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House of Lords
SUSAN GREENFIELD

BEFORE READING: How would you answer one of the questions that Baroness
Greenfield poses in the following speech: What precisely is the appeal of social net-

working sites?

he social networking site Facebook turned five years old last week. Arguably, it

marks a milestone in a progressive and highly significant change in our culture
as tens to hundreds of millions of individuals worldwide, including the very young,
are signing up for friendship through a screen. Other noble Lords may follow the
noble Lord, Lord Harris, and speak on specific regulatory measures that may be
taken to ensure that children come to no physical harm. We hope that personal
safety and privacy is soon to be improved in the light of the recommendations
made in the report on personal internet security from the Science and Technology
Committee and in the Byron Review Action Plan. However, as a neuroscientist, I think
that there are still two more basic and, if you like, brain-based questions that ul-
timately need to be addressed. First, why are social networking sites growing? Sec-
ondly, what features of the young mind, if any, are being threatened by them? Only
when we have insights into these two issues can we devise more general safeguards,
rooted not so much in regulation as in education, culture, and society.

I turn to the first question, surely the most telling of all. What precisely is the
appeal of social networking sites? First, there is the simple issue of the constraints
of modern life, where unsupervised playing outside or going for walks is now per-
ceived as too dangerous. A child confined to the home every evening may find at
the keyboard the kind of freedom of interaction and communication that earlier -
generations took for granted in the three-dimensional world of the street. But even
given a choice, screen life can still be more appealing. As Phillip Hodson, fellow of
the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, suggests: “Building @
Facebook profile is one way that individuals can identify themselves, making them
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Continuing that train of thought, I recently had a fascinating conversation with

a young devotee who proudly claimed to have nine hundred friends. Clearly, there
would be no problem here to satisfying that basic human need to belong, to be pat
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Related to this change might be a second area of potential difference in the
young twenty first century mind — a much more marked preference for the here-
and-now, where the immediacy of an experience trumps any regard for the conse-
quences. Afer all, whenever you play a computer game, you can always just play it
again; everything you do is reversible. The emphasis is on the thrill of the moment,
the buzz of rescuing the princess in the game. No care is given for the princess
herself, for the content or for any long-term significance, because there is none.
This type of activity, a disregard for consequence, can be compared with the thrill
of compulsive gambling or compulsive eating. Interestingly, and as an aside, one
study has shown that obese people are more reckless in gambling tasks. In turn, the
sheer compulsion of reliable and almost immediate reward is being linked to similar
chemical systems in the brain that may also play a part in drug addiction. So we
should not underestimate the “pleasure” of interacting with a screen when we puzzle
over why it seems so appealing to young people; rather, we should be paying atten-
tion to whether such activities may indeed result in a more impulsive and solipsistic
attitude. ‘
This brings us to a third possible change —in empathy. One teacher of thirty 10
years’ standing wrote to me that she had witnessed a change over the time she had
been teaching in the ability of her pupils to understand others. She pointed out that
previously, reading novels had been a good way of learning about how others feel
and think, as distinct from oneself. Unlike the game to rescue the princess, where
the goal is to feel rewarded, the aim of reading a book is, after all, to find out more
about the princess herself. |

Perhaps we should therefore not be surprised that those within the spectrum of '
autism are particularly comfortable in the cyber world. The Internet has even been
linked to sign language, considered as beneficial for autistic people as sign language
proved for the deaf. Of course, we do not know whether the current increase in.
autism is due more to increased awareness and diagnosis of autism, or whether it
can — if there is a true increase — be in any way linked to an increased prevalence
among people of spending time in screen relationships. Surely it is a point worth
considering. &

Finally, I draw your Lordships’ attention to a fourth issuer: identity. It seems

strange that in a society recoiling from the introduction of ID cards, we are at the
same time enthusiastically embracing the possible erosion of our identity throu;,
social networking sites. One sixteen-year-old intern who worked in my lab last sum=
mer summed it up as follows: “I can see that Facebook makes you think about
yourself differently when all your private thoughts and feelings can be posted.
the Internet for all to see. Are we perhaps losing a sense of where we ourselves finisk
and the outside world begins?” 3
With fast-paced, instant screen reactions, perhaps the next generation will de
fine themselves by the responses of others; hence the bafflingurrent preoccupation
with posting an almost moment-by-moment, flood-of-consciousness account-
believe it is called Twitter — of your thoughts and activities, however banal.
In summary, I suggest that social networking sites might tap into the bas
brain systems for delivering pleasurable experience. However, these experiences d
devoid of cohesive narrative and long-term significance.
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