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If you’re like most of us, you’re wondering what the Internet is doing to your

attention span. You toggle over to check your phone during even the smallest

pause in real life. You feel those phantom vibrations even when no one is

texting you. You have trouble concentrating for long periods.

Over the past few years researchers have done a lot of work on attention

span, and how the brain is being re-sculpted by all those hours a day spent

online. One of the conclusions that some of them are coming to is that the

online life nurtures fluid intelligence and offline life is better at nurturing

crystallizing intelligence.

Being online is like being a part of the greatest cocktail party ever and it

is going on all the time. If you email, text, tweet, Facebook, Instagram or just

follow Internet links you have access to an ever-changing universe of social

touch-points. It’s like you’re circulating within an infinite throng, with

instant access to people you’d almost never meet in real life.

Online life is so delicious because it is socializing with almost no

friction. You can share bon mots, photographs, videos or random moments

of insight, encouragement, solidarity or good will. You live in a state of
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perpetual anticipation because the next social encounter is just a second

way. You can control your badinage and click yourself away when boredom

lurks.

This form of social circulation takes the pressure off. I know some

people who are relaxed and their best selves only when online. Since they feel

more in control of the communication, they are more communicative,

vulnerable and carefree.

This mode of interaction nurtures mental agility. The ease of movement

on the web encourages you to skim ahead and get the gist. You do well in

social media and interactive gaming when you can engage and then

disengage with grace. This fast, frictionless world rewards the quick

perception, the instant evaluation and the clever performance. As the

neuroscientist Susan Greenfield writes in her book “Mind Change,” expert

online gamers have a great capacity for short-term memory, to process

multiple objects simultaneously, to switch flexibly between tasks and to

quickly process rapidly presented information.

Fluid intelligence is a set of skills that exist in the moment. It’s the

ability to perceive situations and navigate to solutions in novel situations,

independent of long experience.

Offline learning, at its best, is more like being a member of a book club

than a cocktail party. When you’re offline you’re not in constant contact with

the universe. There are periods of solitary reading and thinking and then

more intentional gatherings to talk and compare.

Research at the University of Oslo and elsewhere suggests that people

read a printed page differently than they read off a screen. They are more

linear, more intentional, less likely to multitask or browse for keywords.

The slowness of solitary reading or thinking means you are not as

concerned with each individual piece of data. You’re more concerned with

http://www.susangreenfield.com/
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how different pieces of data fit together. How does this relate to that? You’re

concerned with the narrative shape, the synthesizing theory or the overall

context. You have time to see how one thing layers onto another, producing

mixed emotions, ironies and paradoxes. You have time to lose yourself in

another’s complex environment.

As Greenfield puts it, “by observing what happens, by following the

linear path of a story, we can convert information into knowledge in a way

that emphasizing fast response and constant stimulation cannot. As I see it,

the key issue is narrative.”

When people in this slower world gather to try to understand

connections and context, they gravitate toward a different set of questions.

These questions are less about sensation than about meaning. They argue

about how events unfold and how context influences behavior. They are

more likely to make moral evaluations. They want to know where it is all

headed and what are the ultimate ends.

Crystallized intelligence is the ability to use experience, knowledge and

the products of lifelong education that have been stored in long-term

memory. It is the ability to make analogies and comparisons about things

you have studied before. Crystallized intelligence accumulates over the years

and leads ultimately to understanding and wisdom.

The online world is brand new, but it feels more fun, effortless and

natural than the offline world of reading and discussion. It nurtures agility,

but there is clear evidence by now that it encourages a fast mental rhythm

that undermines the ability to explore narrative, and place people, ideas and

events in wider contexts.

The playwright Richard Foreman once described people with cathedral-

like personalities — with complex, inner density, people with distinctive

personalities, and capable of strong permanent attachments. These days that

requires an act of rebellion, among friends who assign one another reading
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and set up times to explore narrative and cultivate crystallized intelligence.

Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook and Twitter, and sign

up for the Opinion Today newsletter.

A version of this op-ed appears in print on July 10, 2015, on page A27 of the New York edition with
the headline: Building Attention Span.
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