

[image: cover]




Technology is a useful servant


but a dangerous master.


Christian Lange, Nobel Prize 1921





1. BRAVE NEW WORLD? THE MOTIVATION FOR THIS BOOK



Do you know that feeling when you wake up and think, Something is wrong? I had this happen to me one day. I was still lying in bed and had already been staring at my smartphone for several minutes. Suddenly a disturbing thought occurred to me. What did it mean that I reached, quite instinctively, for my smartphone in the morning? It was the first thing I did on waking, even before I got up and went to the bathroom. And how many years had that little tablet been sitting on my bedside table? In the evening, I often did not put it down until my wife and I turned off the light.


Gradually, I began to observe the internet behaviour of my fellow human beings more closely. It struck me that practically no one has any objection to the fact that we are constantly looking at these small screens in our hands. Even the sight of children in a restaurant, staring spellbound at their parents’ tablet, seems disturbing only to a minority.


Like most people, I had long since accepted the daily flood of professional and private messages. As a consequence, I tried to move as efficiently as possible in our accelerated world. Reaching for the smartphone was often an unconscious reflex, which fortunately was also indulged by work colleagues and friends alike.


Is this the new normality? Was everything better in the past or just different? At university and later in my professional life I became acquainted with different worlds. I went through a scientific education to become a doctor of chemistry, worked as a management consultant with clients in the telecommunications and technology industry and held various management positions in the finance and technology sector. Based on my experience over the past 25 years, I can say that the internet and smartphone or tablet have accelerated access to information in a beneficial way. We now enjoy powerful tools such as Google, Google Maps, messenger services and online banking. At the same time, we are faced with a flood of professional and private messages and are expected to respond to them promptly, whether during working hours or at the end of the day. It has become normal for us to be constantly interrupted and distracted by computers, tablets or smartphones. We always have to fight actively if we need space for concentrated work. The attention threshold drops, the ability to concentrate suffers, discussions in the private and professional environment become more superficial, stress increases.


The impact of online addiction on humanity shocked me. Stimulated by the feeling that something was wrong and by consciously observing my environment, I started systematically looking into the phenomenon of ‘online addiction’. I read studies and articles, and had numerous conversations with those affected and with experts. After some time, it became clear to me that this problem concerns us all. The majority of people in our society are ‘online junkies’, albeit in varying degrees, without our being aware of it. So this book is not about the online addiction of individual young people or of specific social groups, but about the online addictive behaviour of all of us.


As a natural scientist with a PhD, I am familiar with the principles of scientific work. Scientific proof requires clear, reproducible facts and adequate time series. As a management consultant and manager, I have learned that there are situations where it is important to act on incomplete information rather than waiting for additional facts and evidence. Man-made climate change cannot be scientifically proven based on a fiveyear period. However, the effects of online addiction on the individual and society can be described with sufficient accuracy using a time series of just five to ten years.


In young people, an impairment of the ability to learn and deterioration of the psyche can be observed as consequences of online addiction. The ability to concentrate decreases, the attention span1 is shortened and the ability to go deeper into the subject matter decreases. These effects are measurable. Moreover, scientific research shows that multitasking is a myth. We do not have too few studies, articles or circumstantial evidence on the topic of online addiction and its consequences. Rather, we are doing too little to address the problem with the resolution it requires.


The past few years have been marked by political and social developments that until recently would have seemed unthinkable to us: the UK’s exit from the EU, Donald Trump’s ‘America First’ politics, the storming of the US Capitol and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Are all these events direct consequences of humanity’s online addiction? Perhaps not. However, the trend towards radicalisation and polarisation within society in the UK and the US due to social media, and the instability of alliances such as NATO that this has triggered, play a significant role. Looking at the division in US society where terms like ‘fake news’, ‘fake media’, ‘mainstream media’, ‘media mob’ originate, it does not take much to arrive at the conclusion that the effects of online addiction are already more advanced in some parts of the world than we think.


