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The medium and the 
messenger!

Current evidence suggests we 
have reasons to be concerned…

Some things we know…

• Sitting is the new smoking!  We are becoming 
increasingly sedentary and screens contribute 
to this!

• Physical injury due to screen use is increasing!

WHAT ABOUT HARM TO THE MIND?

In order to consider this we must explore 
important aspects of brain development!

Imagining the unimaginable!
The brain has branches!

Rethinking the Brain, Families and Work Institute, Rima Shore, 1997.

At Birth 6 Years Old 14 Years Old

Synaptic Density – Changes Over 
Time
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The brain is not fully developed until 
the third decade of life and it is shaped 

by experiences!
Experiences and Brain Development

• Experience-Expectant  Growth (Nature)

– Ordinary experiences “expected” by brain to grow normally

• Experience-Dependent Growth (Nurture)

– Additional growth as a result of specific learning experiences

Stimulation is vital when the brain is growing rapidly!

Experiences matter….
Eleanor A. et al  (2000) Navigation-related structural change in the hippocampi of taxi drivers 

www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.070039597

Experiences matter….

Deprivation of experiences 
matter…

An important neurological 
concept…

Neuroplasticity!

Jodie Miller

Rasmussen’s Encephalitis
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Two points of extreme 
vulnerability!

Just to emphasise…

• The brain’s plasticity is 
influenced by nature and 
nurture…

• The brain hardwires its 
neural architecture as a 
result of experiences…

• Experiences matter….

The age of convergence… Student Well-being and Leadership 
Seminar….pilot study findings!

- 11% (hourly access), 31% (daily access)
N=2088

- 20% (hourly access), 50% (daily access)
N=2125

- 34% (hourly access), 39% (daily access)
N=2133

What drives the developers of 
social media?

What drives the developers of 
social media?



4

Brain hacking…

Silicon Valley has been in the business of
engineering apps, smartphones, and other
devices to get you hooked…the more you
use these platforms the more money the
developers make.

Some programmers call it brain hacking…
programmed methods of hijacking peoples'
minds to form a habit. In response to your
behaviour, design techniques are embedded
inside the products to make smartphones so
appealing that you will use them, and other
devices, more often.

- Former Google Product Manager - Tristan Harris

Chemistry of dependency…

Reinforcement of Dependency 

and Elevation of Cortisol

If you place food out at exactly 7:15 am 

every day, Scrat will come at exactly 

that time and not come at any other 

time

If the food is present only when the 

yellow light is on, Scrat will check for 

food only at that time

If the food is randomly available at no 

specific time and with no cues, Scrat can’t 

predict when it will come and checks for 

food every few minutes– just like e-mails 

and SMS messaging… this elevates 

cortisol and builds anxiety…not very 

healthy!

Scrat

1. Sleep disturbance…

Artificial Bluelight

Beneficial Effects

✓ Helps regulate circadian rhythm, 
the body’s natural sleep and 
wake cycles

✓ Boosts alertness

✓ Helps memory and various 
aspects of cognition

✓ Elevates moods

Harmful Effects

X Disruptions of circadian rhythm

X ‘Digital Eyestrain Syndrome’ – blurry 
vision, difficulty focusing, dry and 
irritated eyes, headaches, neck and 
back pain

X May cause permanent eye damage

X Some evidence to suggest there is a 
greater risk of depression and other 
health related conditions
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This can be problematic, because adequate sleep is 

essential for learning and memory development.

Student Well-being and Leadership Seminar….pilot 
study findings!

***The surveys were done before the seminars were conducted!!!***
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I THINK SMARTPHONES CONTRIBUTE TO THE 
FOLLOWING ISSUES….(N=1372)

Tiredness/Poor Sleep 91%

Inactivity 65%

Decline in School Grades 64%

Reduction in Social Activity 63%

Anxiety 58%

Attention Problems 56%

Depression 56%

Lack of sleep raises stress 

hormones...

Sleep Loss Increases Afternoon Cortisol Levels
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Omisade, Buxton & Rusak, Physiol. Behav., 2010

2. Increase in Anxiety and 
Depression

Instagram and Snapchat are used most by young people and 
have been ranked worst in terms of fuelling a mental health 
crisis…according to the Royal Society for Public Health (2017)

Both platforms rely on images as communication leading young 
people to compare and despair…

– “Instagram easily makes girls and women feel as if their bodies aren’t good enough as 
people add filters and edit their pictures in order for them to look ‘perfect’.” 

– “This [social media] resulted in me not eating properly and losing a lot of weight and 
becoming very depressed, I fnally recovered which was hard for myself to be bullied 
online again in year 8. Overall I would say social media has caused me many issues andhas
caused me to be depressed many times.” 

3. Reduction in real life contact…

Your ability to communicate face to 
face can be negatively  affected.

Your capacity to read facial cues and 
communicate with others may be 
diminished.

You mental health can be impacted in 
ways we are only beginning to 
understand!!

Reduction in real life contact…

Being with others facilitates 
happiness and feelings of 
belonging and self 
worth…the evidence of this is 
irrefutable!

Isolation makes us ill!

Quite simply…

Screen activities are linked to more loneliness 
and non-screen activities are linked to less 
loneliness!!  

Social media use appears to exacerbate a sense 
of  loneliness in your generation and this occurs 
against all demographics.

