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MIND BOGGLING:
THERIGHTBRAININTHEDIGITALERA

“The great pleasure and feeling in my right brain
iIs more than my left brain can find the words to tell you.”

— Dr. Roger W. Sperry,
accepting the 1981 Nobel Prize in medicine

This spring, two online bloggers died, both of heart complications, while plying their trade,
without regular breaks, over an extended period of time. There was always more to know and more to
write. Meanwhile, in South Korea, an online gamer collapsed and died after hours—well, actually,
days—ofplayingavideo game. Bothtypes of activities—writing lengthy posts on the latest technology
foran online publication and outmaneuvering competitive challengesinagraphicdepiction ofaunique
universe—can create an “addiction” that keeps the mind “wired”” and deeply engaged well past the time
the body needs to disconnect. In the case of the three deceased online addicts, the body simply gave
out, a signal that technology is triggering mind-body dysfunctions we hardly recognize and little
understand. Asone bloggeradmitted, whendiscussing his frenetic pace, “Thisisnotsustainable.” (New
York Times, 4/6/08)

Digital technology seems to have no limits interms of speed. What at one time took seconds now
takes fractions of a second. The speed of
calculations inconsumer digital products was once
measured in thousands per second and is now in
billions per second and headed upward. The Google
search engine requires just 0.27 seconds to scan
the World Wide Web, identify and then cite
4,430,000differentarticles thatrelate to the phrase
“leftbrain-rightbrain.”

We have yet to read those 4-million-plus
articles about the left brain-right brain dichotomy.
Butwe do knowthat understanding the value of both
hemispheres of the brain and how they both are
necessary for all human endeavors has become

o o ”We have lots of information technology. We just don’t
more valuable and more critical as digital speeds have any information.”

become more, well, mind boggling.
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Right Brain Redux

Roger Sperry received the 1981 Nobel Prize in
medicine for discovering how the differentlobes of the
brainfunction. Whileworkingwith patientswhose links
betweenthe two hemispheres had been severed, Sperry
learned that the two sections seem to have different
capabilities and strengths, the left handling linear,
analytical, linguisticand rational thinking and the right
doing spatial, creative, pleasurable and imaginative
thinking. Inthe yearsfollowing Sperry’s1960sand later
research, the hemispheric model of brain functionality
became popularized, primarily through the work of
Betty Edwards’ Drawing on the Right Side of the
Brain (1979), which used drawingexercisesto help left-
brain-dominant people access the capabilities of the
rightbrain. (New York Times, 4/6/08)

Further research refined Sperry’s thoughts
considerably, revealing thattheinterrelationship between
the two halves of the brain ismuch more complex than
the original research had suggested. One development
involvedrecognitionthatthe difference betweenthe two
hemispheres ismore aboutinformation processing than
aboutdistinctskills, withthe leftbrain favoringafocuson
detailsand the right brain preferring to take a holistic
outlook—thatis, the left “sees” specifictrees (i.e., the
details), while the right “sees” the forest (i.e., the whole
picture). (New Scientist, 9/22/07)

One of the reasons that this perspective onbrain
capacity has recently enjoyedaresurgence in interest
has muchto dowiththe demands onhuman capabilities
in the digital era. The digital-based hardware and
software that individuals use more and more frequently
forlongerand longer periods of time have been getting
faster and faster in “processing speed.” Asaperhaps
unanticipated consequence of faster tools, the pace of
human work has accelerated as well. Yetunlike the
seemingly limitless capacity of digital technology to
accelerate its pace of performance, humans have their
limits, as proven by the two bloggers and one online
gamerwho succumbedtothe relentless pressure to act
more like digital technology and do more, fasterand—
they evidently thought—with nostops...proving thatthe
body isnotmade of silicon.

Technology hasrelentlessly focused the user’s
attentiononthe specifictrees—analyzing, computingand
deducingresults—all tothe detriment of our needto see

the forest—imagining, envisioningand inferringalarger
contextand purpose. As employees spend more and
more time tethered to omnipresent digital devices,
companies have evidently been surprised by the limited
insightsaboutforeststhatthe linear, left-braintechnology
andthinking canproduce. Asaresult, corporationsfind
themselves needing to ask employeesto think “outside
thebox,”animpliedadmissionthatthe rational processes
responsible for creating the box inthe firstplace are too
narrow and restrictive to create the context and the
innovation thatcompanies now so desperately need. In
short, companiesarerediscoveringthe value of theright
brain.

‘ THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX [

- I WONDER
WHATS IN THE BOX,

Mind Games in the Digital Era

Technology has focused on the trees and
accelerated the pace at which each tree is examined,
analyzed and dispatched. This accelerating pace of
work has created a range of human — although not
always humane—responses. Someareamusing, others
futileand afew have created profitable markets.