Identifying a major problem is not enough. Only concrete proposals to solve the problem will take us further. While I was intensively studying the effects of online addiction, the extent of the problem became more and more clear to me. I came to the realisation that we urgently need concrete and practically achievable solutions. That is why a large part of this book is dedicated to the multiple paths that can lead us out of the habit of online addiction.


How can we free ourselves from online addiction and regain control over our internet behaviour on the smartphone or tablet? This book contains a number of recommendations, most of which I have tried and put into practice myself. I can say that my cognitive performance improved after a very short time. In addition, my happiness increased. In addition, I wanted to set a good example to those around me. Colleagues at work experienced the higher productivity of meetings without a smartphone for themselves, and changed their behaviour as a result.


My wife and I now use mobile devices and apps differently and more consciously than before. Many apps have meanwhile disappeared from our smartphones and tablets. We hardly spend time and energy anymore on laboriously distinguishing true news from fake news on the internet. Instead, we have gone back to relying on traditional gatekeepers, like competent scientists and serious journalists and authors. We have deliberately reduced our online time in favour of more time together in the real world.


Cultural pessimism, technophobia and doomsday scenarios do not help us cope with online addiction. In the end, we don’t have a problem of awareness on this issue, it is more a problem of acceptance and implementation. This is not the time to panic or despair. Rather, we should look positively ahead and act decisively on the basis of facts. I have written this book with the aim of making a contribution in this regard.





2. ARE WE ALL JUNKIES? AN AMBIVALENT AND EMOTIVE ISSUE



The invention of the internet is an ambivalent and highly emotive topic. Ambivalent technologies are not uncommon in human history. Think, for example, of the steam engine, electricity, cars, pharmaceuticals, aeroplanes, rockets, television, petrochemicals, nuclear power, genetic engineering and artificial intelligence. The benefits and risks of new technologies typically go hand in hand and depend heavily on the concrete application. Ideally, they would be systematically analysed and regulated. In the case of pharmaceuticals, for example, the risks and side effects have always been taken into account. Viewed in a historical context, the internet has had by far the greatest non-material influence on humans in their entirety as rational and social beings. Excessive internet use greatly impairs the cognitive abilities as well as the social competence of children, young people and adults. However, a systematic assessment of the benefits and risks of the internet, accompanied by appropriate regulation, does not as yet exist.


Besides great benefits, the internet poses immense risks for individuals and society. Let us consider this ambivalence in the light of a few examples.


(1) Democracy. There is great democratic potential in the internet, because the new technology strengthens the right to freedom of opinion and speech. Political scandals are easier to uncover. For this reason, totalitarian and autocratic regimes have a strong interest in controlling and censoring the internet. On the other hand, social networks and video platforms like YouTube contribute greatly to polarisation and radicalisation within democratic societies. As an example, the storming of the Capitol in the USA – as the cradle of modern democracy – may be mentioned here.


(2) Information. With the help of the internet, we have fast, comprehensive and uncensored access to a great deal of information. However, this flood of information is difficult or impossible for the individual to cope with. At the same time, since the spread of the mobile internet, we have increasingly observed the emergence of ‘fake news’ and conspiracy theories as a global phenomenon.


(3) Science. For scientific progress, the internet is extremely valuable, because it enables quick access to research results and studies at any time across all continents. Close and rapid networking among scientists can speed up research processes enormously. Consider, for example, the development of effective vaccines against COVID-19 in record time. While science on the one hand benefits greatly from the internet and the networking of scientists, on the other hand we are experiencing an erosion of the reputation of competent and serious science in social networks, since the flood of information on the internet provides supposedly scientific proof for practically any conspiracy theory or opinion however far-fetched.


