Are Smartphones Making Us Less
Intelligent?

By David Rabinow

A Generation That Knows Everything, But Understands Less

These days, an answer to almost any question is seconds away — a formula, a date, a fact, a
definition. Information has never felt more immediate or more abundant. And yet something
about that ease feels off. The easier information becomes to find, the harder it seems to
actually hold onto and understand.

People like to say smartphones are making us dumber. That's an overstatement. But the
instinct behind the claim is pointing at something real. The interesting question isn't whether
intelligence is dropping. It's whether it's quietly changing shape in ways we haven't fully
noticed.

The Illusion of Intelligence

Intelligence, in the way we typically use the word, rests on a small set of underlying skills: the
ability to concentrate, the ability to hold information in memory, and the patience to sit with a
hard problem until it gives way.

Researchers at the University of Texas at Austin found that people did worse on cognitive
tests simply because their phone was sitting nearby — even powered off. Proximity alone was
enough to pull down their ability to think clearly.

Work coming out of Stanford tells a similar story. People who habitually jump between apps,
texts, and browser tabs show weaker attention and memory than people who don't.
Multitasking doesn't speed up thinking — it wears it down.

We haven't lost access to knowledge. We've lost our ability to stay with it.

Outsourcing the Mind

There used to be a simple equation: knowing something meant remembering it. Now, knowing
something increasingly just means knowing where to look it up.

Psychologists have a term for this: cognitive offloading. When information is always one
search away, the brain adjusts by holding onto less of it internally. On its face, that's a
reasonable trade — why memorize what you can retrieve in seconds?



But memory isn't just a storage bin. It's the raw material thinking is built from. Strip away an
internal base of knowledge, and it gets harder to connect ideas or reason deeply about
anything at all.

It's not only facts we're offloading. We're offloading a piece of the thinking process itself.

Attention Is Becoming the Real Measure

If intelligence used to be measured by what you knew, it is starting to look more like it's
measured by what you can hold your attention on.

Smartphones are engineered to capture and keep that attention — notifications, infinite scroll,
bite-sized content, one interruption after another. Each break pulls your mind away from
whatever you were doing, and it takes real time to settle back into it.

Studies on task-switching show it can cut productivity substantially. Not because people have
gotten less capable, but because their focus keeps getting fractured.

Over time, that reshapes what thinking feels like day to day. Reading anything long starts to
feel like a slog. Working through something genuinely complex becomes tiring faster than it
used to.

The Adolescent Brain

This matters even more for young people, since the brain regions responsible for focus and
self-control are still under construction throughout the teenage yeatrs.

Meanwhile, many teens spend hours a day on their phones — not for schoolwork, but for
entertainment, social media, a steady stream of stimulation.

That environment shapes the brain in a particular direction: quick reactions over patient
reasoning, short bursts of attention over sustained focus. Some research links heavy screen
time to lower academic performance and weaker reading comprehension. That doesn't mean
the underlying ability has vanished — it means the conditions that ability needs to develop are
being crowded out.

Not Less Intelligent, But Different

It would be unfair to say smartphones only do harm. They put a staggering amount of
information within reach, they can accelerate certain kinds of learning, and they've opened up
new ways to create and connect with others.

But they also shift the balance: less memorization, more searching; less depth, more speed.



We're not becoming less intelligent. We're becoming accustomed to a different mode of
thinking.

What Actually Matters

The real question isn't whether IQ scores are rising or falling. It's whether people can still think
deeply when it counts.

Smartphones didn't invent distraction — but they've made it constant. They reward fast
reactions and make sustained concentration harder to hold onto.

The question worth asking isn't whether phones are lowering intelligence. It's whether we're
willing to protect the kind of thinking that actually requires time, effort, and attention.

Because in a world engineered to interrupt you, the ability to focus may be the one skill left
that matters most.
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