Multitasking—Thisbecamethe firstresponse
to the doubling and tripling of the pace and range of
work. Overtime, individuals cameto believe thatthey
could actually do more than one thing at one time —
thereby doing twice the work, triple the work and so on.
Thisisone partof the humanmindtricking another into
believingthatsomethingistaking place, when, infact, it
isnot. Research hasshown that the evolved human



-3-

braincannotmultitask. Thisphysical limitationismost
obvious when the tasks involve alternating between
brain hemispheres. For instance, in MRI (magnetic
resonance imaging) studiesatCarnegie MellonUniversity
inPittsburgh, researchers learned thatifapersontriesto
“multitask” language skills (centered inthe leftbrain)and
spatial skills (centered inthe right brain) brain activity
shiftsback andforth. Since language isabrainactivity
learnedearlyin lifeand typically is called upon most
oftenindaily life, the left-brain activity tendsto crowd
outtheright-brainactivity. Thatiswhydriving (right
brain, spatial) becomes morerisky if done while talking
onacellphone (leftbrain, language). Beyondtalkingon
the cell phone, arecentinsurance industry study revealed
that 66 percent of adults between 18 and 24 yearsofage
text message while driving. Constant practice can
improve the speed atwhichthe brain oscillates between
tasks, but as one writer noted after surveying all the
researchinthearea, “abottleneck inour brains means
we are fundamentally incapable of true multitasking.”
(New Scientist, 4/7/07; Science News, 5/10/08;
The Week, 3/7/08)

“This one’s too hard to type on while I’m driving.”

Make Really Long Lists—Time-management
books, seminarsand consultancies became necessary
for those hoping to keep pace with accelerating
technology and related work demands. The old Day-
Timerbooksseemedquaintinthe newhigh-tech, caffeine-

driven and often drug-aided workplace. To help this
new time-management mindset, the Journal of
Experimental Psychology (JEP) noted that finishing
work cantake 50 percentlonger ifanindividual switches
amongdifferent tasks rather than staying with one task
until itiscompleted and then moving ahead to the next
task. [Note to those who think they multitask: read
JEP.] Soon consultants were helping individuals
eliminate every “wasteful” momentintheir day, asif
quietor thoughtful time were somehow wasted time.
Anxiety about work, these theorists insisted, can be
overcome by simply compiling one complete listofall
the jobs that one hasto do. Making lists became so
widespread that some counselors actually told
individuals seekinga life partner to makealist of all
the characteristics they soughtin that partner. Lists
rule! Meanwhile, research has shown that when
individuals“letgo” of all the details of work to be done,
they make better decisions about how to addresstheir
chores — that is, the unconscious brain has a much
greater capacity for information digestion and
assessment than does the conscious brain, even with
its long lists. (BusinessWeek SmallBiz, 2/08; New
York Times, 2/21/08)

“I’m making a list of everything | have to do so | can
freak out in some kind of order.”

Make Things Shorter — The standard-issue
descriptionofadigitally comfortable individual hasbeen
one of amultitasking, attention-span-deficient junky,
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linking tothousands of people everywhere. Inanearlier
Briefing, we noted how everything outside of work —
books, television shows, movies, operas, and other
things that require time to consume — were being
condensed to fit into the operating mindset (read:
shrinking attention span) of the digitally engaged and
work-hassled employee. New television programs,
fretting mediamoguls seemedtosay, hadtohave brevity
asaprimary characteristic, seemingly imitating YouTube,
the place where amateurs post the short films they
manage to have time to create. For instance, the new
television show “Tracey Ullman’s State of the Union”
reflects the comedienne’s perspective: “It’s like a
YouTube-mentality show. Idon’tthinkanyone’s got
the focus at the moment for 14-minute sketches, so |
decided tomake itfastand furious.” Infact, research has
shown that people shift attention because of lack of
intensity in the task at hand. The more complex and
dense—nothow quick-moving—thesubjectis, the more
likely they are not to be distracted, as was the case
unto death of the bloggers cited earlier. (USA Today,
3/27/08; New Scientist, 12/15/07; see also “Busyness
and Business: Connecting with the Enabled and
Hassled Consumer,” IF 2811, 4/26/07)

“Do you have high-speed intercourse here?”

More Technology — The next answer — or
perhapsthe perennial answer —has involved acquiring
more technology to help maintain the torrent of work
andtogrindthroughthe risingmountains of information.

Devicessuchas BlackBerrieshelped usersaccelerate
their tasking pace by making work available 24 hours
perday, 7 daysevery week. Asaresult, the BlackBerry
became seemingly obligatory for those seeking to
manage their steadily increasing workload, as did
new kinds of software, various online services and
faster/larger digital systems. Asiftosuggestwhatthese
kinds of tools actually do to humans who depend on
them, whenthe BlackBerry systemfailed inearly 2007,
individualsreportedexperiencing withdrawal symptoms.
“| started freaking out,” one user admitted. “I quit
smoking 28yearsago,” chimedinanother, “and thatwas
easier thanbeing without my BlackBerry.” Of course,
adding moretechnology is like adding another lane on
the freeway, and civil engineers have shownthat very
soon the new lane is as crowded as the others were
before—inotherwords, trafficincreasesto its maximum
inefficiency. Andthen, evenmore lanes (technologies)
are needed. (New York Times, 4/19/07)

