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To help us understand the impact of media use, gaming and media-multitasking on attention 

performance and mental health, we should consider two basic principle of how the mind (brain) 

operates. 

Two Principles of the Brain 

Principle 1: The brain has important limitations  

We sometimes underestimate the limitations of our minds (brains). Contrary to common 

beliefs, we can’t process information from multiple sources at the same time, which means that 

we have to select (attend to) some of the information at the expense of other information. 

Principle 2: Attention and Emotion are linked 

Attention and emotion are related and can influence each other. Focused attention has positive 

emotional consequences, while diffuse attention can make you feel drained. In addition, negative 

emotion can lead to poor attention performance. 

 

12 Points on Media Use and Media Multitasking 

Point 1: Media Consumption and Smart Device Use are on the Rise 

 Recent reports indicate that teens spend a “mind-boggling” 9 hours per day on media. 

The amount of time children under 8 spend on mobile devices has tripled in the last 4 years, 

which may be changing the nature of childhood. 

These are not simply isolated reports, but a few of many, which represent global trends towards 

more media use.  

Useful links:  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/433871/daily-social-media-usage-worldwide/ 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/253577/number-of-monthly-active-instagram-users/ 

http://www.cnn.com/2015/11/03/health/teens-tweens-media-screen-use-report/index.html 

http://www.cnn.com/2017/10/19/health/children-smartphone-tablet-use-report/index.html 

 

Point 2: Media Use is Associated with Negative Outcomes 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/433871/daily-social-media-usage-worldwide/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/253577/number-of-monthly-active-instagram-users/
http://www.cnn.com/2015/11/03/health/teens-tweens-media-screen-use-report/index.html
http://www.cnn.com/2017/10/19/health/children-smartphone-tablet-use-report/index.html


 Heavy media multi-taskers from ages 8 to 18 tend to: 

 Get poorer grades 

 Get along less well with their parents 

 Be less happy in school  

 Get into trouble a lot 

 Are often sad or unhappy  

 Are often bored* 

Boredom in particular is associated with a variety of other negative outcomes, such as 

depression, anxiety, mood regulation issues, attention lapses, serious accidents and impulse 

control issues. Furthermore, the number of social media accounts someone has predicts 

symptoms of both depression and anxiety. 

 Useful Sources: 

Rideout, Foehr & Roberts (2010). Generation M2: Media in the Lives of 8- to 18-Year Olds, A 

Kaiser Family Foundation Study 

Eastwood, Frischen, Fenske, & Smilek (2012). The Unengaged Mind. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26168505 

 

Point 3: Media Multi-Tasking is Associated with Negative Outcomes 

Media multi-tasking can be loosely defined as the simultaneous use of 2 or more media sources, 

for example, scrolling through Facebook while watching TV, or texting while doing homework.  

Media multi-tasking is related to more: Media multi-tasking is related to less: 

Depression 

Social Anxiety 

Risky behaviour 

Attention problems 

Bad influence friends 

Media use while talking to others 

Sleep 

Positive Feelings 

Academic Success 

Face to face communication 

Feeling ‘normal’ 

 

 

However, face to face communication is positively related to: feeling more normal, more social 

success, more positive feelings and more sleep 

 

Point 4: Media Multi-Tasking  is NOT Associated with Cognitive Ability 

In terms of cognitive ability, media multi-tasking does not appear to have any lasting or 

permanent effects. That is, media multi-tasking is not destroying anyone’s brain. This is similar to 

the effect of video games and brain training exercises, which do not consistently improve 

performance in healthy brains. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26168505


 Useful Links: 

 http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1529100616661983 

 https://www.mdlinx.com/neurology/article/640 

 

Point 5: Media Multi-Tasking Impairs Cognitive Performance 

While media multi-tasking does not have appear to have any permanent effects, it does impair 

cognitive performance in the moment. This is because it means we are dividing our cognitive or 

attentional resources across 2 our more tasks, which leads to worse performance on each. In 

University lectures, laptop use is found to be “off-task” 61% of the time, which is detrimental to 

performance and academic outcomes. Even students nearby those who are media multi-tasking 

have impaired performance. 

Useful Sources: 

Ragan, Jennings, Massey, & Doolittle (2014): Unregulated use of laptops over time in large 

lecture classes. 

Sana, Weston, & Cepeda (2013): Laptop multitasking hinders classroom learning for both users 

and nearby peers. 

 

Point 6: People try to Media Multi-Task Strategically 

People are often aware of the costs of media multi-tasking, and try to strategically multi-task to 

meet other emotional needs (e.g. to feel less bored).  However, this strategy is often ineffective. 