(4) Tools. The mobile internet, with the smartphone as the most important terminal device, has become a powerful, useful and, for most people, indispensable tool. For us, it is part of normality to carry photos, films, music and contact details with us at all times, to know at all times exactly where we are on the globe and how long it will take us to get to a certain address by car or on foot. We are in contact with any number of people around the world via messenger services and social networks. We buy gifts on the go, book trips, order a taxi, make bank transfers and so on. On the other hand, people in all parts of society are increasingly experiencing the urge to be always online. In this context, let us think of the unconscious reflex to pick up the smartphone to read the news, surf the internet, be on social networks or to relieve boredom while waiting. Very few people consciously choose to be online for several hours a day, reading and writing tens or hundreds of messages. Most pick up their smartphone several times an hour and unlock it because they respond to an acoustic or visual signal. Many also do this just out of pure curiosity and unconsciously.


As a society, we have become accustomed by now to the sight of people who – whether in their private lives or at work – are constantly staring at their smartphones instead of talking to their neighbour. In addition to the increasing urge people have to be constantly online, the possibility of surveillance and complete transparency of individuals through constant smartphone use has become a problem. We readily reveal where we are, what we are doing, who we are communicating with and what our attitude is on various issues. The uncomfortable feeling that this data can be used for surveillance, control or manipulation is something we prefer to push aside.


We need to engage emotionally with the ambivalence of the internet as a new technology and accept that there are no easy and quick answers such we may have become accustomed to finding. The internet has an enormous impact on our cognitive abilities and social skills. In the light of this, it seems imperative for everyone to ask themselves the following questions:




	Am I an online junkie myself? If so, do I want to stay that way or do I want to talk about it?


	What can or should I change in my own behaviour?


	What can or should I change in my behaviour towards others (children, partner, friends, work colleagues, employees)?





In order to arrive at honest answers here, we may have to overcome a big emotional hurdle. We may be making ourselves vulnerable as human beings. But this is the only way to get a clear and unclouded view of the situation and perhaps recognise the urgency of action. As we know, the first step to solving a problem is to acknowledge that it exists.





3. QUO VADIS HOMO SAPIENS? THE BACKGROUND TO ONLINE ADDICTION




3.1 WHAT ARE SUBSTANCE AND NON-SUBSTANCE RELATED ADDICTIONS?


Science defines various addiction criteria and distinguishes between substance and non-substance related addictions. Typical addiction criteria are craving, withdrawal symptoms, development of tolerance, loss of control, lack of interest and social withdrawal. Examples of substance related addictions are nicotine, alcohol, tranquillisers and painkillers, amphetamines, cannabis, ecstasy, LSD, opiates (heroin, morphine) and cocaine. In addition to these substance related addictions, there are non-substance related addictions that manifest themselves in the urge to engage in certain activities. Examples are the compulsive urge to gamble, shop, collect and hoard, work, play sports and have sex. Comparatively new addictions that are non-substance related are online gambling addiction and above all online addiction itself.2, 3


In contrast to non-substance related addictions, substance related addictions have been around for much longer and have thus been better researched. In science, substance-related addictions have been well described and clinically defined for a long time. Thus a wide range of treatment is available. Often, several addictive substances are found simultaneously (nicotine, alcohol, drugs, opiates etc.). When it comes to non-substance related addictions, on the other hand, diagnosis hitherto has been less well-grounded and treatment options less tried and tested. For this reason, terms like ‘online addiction’ are not yet as well established in people’s minds as are, for example, alcoholism or painkiller addiction.


Typically, there is a time lag of ten to fifteen years between the emergence and recognition of a new clinical picture. The cycle of the ICD (International Classification of Diseases, World Health Organization) is ten to fifteen years. The current ICD-11 came into force in 2022. For the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, American Psychiatric Association), the cycle is ten to twenty years. The current DSM-5 dates from 2013.


Online gaming addiction is now recognised as a diagnosis and included in ICD-11 and DSM-5.4 Online addiction as such, on the other hand, is not yet officially recognised as a clinical picture. Problematic use of online computer games (‘internet gaming disorder’) is present when long duration and clear behavioural disturbances occur in combination. Since 2015, the DSM-5 has included a catalogue of criteria for online gaming addiction (five of nine criteria need to be met over a period of twelve months). In contrast to the ICD, online gaming addiction has so far only been classified in the DSM-5 as an object of research, and not as a clear clinical picture.5 It is expected to take ten to twenty years before online addiction is included in both the ICD and the DSM.


