The computer: friend or foe?

Parents and loved ones of people who spend a great deal of time in front of the computer are concerned! They want to know if this type of behavior has negative consequences. Should something be done about it, and, if so, what? Many people have expressed their concern to me because I am a neurofeedback and biofeedback coach and I “work with the brain”. They want to know if I can change the behavior of their apparently computer-addicted loved ones and make them “healthy, normal and responsible”. 
In my research for a presentation on excessive use of television and computers recently, which included a search on the Internet, I was looking for evidence that excessive use of television and computers was unhealthy. 
Subconsciously, I believed it was unhealthy to be sitting in front of the television and or a computer for hours and hours because this is what I was led to believe. A “healthy” person “should” be out with their friends, getting exercise and fresh air.  

I found an article that reviewed a book “Everything Bad is Good for You” by Steven Johnson. Mr. Johnson proposes that what is making us smarter is precisely what we thought was making us dumber: popular culture. Johnson argues that television, which is very different than it was 30 years ago, has made great cognitive demands upon us, thereby making our brains work harder and better. He said gaming could also have a positive affect because of the cognitive demands made upon the gamers. This was a new concept to me, as spending hours in front of the television and computer was generally considered not normal, unhealthy and irresponsible. 

Recently, I was speaking with a school psychologist who commented that the computer and the Internet have been beneficial to the international student who, more often than not, lived too far away to play with their friends after school, get exercise or fresh air. She explained that the children communicate with each over the Internet, in chat rooms, and play internet games, which has proven to be beneficial to the well-being of many of these children, who might otherwise be sitting home alone with no one to communicate with. 
This Christmas I bought a book called, “The kids are alright – how the gamer generation is changing the workplace”. The book explains that gaming is actually having a dramatic effect on the workplace. The people who stay at home alone on a beautiful day are actually gaining skills that can be useful in business life and are changing the way we do business. 

Wow. The computer can be beneficial. Am I out of touch? Am I just worrying too much? Am I being a parent? Am I being controlling?

A few days ago a friend mentioned that he was talking to his son about his son’s time spent on the computer because he, too, was concerned. The son replied with a smile on his face, “My grades are good aren’t they and I don’t get into trouble”. 
What about all of these reports about children becoming overweight, aggressive, anti-social and non-communicative as a result of spending hours and hours on the computer? 
In Time magazine, September 18, 2006, there was an article about Internet addiction (an obsession with online games, chat rooms and pornography) in Southeast Asia. In October, a study carried out by Stanford University School of Medicine indicated that US Internet addicts are as chronically ill as alcoholics. As with alcohol and drugs, people are using the Internet to cure foul moods. It is a form of self-medicating.
A poll last year by Kidshealth, an Internet- based organization that provides health information about children, indicated that 36% of the children felt that school created the most stress and 32% identified the family as a cause. Children are looking for ways to deal with stress due to expectations and demands put on them at home and at school. Kidshealth reported 42% of  children relieved their stress by watching television or playing a video game amongst other things. 
So, computer use can have positive and negative effects. 

Where do we draw the line? 

Dr. Edward Hollowell in his book, “Crazy Busy” writes that computers, mobile phones, the Blackberry and all other technologies are here to stay. We need to learn to live with and understand them. 
Technology becomes a problem when it over takes our lives, e.g., when the computer takes over the life of the individual. 
It is no longer a tool. It takes precedence over anything else in that person’s life. When they are under stress they look to the computer to help calm and relax them.  

Once a person becomes addicted it becomes difficult to stop the addictive behavior. People do recover from addictive behaviors but it would be easier if the behaviors were prevented in the first place.  

A certain amount of stress is good for us as it help us to be alert. So the issue is not entirely the quantity of stress, it is how we react to stress.  Studies conducted last year showed that people learn “inappropriate” ways to react to stress when they are children.
We can reduce and perhaps even eliminate the stressors in some instances, but what we also need to do is to teach children and the adults how to react to stress appropriately.

This may be as simple as learning how to breathe properly, which helps calm the nervous system. Biofeedback and neurofeedback are also great tools to help children and adults to get started on the road to becoming calmer and more focused. Being calmer and more focused does not mean that a person functions slower than before! They are less stressed and become more efficient.
And, as people become calmer and more focused there is less need to go to the computer to feel better. The computer can become the tool that it was designed to be. 
Computer: friend or foe? It can be both. And if it becomes a foe, then the effects can be treated so that it becomes a healthy friend.
