delivered at a specific 

time of day would help to reduce our need to constantly check in. Standardizing these periods of disconnection 

can make it socially acceptable to delay our responsiveness.  

 

Shape Thought Towards a More Empathetic, Moderate Direction 

Many social media and content hosting tools have algorithms which slowly guide us towards radical and 

polarized thinking, due to our innate desire to constantly seek out more drastic viewpoints. These algorithms 

could be reversed - instead serving us viewpoints that are slightly more and more oppositional to our own, 

presenting a more balanced approach to any argument. These algorithms could lead us to find more common 

ground with those who disagree with us, and see both sides of every story.  

 

Social media has the unique ability to grab and hold our attention, 

and algorithms can guide us towards the things to which we 

should direct our focus. We know that what we choose to focus 

on gives meaning to our lives. So if we focus on good, we feel 

good. Cal Newport believes that deep work comes from choosing 

where to spend our time and focus our attention, so if we are 

driven to pay attention to things with depth and meaning, we can 

benefit by cultivating our own personal interests.   

“Your world is  

the outcome of what  

you pay attention to” 
 

Cal Newport 

 

Decentralize Power by Empowering the Audience 

The current model of power operating in our social media sphere gives a huge amount of control to a very small 

group of people. If we were to reverse this model, giving power back to the people, we could democratize the 

systems by empowering users to make design decisions and guide the shape of the online space. The current 

model of Facebook (and similar social media tools) requires the users to hand over their own creative content, 

which Facebook uses for its own gain. Again reversing this system, we can find ways to give ownership to the 

creators of content, and pay them back for their creativity in relation to the value they bring to the service.  

 

Decision-making power includes decisions about privacy, and what is shared with whom. Privacy controls should 

be fully customizable based on the desires of the audience, and people should be given the power to delete and 

manage their own content. Privacy settings should be more granular, and very easy to manage. While we will 

never be able to completely eliminate all threats to privacy that come along with participation in a digital world, 

companies must take more responsibility to protect users privacy going forward and to raise awareness around 

the potential issues inherent in using these tools. 
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Adopt a Values-Based Approach to Design 

In Joe Edelman’s piece, How to Design Social Systems Without Causing Depression and War, a values-based 

approach to design is perceived as a way forward to creating more humane online environments. The way 

software is currently structured, it forces our actions into a narrowly defined set of rules, eliminating the 

opportunity to go against the ways in which the software dictates our behavior. In order to develop software 

that empowers people to have meaningful interactions with others and with content, we need to take a values-

based approach to the design by learning more about what people value, and building mechanisms that support 

individuals to act on those values by using the tools.   

 

Structure Spaces for Depth and Learning 

 

“How do we build a 

participatory 

Internet –one 

where we can 

create, connect, 

discover, enjoy”  

Anya Kamentz 

In a rapidly evolving economy and a rapidly changing world, we need 

access to information at our fingertips. Students are personally driven by 

interests - the standard curriculum can no longer meet the needs of such 

a diverse population. We need to find ways to provide a vast store of 

information to students and develop a personalized learning journey 

that will meet their own unique goals. The learning experience needs to 

be scaffolded by experts, pulling together the most experienced content 

experts and online facilitators to help kids arrive at meaningful solutions 

and synthesize information. Social media tools can support these fluid 

learning structures, by encouraging deliberate practice and providing 

rapid feedback loops. 

 

Clive Thompson has a great suggestion for structuring social media spaces for learning. “When I post about a 

subject, have the social network show me powerful, useful related posts and threads from weeks, months or 

even years gone by. Or remind me of thoughts or ideas I myself posted on the subject from years past, connect 

me with the history and trajectory of my own cognition.” This structure makes learning and thinking visible, and 

would help users to make valuable connections between disparate pieces of information. When this transparent 

process is shared with others, experts can interject with new information to help the learners adjust their 

thinking and deepen their understanding. 

 

TAKE BACK CONTROL OF THE TOOLS SO THEY CAN’T CONTROL YOU 
Devices and those who design them are not solely to blame for their detrimental effects on our society. The way 

we manage this technology, or fail to manage it, also contributes to our losses. At the end of the day, we need to 

remind ourselves: we are in charge. There are many ways to take control of your technology use. You must fight 

against your primitive instincts to continuously log in, and force yourself to use social media with purpose and 

intention. You should eliminate any tools that are not serving your larger goals for your career and your life.  
 