A well-known self-test for detecting online addiction is the CIUS questionnaire (Compulsive Internet Use Scale, see Fig. 1 below). With this, anyone can find out for themselves whether their own internet behaviour, via computer, tablet, smartphone and other terminal devices, should be regarded as problematic. The test consists of fourteen questions. There are five possible answers for each question, with points awarded between 0 (‘never’) and 4 points (‘very frequently’). The scores are added up at the end. A score of 20 to 27 points indicates problematic online behaviour. With a score of 28 out of 56 possible points, the subject is advised to seek help from an addiction counselling centre.
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Fig. 1: Compulsive Internet Use Scale (CIUS),


after Meerkerk et al. (2009)





3.2 WHY IS ONLINE ADDICTION A GLOBAL PHENOMENON?


Science and the internet industry have been dealing with the phenomenon of ‘online addiction’ in its various forms for years. Numerous studies, articles and circumstantial evidence exist. By strict scientific standards, there is as yet no formal recognition of online addiction, in view of the short time span of its occurrence. To identify problematic online behaviour, one generally looks at issues such as usage time, communication behaviour (e.g. on social networks), buying behaviour and sexual behaviour.


Broad sections of the population have been using the internet for about fifteen years. In the last five years, however, a strong growth in mobile internet use can be observed. One reason for this is the widespread use of smartphones in conjunction with high transmission speeds in mobile communications (3G, 4G).


A milestone for the mobile internet was the introduction of the iPhone in 2007. Global smartphone use has grown steadily since then, with the ratio of smartphone owners nearly exploding between 2016 (50%) and 2021 (82%). The number of Facebook users was around 50 million in 2007. By 2016, the number of users had risen to 1.8 billion and even to 2.7 billion by 2021 (in 2021, 60% of all internet users worldwide are registered with Facebook, 85% of whom only use Facebook on mobile). 4G/LTE has established itself as a global standard and revolutionised mobile internet use. The 5G roll-out has already begun. The powerful growth of the internet industry can be attributed, among other things, to the fact that it is subject to little or no regulation.


There have been numerous studies that deal with the problematic effects of excessive online use. In contrast, there are very few studies so far that describe positive effects (e.g. those associated with online learning media) and do not originate with the providers of these services.


When discussing the controversial topic of online addiction, it can help to ask the basic question: ‘What do I have to believe in?’ Let’s take ‘online addiction in children and young people’ as an example. For instance, what would I have to believe in if someone told me that online addiction is not a problem for this age group? In this case, I would have to believe the following statements to be true: ‘Three to four hours of social media, two to three hours of online games, more than 100 messages a day as well as the use of social networks to cope with emotions (boredom, worries, stress, escape from reality, anger) are a good thing for children and young people. Such online behaviour has positive and desirable effects on the formation of cognitive skills and social competence in an extremely important phase of life for brain and personality development.’ Who would subscribe to these statements without reservations? Probably only very few of our fellow human beings.


Almost all of humanity is currently on the online drug, albeit to varying degrees. This circumstance complicates the awareness of the problem and the development of measures to eliminate the global phenomenon of online addiction. In industrialised countries, 95 to 100% of people under the age of sixty now use mobile internet. For reasons of group dynamics, it is difficult to talk about drugs when almost everyone uses them in some way. In the last resort, there needs to be an awareness of the problem at the individual level. This requires an intellectual and emotional acceptance of the need for action.


The pressure to act is high, because waiting for scientific recognition of online addiction as an individual and ultimately global problem to come in about ten years would be a risky strategy. In his Nobel Peace Prize address in 1921, the Nobel laureate Christian Lange uttered the memorable sentence: ‘Technology is a useful servant, but a dangerous master.’ Let us now look at our user behaviour with the necessary inner distance. Let us look at the role of users and providers and then ask ourselves the following question: ‘Is the internet still a tool and a servant (Google Maps, WhatsApp, online travel bookings etc.), or is it on its way to becoming a master that tells us what to do, what to think and how to spend our time (Amazon, YouTube, Google, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok etc.)?’ What answer do we arrive at?


