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How We Use the Internet Affects Our Brain 

When I read the article “Is Google Making Us Stupid, What the Internet Is Doing to Our 

Brains” (Carr, 2008), my initial stance was firmly against his implication that the internet was 

changing his brain. My first reaction to his assertion was to draw parallels between his 

experience and my own.  In 1995, I discovered the internet, and the sheer volume of information 

available at my fingertips drove me to devour as much as humanly possible for the next three 

years. As a result, I became an insatiable self-learner who acquired a plethora of unhealthy 

behaviors and habits, the majority of which I eventually corrected utilizing discipline, 

organization, diligence, and willpower. Comparing Carr’s article with my experience led me to 

conclude rather than fixing his behavior, he was dodging responsibility by blaming the internet, 

but I was missing the bigger picture. I discovered my reaction stemmed from my emotionally 

charged personal experience, which led me to reread and analyze the article using Aristotle’s 

rhetoric triad, a topic we had discussed earlier in class. My analysis revealed a distinct lack of 

logos, ethos, and an overwhelming dependence on pathos, consequently leading me to overlook 

the obvious. The second part of the title was inadequately explained and demanded an answer. 

What is the internet doing to our brains?  

In the decade since “Is Google Making Us Stupid” first appeared, scientists and 

researchers have found answers to explain why Carr’s concerns regarding his diminishing ability 

to concentrate and contemplate and the distress that his brain is being remapped and 

reprogrammed are justified (Carr, 2008). The research shows our ever-growing reliance on the 

internet is, indeed, altering our memory functionality, attention capacities, and information 

processing, but don’t panic just yet because there is more to the story. 
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 What Carr is experiencing is neural plasticity, a scientific term referring to the brain’s 

capacity to alter itself as a result of experience (Kalat, 2017), which we will come back to later. 

For now, let’s begin our exploration of the research by delving into how memory is affected. 

Effects on Memory 

Carr references a section of Plato’s Phaedrus, in which Socrates fears that writing would 

cause people to rely on external rather than internal memory (Carr, 2008).  To understand how 

our internet use affects memory, we must first define the terms semantic and transactive memory. 

Semantic memory is a type of memory involving our capacity to recall principles and facts 

(Kalat, 2017); an example most of us can easily recall is memorizing our multiplication tables. 

Transactive memory refers to the process by which people opt to outsource information 

to other individuals within their families, communities, etc., such that they are able to just 

remember the source of the knowledge, rather than attempting to store all of this 

information themselves (Firth et al., 2019, p. 122). 

We find transactive memory throughout our society’s history. No one person can contain all 

human knowledge; therefore, we have a multitude of experts to call on when we need the 

information found in their area of expertise, such as an accountant, doctor, or mechanic. A more 

intimate example of transactive memory is evident between parent and child, where parents 

repeatedly answer the same question because the child does not need to remember the answer 

when they can simply ask the parent. 

 The internet has increased our use of transactive memory exponentially while reducing 

our semantic memory (Firth et al., 2019) because we use the internet as an external memory 

source and are more likely to remember where to find the information rather than the content 

itself (Sparrow, Liu, & Wegner, 2011). Confounding our access to information for a personal 
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understanding of it creates the illusion of being knowledgeable (Fisher, Goddu, & Keil, 2015). In 

simpler terms, most Americans have 24/7 access to the largest repository of information in 

human history, which may lead some of us to overestimate the breadth of our knowledge because 

we know we can quickly look up any data we may need. For instance, my ability to search the 

internet for every rule and statistic about football is not the same as knowing about the game.  

Google processes an estimated average of 63,000 searches per second, thus demonstrating how 

frequently we use the internet as an external memory source. One can not help but wonder what 

effect this has on our attention. 

Attention Capacities 

Carr determines the internet fosters a diffusion of his concentration (Carr, 2008), and the 

latest research explains why and how. According to the Pew Research Center, while 75% of 

teachers surveyed say the internet has a “mostly positive” impact on research habits of students, 

87% of them say that current “technologies are creating an easily distracted generation with short 

attention spans” (Purcell et al., 2012, p. 2). 

 In a study focusing on multitasking during the use of a laptop, Yeykelis, Cummings, & 

Reeves (2014) found the following results: 75% of the total time was spent online, 20% of the 

content was viewed for 5 seconds or less, 75% was viewed for 1 minute or less, and 87% was 

viewed for less than 2 minutes. Most importantly, when switching from work to entertainment, 

they found a physiological “anticipatory arousal spike 12 seconds before switching (p.185),” but 

no such spike when changing from entertainment to work. These findings clearly illustrate our 

continually shifting attention span and suggest the potential entertaining rewards awaiting us in 

the digital world may drive us to seek them out more frequently, especially during work. 
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The previous research focuses on users multitasking on a laptop, but what about those 

who multitask using multiple devices? In another study on people who consume multiple streams 

of media simultaneously (I.e., Texting while watching a video), researchers determined the 

normal amount and compared two groups outside the norm.  Light media multitaskers (LMM) 

and heavy media multitaskers (HMM), are defined as those who consume less than and more 

than the norm, respectively. Their findings suggest that HMMs have a harder time focusing, 

tuning out irrelevant environmental stimuli, and performed worse during task switching tests 

than the LMMs (Ophir, Nass, & Wagner, 2009). These findings contradict the popular idiom; 

those who regularly multitask are better at it.   

