
Homo zappiens
The tech-savvy generation may not be so 
different after all.

Some people put the cut-off at 1984, but for most it is 1980. People 
born after that date are the digital natives; those born before 
are digital immigrants, doomed to be forever strangers in a 

computer-based strange land.
The generational difference between the groups goes beyond their 

numbers of Facebook friends and Twitter followers: it can also help to 
explain differences in how they buy insurance. At least, that’s according 
to a report released this week for the insurance industry. Targeting Mil-
lennials with Insurance explains that young people aren’t like those who 
came before and queued passively for cover. They “prioritize holidays”, 
for one, which might surprise some of them. Because they are digital 
natives, they “will favor technologically innovative insurance policies”.

But a paper published last month in Teaching and Teacher Educa-
tion reaches the opposite conclusion. The digital native is a myth, it 
claims: a yeti with a smartphone (P. A. Kirschner and P. D. Bruyckere 
Teach. Teach. Educ. 67, 135–142; 2017). The implications go beyond 
insurance. Many schools and universities are retooling to cope with 
kids and young adults who are supposedly different. From collabora-
tive learning in the classroom to the provision of e-learning modules 
in undergraduate courses, the rise of the digital native is being used as 
a reason — some say a justification — for significant policy changes.

Education policy is particularly vulnerable to political whims, fads 
and untested assumptions. From swapping evolution for creationism 

to the idea that multiple types of intelligence demand multiple 
approaches, generations of children are schooled according to dogma, 
not evidence. Surveys show, for example, that teachers and education 
experts subscribe to dozens of different and opposing ‘learning styles’. 
Under these, children can be categorized as activists or theorists, organ-
izers or innovators, non-committers or plungers, globalists or analysts, 
deep or surface learners, and so on. Could the latest example be altering 
access to, and the provision of, technology in the classroom, simply 
because a new cohort is believed to be more familiar with it?

It is beyond dispute that people brought up in the most recent decades 
have been exposed to a lot of digital technology — at least in developed 
countries. And paper co-author Paul Kirschner, an education researcher 
at the Open University of the Netherlands in Heerlen, happily describes 
himself in his academic work as a “windmill-fighter”. But whereas Don 
Quixote aimed against solid walls, the digital-native assumption, on 
closer inspection, does seem illusory. It is certainly no giant.

A 2011 review for the Higher Education Academy in York, UK, put it 
bluntly, as the first of its executive-summary conclusions: “There is no 
evidence that there is a single new generation of young students entering 
Higher Education and the terms Net Generation and Digital Native do 
not capture the processes of change that are taking place” (see go.nature.
com/2vepfrv). Many members of the digital-savvy generation use tech-
nology in the same way as many of their elders: to passively soak up 
information. Children say they prefer IT in their lessons and courses? 
Do schools listen when kids say they prefer chips for lunch every day?

The Teaching and Teacher Education paper raises another concern. 
Digital natives are assumed to be able to multitask, it warns. But the 
evidence for this is also scant. Reading text messages during university 
lectures almost certainly comes at a cognitive cost. So too, employers 
might assume, does fiddling with smartphones and laptops in meetings. 
Buy that technologically innovative insurance policy another time. ■

(The restrictions are possible because players must register and log in.)
It’s not just in China that teenagers are seeing their use of mobile 

devices curtailed. Elsewhere, schools are making a stand, too. Stroud 
High School in Britain made headlines this month when it announced 
that pupils aged 12–14 would not be allowed to use their phones dur-
ing the school day; those aged 15 and 16 can use them only at lunch-
time. Headteacher Mark McShane told parents that the move was to 
reduce the possible negative impact of social media on their children’s 
mental health and well-being.

These impacts — and others attributed to the increasing ubiquity 
of electronic devices — are the latest battleground in a long-running 
dispute over the effects of visual and interactive media on minds and 
the brain. From video nasties to nasty video games, how and how 
much the thoughts and behaviours of young people (and some not so 
young) are influenced by what they see on their screens is a regular 
source of disagreement.

Groups of academics warn of the dangers; other groups play them 
down. Both sides point to what evidence they can find to support their 
stance, and argue that there is insufficient information to back up the 
opposition’s viewpoint. Guidelines are sketchy. Last year, the American 
Academy of Pediatrics updated its advice and now discourages media 
use, except for video-chatting, by children younger than 18 months. 
For children aged 2–5, it recommends that parents limit screen time 
to one hour a day of “high-quality” programming. 

All involved insist that more research is necessary — they are split 
only on what should happen in the meantime. And that is a question 
of politics and personality as much as it is an issue for science. 

To make progress, more precision is needed to define just what the 
groups are arguing about. Although a popular topic with parents and a 
common public debating point, the effects of ‘screen time’ — and pos-
sible limits on access to it — seem too vague to allow much meaningful 
science. And there are as many claimed benefits as dangers. Equally, 
whereas many people diagnose themselves with ‘Internet addiction’, 

the point at which normal (useful and productive) activity becomes 
a scientific and medical problem is not easily categorized, defined or 
compared. (The same is true of many behavioural addictions. This 
does not make them not real, just difficult to frame.) 

Computer games such as Honour of Kings might offer an oppor-
tunity here. Data are available on who plays and for how long. Inter-
ventions such as the restrictions in China can in theory be tracked, 

subject to proper privacy safeguards. And, 
although still controversial, attempts have 
been made to constrain and diagnose one 
problem behaviour that can emerge: a con-
dition called Internet gaming disorder. It was 
included for the first time in the 2013 edition 
of the American Psychiatric Association’s 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders, but only as a topic worthy of further attention. 
Cynics may scoff, but abuse of online games does not have to rot the 

brain to be a disorder that is worth investigating. For teenagers, even 
apparently mild effects such as sleep disruption can quickly cascade 
into reduced attention and poorer performance at school. 

That was one reason why South Korea started a national experi-
ment in 2011, when it banned under-16s from accessing online video 
games after midnight. The country labelled the policy as the Shutdown 
Law rather than as an experiment but, nonetheless, it gave scientists 
an opportunity to do some of the research that all agree is necessary. 

Last week, scientists published some of the first results (L. Changjun 
et al. Telematics Inform. http://doi.org/b9sq; 2017). And, typically, 
they allow both sides of the debate to claim victory. Internet use rose 
after the shutdown (maybe teenagers logged on more during the day 
to compensate?), but addictive behaviour fell. And sleep increased, 
although by an average of just 1.5 minutes each night. The impact, 
the scientists say, was statistically significant, but hardly enough to 
justify the firm hand of the nanny state. Honours are even. For now. ■

“Abuse of online 
games does not 
have to rot the 
brain to be a 
disorder worth 
investigating.”
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