CreateaBubble—Wheninformation comes
too fast for the above responses to control, then
eliminating what is not wanted becomes the preferred
tactic. Cancel subscriptionsto unread publications, use
RSSsoftwaretoprioritizeandavoid news (or information
ingeneral) thatisnotsufficientlyengaging orimmediately
useful, letothers online decide what is importantand
read and/or watch that, and live inwhat has been called
the “Daily We,” abubble world of one’sown creation.
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Thedigital erahas made that possible. InapastBriefing,
we described the barriers that keep individuals from
truly seeingwhatis before them, especially ifthey would
rather notsee whatisthere. Onthatlistwas “certainty,”
the feelingthatonealready hasitright,andtherefore new
information, especially information that contradictsthat
certainty, issimply unnecessary. Interestingly enough,
studies have shown that people with a strong sense of
certainty, when confronted with solid evidence that
contradictstheirconvictions,actually clingmoreforcefully
tothose challenged beliefs. Creatingabubble of preferred
information comforts those with certainty —aswell as
those justdesiring certainty toavoid the nagging worries
associated with the reality of uncertainty (for the other
barriers to inteligence see “Hearing and Accepting
Intelligence: Sometimes It’s Not About Acquiringand
Delivering Intelligence,” Special Briefing, 4/26/04).

These soothing yetquestionable responsesare
the consequences of human minds trying to discover
operational shortcuts in order to give the feeling of
staying ahead of the accelerating pace of digital
technology. It could well be a fool’s game. Because
humans may be bumping up againsttheir upper bounds
interms of mental and especially emotional speedand
because the consequencesofhighlytechnical, analytical
thinking are causing huge economic stresses right now,
someindividualsarestartingto “rethink” howthey think.
Andthathas led back torightbrain-leftbrain research.

“Johnson froze up again. Could you come up
here and restart him?”’

Holistic and Digital

Evenasdigital technology continues to break
activities, subjectsandrelationshipsinto bitsand pieces
of data, we have seen some humane actionsthatserve
as countermeasures to technology’s distortion, or
rather disturbance, of the mind. For instance, the study
of philosophy—the exploration of human thought—has
started to gain popularity among students. In 2002,
Rutgers University in New Jersey graduated 50
philosophy majors, and thisyear the class is twice that
size. AtCity University of New York, during the same
years, the number of philosophy majorsincreased by 51
percent, and campus-wide enrollment in philosophy
courses increased by 18 percent. A decade ago, 765
colleges offered undergraduate philosophy programs,
and now 817 do. One philosophy student at Rutgers
explainedthe shiftin interestamongthose in her cohort.
“All of these things [discussed in philosophy courses]
make the world a smaller place and force us to look
beyond the bubble we growupin.” (New York Times,
4/6/08)

If those students take a history of philosophy
course, they will come acrossawide range of thinkers
whohavespoken positivelyaboutthe intuitive, imaginative
and creative aspects of the human being, especially as
they relate to aesthetics. Ifstudentsare exposedtothat
strand of thought, they could easily move from
philosophical studiesof whathumans have thoughttothe
psychological studies of how people think, soon landing
on Sperry andthe ensuing research on left brain-right
braincapabilities.

In his book A Whole New Mind (2005),
Daniel Pink suggests that computer capabilities
emulate the skills associated with the left brain,
essentially relieving humans of the need to sharpen or
enhance that set of skills. Instead, humans need to
focus more on the capabilities associated with the
rightbrain, skills that digital technology has had less
successemulating. “It’sjustthatafter afewgenerations
inthe Information Age,” Pink has said, “many of our
high-concept, high-touch muscles have atrophied.”
Pink was putting into the contemporary contextabias
that Sperry himself had noted years earlier. “Our
educational system as well as science in general,”
Sperry noted in 1973, “tends to neglect the nonverbal
form of intellect. What it comes down to is that
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modern society discriminates against the right
hemisphere.” Inthe digital era, that “bias” hasbecome
even more pronounced. (New York Times, 4/6/08)

Nowthatthe damage isstarting tomountinthe
economic sphere, much of it caused by an excessive
dependence on the rational, mathematical and linear
thinking used to create complex, and evidently faulty,
financial instruments, more and more leadersare looking
around for other waysto think about currentconditions.
Many are landing onthe valuesand capacitiesof human
thinking associated withthe rightbrain.

Allthe complexity inthe world can hardly be
grasped by a person thinking about specific trees.
One scientist noted the problems associated with the

interesting but initselfinsufficientdiscovery of the
human genome by noting, “Thinking the genome
explainslifeisalittle like learning a foreign language
by memorizingthe dictionary.” Puttingall the bitsand
bytes of data about the tree into a context that
capturesthe whole forest (and, in fact, the whole tree)
isbecoming more valuable...and moredifficult. After
wandering downtherational, linear pathtoits current
impasse of mind-boggling proportions, individuals
may need to start “drawing” on the right side of their
brains when thinking about work and life, thereby
placing digital technology and its related left-brain
thinking inalarger context—that of the whole human
being.