Importantly, there is no research on whether children and young media multi-taskers are aware 

of the costs, as most research has been conducted in adults 

 

Point 7: Not All Smartphone Use is the Same 

Smartphones in particular are a unique and constant influence on daily life. Unlike the computer, 

and other media, the smartphone presents the opportunity to media multi-task at all times, 

because people have it with them constantly. Even the knowledge that you have an unread text, 

or the temptation to engage with the phone can be a distraction that hinders performance. Even 

simple tasks like walking can be impaired by phone use, because they make us less aware of our 

surroundings. 

Different types of smartphone use have different consequences.  

Absent-Minded Smartphone Use: Behaviours such as often losing track of time while using your 

phone, or scrolling through the phone with no real purpose. The smartphone equivalent of 

opening the fridge door over and over to see if there is some new exciting food. This sort of 

behaviour isassociated with: More negative emotion, more stress, more anxiety, more 

depression, more mind-wandering, more attention-related errors and less mindfulness.  

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1529100616661983
https://www.mdlinx.com/neurology/article/640


Functional Smartphone Use: Behaviours where the smartphone is used as a tool, such as using the 

calendar, is associated with: Less mind-wandering, fewer attention-related errors, and more 

mindfulness 

Tip: Making your phone slightly harder to access, changing your passcode, and keeping the 

phone out of your bed are all ways to avoid absent-minded use, reduce anxiety, and feel better. 

Sleep is especially important for recovery from stress, negative emotion and depression, as well 

as in brain development of children) 

 Useful Links: 

https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2017/11/study-pokemon-go-led-to-increase-in-traffic-deaths-

accidents/ 

http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-pokemon-go-players-stabbed-fall-off-cliff-20160714-

snap-story.html 

 

Point 8: Smart Devices are Designed to Co-opt Your Attention 

Former google product manager Tristan Harris has this to say: 

“Every time I check my phone, I’m playing the slot machine to see, ‘What did I get?’ This is one 

way to hijack people’s minds and create a habit, to form a habit” 

Smartphones are designed in a way to take advantage of psychological principles and keep you 

engaged with using your phones for as long as possible. This can produce the type of absent-

minded use associated with negative outcomes 

 Useful Links: 

 Transcript of interview with Tristan Harris and others 

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/what-is-brain-hacking-tech-insiders-on-why-you-should-care/ 

 

Point 9: Smartphones Interfere with Social Interaction 

Smartphones are sold as communication devices, but can actually interfere with communication 

 Close friends enjoy each others’ company less the more they use their phones while together 

Parents who use their phones during parent-child interactions are less sensitive and responsive 

both verbally and nonverbally to their children’s vids for attention ~ Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017 

Young toddlers whose parents use phones while feeding them have more restricted diets (picky 

eaters!) 

There are 2 reasons why findings such as these occur: 

1) Dividing your attention between the phone and the person makes you less sensitive to their 

needs, as well as their tone of voice and facial expressions 

https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2017/11/study-pokemon-go-led-to-increase-in-traffic-deaths-accidents/
https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2017/11/study-pokemon-go-led-to-increase-in-traffic-deaths-accidents/
http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-pokemon-go-players-stabbed-fall-off-cliff-20160714-snap-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-pokemon-go-players-stabbed-fall-off-cliff-20160714-snap-story.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/what-is-brain-hacking-tech-insiders-on-why-you-should-care/


2) A lack of Shared or Joint Attention, knowing that you and the other person have your 

attention focused on the same thing, which is important for developing secure relationships 

(especially between parents and young children) 

Tip: Set aside phone free time for everybody. For example, put all phones in a box or basket and 

put them out of sight and out of reach before you sit down 

 

Point 10: It is Important to Increase Self-Control and Reduce External Control 

External controls (for example, losing a privilege if a responsibility isn’t taken care of) can have 

powerful consequences on future behaviour. These should be set by parents and teachers, 

rather than by media companies, so that children learn to have internal control rather than only 

being sensitive to external forces.  

Internal self-control is related to better emotion regulation, higher levels of education, higher 

feelings of self-worth, better physical health, improved ability to sustain attention and other 

benefits.  For a review see Mischel et al. (2011, p.253) 

 

Point 11: Exposure to Nature Improves Attention and Reduces ADHD Symptoms 

A wide variety of studies show a positive restorative effect of nature on attention. In children, 

the effect is even larger, and reduces symptoms of ADHD, so getting outside and interacting 

with nature and in nature is important 

Useful Links: 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/10/081015120742.htm 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1087054708323000 

 

Point 12: Parents and Teachers Provide an Example: So Model Good Habits 

In the car, in the classroom, and at the dinner table children tend to do what their role models 

do, rather than what they are told to do, so modelling good habits is key. Nonetheless, it is 

important to keep in mind that children can’t necessarily tell if you are using the phone as a tool.  

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/10/081015120742.htm
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1087054708323000