The fact is, our mind has a limit to how much it can attend to at once; a familiar and 

prominent example of this is texting and driving. A meta-analysis conducted on 80 studies and 

experiments concluded that texting and driving clearly rivals the effects of driving with a blood-

alcohol level of .08, the legal threshold for intoxication in most states (Pascual-Ferra, Liu, & 

Beatty, 2012). These results aptly illustrate the diminishing effect multitasking has on cognition, 

which is defined as “thinking and using knowledge” (Kalat, 2017, p. 251). Since the cognitive 

process begins with what we attend to, it stands to reason the way we focus our attention will 

influence our processing of information.  

 

Information Processing 

Carr and his friends struggle with their ability to read deeply, in print or online (Carr, 

2008). The way we process information is inexorably intertwined with how we attend to it, and 

the way we encode, store, and retrieve it from memory. Our declining use of semantic memory, 

coupled with our difficulty focusing, reveals a plausible reason for their struggle. Additionally, 
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an article by Loh & Kanai, (2015) reviewed several studies that found hyperlinks increased the 

process demands on cognition, by requiring more resources for visual processing, decision 

making, and information integration, which could decrease the resources as are necessary for 

more in-depth processing and memory consolidation.  On the other hand, they also found that 

user characteristics such as prior knowledge on a subject, a broader range of perspectives, 

increased motivation and interest, and better metacognitive abilities (strategy for approaching 

learning and problem solving, reflect on and evaluate results, and modify approach) could 

mitigate hypertext’s detrimental effects on cognition. These contradicting results bring us back to 

a term I mentioned earlier, neural plasticity, which ties everything together.    

Neural Plasticity 

The remapping and reprogramming Carr experienced is neural plasticity in action. We 

train our brains by continually repeating the same behavior. Therefore, our propensity to offload 

memory to an external source, consume byte-size pieces of information, and habitually shift our 

attention teaches our brain this is the new norm and it adjusts accordingly. Neural plasticity is a 

marvelous feature of the mind, allowing us to mitigate adverse effects our use of the internet has 

on memory, attention, and information processing by being conscious of and altering our 

behavior.  

I recently learned of the World Memory Championships, where participants compete in 

memory events. One such event is hearing a list of numbers once and recalling them; the world 

record is 364 numbers remembered (Kalat, 2017). Thanks to neural plasticity, participants can 

remember far more than those of us who don’t train our brains. Knowing we have a greater 

tendency to remember where we found a piece of information rather than the data itself, we can 

take steps to integrate that which we find essential into our long-term memory.  Some measures 
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include associating new data with pre-existing memories, using exercises to increase our 

memory, and thoroughly exploring a subject, thereby consciously transforming information into 

knowledge.  

Where our attention capacity is concerned, recognizing the developing problem with our 

focus is the first and most crucial step. Once we realize these behaviors and habits exist, we can 

work on changing them. This is especially important for parents since they can heavily influence 

the routines and practices of their children, ensuring their healthy brain development.  For me, 

it’s silencing my phone, avoiding distractions, resisting more pleasing temptations, and closing 

unneeded applications while I work or study. As to our information processing, allow me to 

demonstrate how we can alter our cognitive function by performing an internet search while 

using the following characteristics previously provided by Loh & Kanai (2015): prior knowledge 

on a subject, reflect on and evaluate results, modify approach, and a broader range of 

perspectives. 

I asked Google a question to which I already knew the answer (prior knowledge on a 

subject).  When was the first book printed? As expected, the first not-sponsored result was the 

Gutenberg Bible, which is incorrect. I know this now, but when I first started using the internet, I 

accepted that answer and moved on; after all, it confirmed what I was taught in school. It wasn’t 

until years later, when I stumbled upon an image of a 2500-year-old carved wooden block found 

in China, that I would reexamine the question (reflect on and evaluate results).  

So, when was the first book printed? As is often the answer when dealing with humans, it 

depends (modify approach). The Chinese block I found was used to print between 600-800 AD. 

The British Library reports the Diamond Sutra (which is actually a scroll) as the world’s oldest 

dated printed book (May 11, 868). Thus, depending on your definition of book and what you 
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mean by print, the answer can vary drastically (a broader range of perspectives). An important 

lesson I’ve learned is accepting the first answer given, in any medium, is an insufficient method 

of learning. Critical thinking, determination, diligence, investigation, and a healthy dose of 

skepticism are paramount when processing any new information, especially on the internet.  

Conclusion 

In closing, let us return to the original question, what is the internet doing to our brains?  

As we’ve discovered, quite a lot. Even though I now agree that Carr’s mind is being “remapped 

and reprogrammed” (Carr, 2008), I disagree with his implication that the internet is to blame. 

The internet is a tool, and like every other tool we have created, the benefits and detriments 

originate from our use of it. Carr concludes his article with, “as we come to rely on computers to 

mediate our understanding of the world, it is our own intelligence that flattens into artificial 

intelligence” (Carr, 2008). If we hope to avoid his bleak prediction, the onus falls to us as users, 

to be mindful of how we use the internet, mitigate adverse effects by utilizing our brain’s neural 

plasticity, and ensure we do not become reliant on it to mediate our understanding of the world. 

If you’re unsure how to utilize our neural plasticity, google it! 
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