Your Smartphone Is Making You Stupid
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You lock yourself in a study room on the second floor of your college’s library, surrounded by dusty
tomes and people who just love making out, and proceed to work on your graduate thesis. Unfortunately,
you didn’t get rid of the biggest distraction to your studying: your smartphone. Turning it off might keep
you from being distracted, but you’re better off throwing it out the window.
On second thought, just leave it at home.
That’s what a study from the University of Chicago suggests after discovering having your smartphone in
close proximity not only distracts you from the task at hand, but reduces your ability to handle more
complex cognitive actions like remembering and processing data. For those who depend on their
smartphone for most things (so, everyone) the effects on their cognitive capacity may be most severe.
Researchers asked participants to keep their silent phones visible on a desk, in a pocket or bag, or in a
separate room altogether. They then performed tests on a computer to measure cognitive capacity, one
called the Automated Operation Span task measuring working memory capacity, another called the
Raven’s Standard Progressive Matrices, measuring fluid intelligence.
“The present research identifies a potentially costly side effect of the integration of smartphones into daily
life: smartphone‐induced “brain drain.” We provide evidence that the mere presence of consumers’
smartphones can adversely affect two measures of cognitive capacity—available working memory capacity
and functional fluid intelligence—without interrupting sustained attention or increasing the frequency of
phone‐related thoughts.”
www.glscott.org

The problem stems from your brain using a bit of your cognitive capacity to stay on track when you know
your phone is right next to you, begging to be touched. It gets compounded when something like a
notification gets your attention, causing you to think about what that notification (text messages from
family, email from a boss) actually means, sending your brain on a tangent that distracts from your
primary goal.
The results showed a surprisingly strong case for leaving your phone somewhere else when you want to
perform well on a task. The two groups of participants who kept phones nearby either on a desk or in a
bag showed lower working memory capacity (the ability to remember information temporarily) and a
lower functional fluid intelligence (the ability to solve new problems and see patterns).

Cognitive capacity increased the further removed participants were from their phones.
Participants with phones in another room greatly outperformed those with phones in pockets or on
desks in all tasks.
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