Set Limits 

The addictive design of social media is partly to blame, but we also need to look to ourselves to take 

ownership over our responsibility to create limits on how much time we spend in these spaces, as well 
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as when and where we use our smartphones. As more people vocalize and practice these boundaries, it 

will become more socially acceptable to take time away from your phone. It’s necessary to create 

positive habits and rhythms for your work, where you can enjoy uninterrupted periods of thinking. 

When you create your own hard rules and boundaries, it removes the need to constantly evaluate 

whether or not you should pick up your phone. We should prioritize people who are present with us, 

over the ones who are connecting on the phone, and we should hold many places sacred, and free from 

the distraction of cell phones, including the dinner table, classrooms, and concerts.  

 

It’s equally important that we impose limits for our children as they begin to adopt these new 

technologies. Research shows a negative impact on the quality of sleep when screens are used 

immediately before bed – and that the lure of a phone can keep kids awake at night. Turning off the wifi 

overnight, controlling access to the charger, or taking away the phones themselves are effective 

methods for controlling kids’ use of smartphones around bedtime.  

 

Approach With Intention 

 

It’s easy to mindlessly adopt these technology tools into our lives, because they were designed to be 

simple and non-invasive. Cal Newport asks us to take a deeper look at the need for these tools, and 

evaluate them with a critical eye: 

 

“Accepting that these tools are not inherently evil, and that some  

of them might be quite vital to your success and happiness, but  

at the same time also accepting that the threshold for allowing  

a site regular access to your time and attention … should be  

much more stringent and that most people should therefore  

be using many fewer tools.” 
 

We need to take inventory of the tools we are using, and let go of those which are not serving a greater 

purpose in our lives. Just as importantly, as new tools emerge we need to carefully evaluate them 

before adoption, considering both the positive and negative impact they will have on our goals. 

 

Practice Positive Digital Citizenship 

 

There is great power in these digital media spaces, and the threat to mental health from their usage has 

been overblown. There is zero research that proves causality between technology adoption and the 

negative impact on teens’ mental health. On the contrary, many kids self-report that using their 

smartphones makes them feel less depressed, less anxious, and less suicidal. The teen suicide rate was 

actually just as high in the 1990s, before the introduction of smartphones into our daily existence. 
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However that is not to say that teens are naturally entering these digital social spaces with an 

understanding of how they work or the impact that these tools are having on their personal growth and 

development. Candice Odgers asks us not to disconnect teens from their phones, or to ban them 

altogether. She writes, “Just as in the offline world, there are light and dark places online that young 

people need our help to navigate.” We need to trust our kids’ ability to exist within these spaces and let 

them learn from their own experiences, but with our guidance by their side. We need to gently scaffold 

their entry into these spaces, and help them to understand right and wrong as it relates to digital media 

and performance.  

 

Right now, social media is a high stakes environment – performance 

in these spaces is often public and always permanent. We need to 

create environments where kids can feel safe to experiment with 

their sense of self, their identities, and their relationships. Joel 

Edelman implores us to construct these types of social spaces for 

kids and teens who are developing and shaping their identities, 

spaces which lack the permanence of our current digital sphere. 

Anya Kamentz argues in her book, The Art of Screentime, that we 

need to be there with our kids to help the navigate the space. Her 

mantra in this context makes a lot of sense not just for kids, but for 

all of us. 

 

“Enjoy Screens. 

Not Too Much. 

Mostly Together” 
 

Anya Kamentz 

 

DIGITAL EXPERIENCES AHEAD: APPROACH WITH KNOWLEDGE & CAUTION 
 

The rapid adoption of social media and smartphone technologies has had a profound impact on the way we 

perceive and interact with the world around us. These technologies came to us full of promise to improve our 

relationships with one another and expand our knowledge and perspective. Instead, we have seen a detrimental 

effect on our interactions, our empathy, and our attention spans. The deliberate design of these spaces to 

command our attention has served to dismantle some of the core structures holding our society in place. It isn’t 

too late to go back – to regain our humanity and restore well-balanced discourse in our democracy. But it will 

require a conscious effort from all of us. Not just those responsible for designing and deploying these tools, but 

also each of us. As individuals, we must take ownership for our role in using these tools irresponsibly. We must 

begin to use social media with intention, and reign in our fixation with our cell phones. The alternative is a 

complete breakdown of our society – and once we reach that point, it will be too late to turn back. 
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