Are we honest with ourselves and admit that we as individuals and as a society are very likely to have an increasing problem with the use of new technologies? Or do we resort to a tactic that social psychologists call ‘dissonance reduction’? On certain issues, we feel discomfort when our behaviour contradicts our beliefs (e.g. tobacco use, fast food, climate change). This uncomfortable feeling state is called ‘cognitive dissonance’. To resolve the dissonance, we then react with self-deception by playing down the problem, relativising the scientific findings, dismissing or denying them.





4. ENLIGHTENMENT UNRAVELLING? THE EFFECTS OF ONLINE ADDICTION




4.1 HOW LARGE IS THE SCALE OF ONLINE ADDICTION?


Online addiction affects people in their capacity as rational and social beings. It has an impact on the individual, the group and society. This happens on three levels.


(1) Rational level (‘Google replaces knowledge’). Many people confuse the sum of numerous different pieces of information from the internet with acquired knowledge about a subject or a topic. The ability and willingness to engage with an issue at a deeper level is lost. It makes a difference whether an orthopaedic surgeon researches the advantages and disadvantages of new surgical techniques in his field, or whether a medical layperson forms an opinion on a new surgical technique based on internet research. The same applies with regard to the professional sifting of news. If a journalist spends several hours and days researching a topic and the article then goes through the fact-checking process of his newspaper, the content has a certain quality and significance. A quick Google search without quality and fact checking of the suggested information is no substitute for the journalist’s efforts.


(2) Communication level (‘Facebook and Twitter replace factual communication and sound opinion-forming’). There is a trend towards ever faster communication. Social media serve the need to find simple answers to complex questions. Social networks accelerate polarisation and radicalisation. Online bullying is becoming a growing problem. Users with fantasy names act with an increasing degree of disinhibition in chat rooms and forums. Moreover, they are channelled into user groups that reinforce their beliefs (echo chambers). In such groups, dissent and minority opinions are likely to generate a violent reaction.


(3) Emotional level (‘Facebook and Instagram replace real friendships’). The quality of a personal conversation cannot be replaced by digital communication. 70 to 80% of the information conveyed in a personal conversation is non-verbal (e.g. through gestures, facial expressions, tone of voice).6 However, this side of things is lost in digital communication. In addition, as a social being, humans need personal contacts, otherwise there is a risk of loneliness.7 Excessive internet and smartphone use can lead to a weakened development of the ability to empathise in adolescents,8, 9 and in adults a loss of empathy can be the consequence.


How many real friends do we have on Facebook and Instagram? How many of our real friends will we lose if we stop using Facebook and Instagram? I doubt if there will be many real friends among them. In any case, we will have more time again to invest in phone calls and personal meetings to increase the quality of our friendships.
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1. How often do you find it difficult to
stop using the internet when you are
online?

2. How often do you continue to use
the internet despite your intention to
stop?

3. How often do others (e.g. partner,
children, parents, friends) say you
should use the internet less?

4. How often do you prefer to use the
internet instead of spending time with
others (e.g. partner, children, parents,
friends)?

5. How often are you short of sleep
because of the internet?

6. How often do you think about the
internet, even when not online?

7. How often do you look forward to
your next internet session?

8. How often o you think you should
use the internet less often?

9. How often have you unsuccessfully
tried to spend less time on the
internet?

10. How often do you rush through
your (home) work in order to go on
the internet?

11. How often do you neglect your
daily obligations (work, school or
family life) because you prefer to go
on the internet?

12. How often do you go on the
internet when you are feeling down?

13. How often do you use the internet
to escape from your sorrows or get
relief from negative feelings?

14.How often do you feel restless,
frustrated, or irritated when you
cannot use the internet?