Today, teens who spend more time on screens 
and engaging with social media are more likely 
to be depressed …especially those who need to 
be ‘liked’ or ‘followed’ or have their lives 
recognised via social media…they may be more 
connected and yet more lonely.
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We are social beings and learn and 
thrive with others….

Decades of research tells us that we need social 
connection as much as we need oxygen!

Importantly, social connection is about human 
contact not virtual contact!

Relationships and personal contact help to
release oxytocin and enhance the uptake of
serotonin in the brain!

We are social beings and learn and 
thrive with others….

4 ways social media contributes to 
social isolation…

1. Social media promotes and provides 
distraction from real life!

2. Social media offers the illusion of 
companionship and/or social 
connection!

3. Social media can negatively affect 
self image so individuals avoid real 
contact!

4. Social media reduces the intimacy of 
relationships!

Here’s a paradox…

Social media is not very social after all…turns out 
that that over time the more connected you are the 
more isolated you feel…

You also become a commodity to be liked, shared or 
unliked, and if you see others as mechanisms for 
enhancing your perceived significance your chances 
for engaging in meaningful ‘real’ relationships are 
diminished as is your sense of well-being.

Being with others facilitates 
happiness and feelings of 
belonging and self 
worth…the evidence of this is 
irrefutable!

Isolation makes us ill!

Quite simply…

Screen activities are linked to more loneliness 
and non-screen activities are linked to less 
loneliness!!  

Social media use appears to exacerbate a sense 
of  loneliness and this occurs in all 
demographics.

Today, teens who spend more time on screens 
and engaging with social media are more likely 
to be depressed …especially those who need to 
be ‘liked’ or ‘followed’ or have their lives 
recognised via social media…they may be more 
connected and yet more lonely.

Reduction in real life contact…

Sigman, A. (2009) Well Connected?: The Biological Implications of ‘Social Networking’ The Biologist. 56(1): 14-20

Reduction in real life contact…
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Relationships and personal contact help to
release oxytocin and enhance the uptake of
serotonin in the brain!

We are social beings and learn and 
thrive with others….

Simply stated…

“…screen activities are linked to more 
loneliness and non-screen activities are linked 
to less loneliness…the loneliest teens are those 
who spend more time on social media and less 
time with their friends in person.” 

- Twenge 2017, p.80-81.

Evidence linked to social media 
use…

• A 2015 University of Houston study published in the Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology
confirmed that Facebook usage can lead to depressive symptoms.

• A 2014 study called “Facebook’s Emotional Consequences: Why Facebook Causes a Decrease in 
Mood and Why People Still Use It,” showed that the longer people are actually on Facebook, the 
more negative their mood is afterward.

• In a 2010 Case Western Reserve University School of Medicine study found that 
“hypernetworking” teens – those who spend more than three hours per school day on social 
networking sites – were linked to higher rates of depression, substance abuse, poor sleep, stress, 
poor academics and suicide. 

• A 2014 study published in the journal Social Indicators Research, by Dr. Jean M. Twenge, a San 
analyzed data from nearly seven million teenagers and adults from across the country and found 
that more people reported symptoms of depression than in the 1980s. According to that study, 
teens are 74 percent more likely to have trouble sleeping and twice as likely to see a professional 
for mental health issues than their 1980s counterparts.

• Two experiments as part of 2017 study found that as ‘even when people avoid the temptation to 
check their phones—the mere presence of these devices reduces available cognitive 
capacity’…remember brain hacking! 

• A recently published review of literature and case studies (2018), highlights that ‘excessive 
digital media use by children and adolescents appears as a major factor which may hamper the 
formation of sound psychophysiological resilience’. 

Neuroimaging research shows excessive screen time 
damages the brain….experiences matter!
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Deprivation of experiences 
matter…

Student Well-Being Seminars –
March 2018

If social media was eliminated from 
your life, which would best describe 
your feelings towards this:

A.Furious

B.Annoyed

C.No worries

D.Relieved

E.Ecstatic

8%

44%

37%

9%

3%

N=928

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/punishment
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/psychopharmacology
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/psychiatry
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/neuroscience
http://kff.org/other/poll-finding/report-generation-m2-media-in-the-lives/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/adolescence
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Where does that leave us?

Abstinence is not the answer…there are some positives…

1.Access to other people’s health experiences and expert 
health information 

2.Emotional support

3.Self-expression

4.Some forms of social media are better than others.

Where does that leave us?

Strategies…

1. Provide new style ‘flip phones’ instead of ‘smartphones’

2. Keep devices for social media access out of the bedroom.

3. Work with schools to develop screen usage guidelines…midnight 
deadlines for submitting assignments is not a healthy option!

4. Follow set time limits for social media usage and/or install screen 
time tracking apps to demonstrate usage (i.e. Moment – Screen 
Time Tracker).

5. Engage in digital training such as online toolkits (i.e. Aye Mind) 
which offer digital resources for adults working with young people 
and help them understand the possible risks and potential for 
good that social media and the online world offers.

6. No social media before age 12! (Michael Carr-Gregg)

Keep calm and educate!

The television, that insidious beast, that Medusa which 
freezes a billion people to stone every night, staring fixedly, 
that Siren which called and sang and promised so much and 
gave, after all, so little.

- Ray Bradbury


