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 What happens When our world, filled with 
burgeoning stressors, is conditioning us to subsist 
in a state of allostatic load (A-Load) due to chronic 
over-activation of our sympathetic nervous systems 
[1]–[4]? What happens when our world is also teem-
ing with technological goods and services that allow 
us to self-medicate through coping mechanisms that 
detract our brains with repeated dopamine releases? 
What are the long-term effects of these self-enslaving 
behaviors if, over time, they result in decreases in 
the dopamine receptors expressed in our brains [5], 
[6]? What happens when our dopamine-inducing 
digital activities are stamped in our brains as the eas-
ier reward paths to be sought and we subsequently 
lose the drive for real-world activities [5], [7]? When 
we allow ourselves to be habitually bombarded with 
stress, hedonism, distractions, social comparisons, 
and multitasking, we are negatively impacting the 
chemicals in our brain. Are we becoming a physio-
logically enervated technologically enslaved society 
(PETS)? Are we allowing ourselves to be perpetually 
tethered like PETS on digital leashes?

Physiological enervation
A-Load is an index of the biological wear-and-tear 

on the physiology of the human. When the demands 
of life outweigh our ability to cope, we experi-
ence stress. Prolonged stress often leads to chronic 
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over-activation of the sympathetic nervous system 
(i.e., flight, fight, and freeze response), thereby 
forcing our mind–body to work overtime. Without 
the appropriate buffers to offset this harmfully per-
sistent heightened state of alert, humans move into 
the maladaptive state of A-Load. The consequences 
of A-Load can include loss of resilience, physical 
illnesses, emotional fragility, social withdrawal, mis-
trust/distrust, anxiety, depression, and other various 
physical, psycho–social, psycho–spiritual, and psy-
chological distresses [1]–[3], [8]. With this physio-
logical enervation, we can become diminished as 
humans. We can move into hypervigilance, conse-
quently spending much of our energy perceiving 
the benign as life-threatening, while leaving little 
energy to identify and address veritable risks [8]. We 
can become far more susceptible to compulsion, 
dependency, and addiction [8]–[10].

We often identify stressors in our lives as over-
loaded schedules, exams, car accidents, unex-
pected deaths or illness, or civil unrest. Yet, we 
would do well to consider dysregulated technology 
usage as a subtle means for permitting beguiling and 
brilliantly disguised stressors to infiltrate our physi-
ological existence. Research [7] repeatedly shows 
there can be negative consequences for humans 
relative to technology usage such as biomarkers of 
stress (e.g., increased cortisol and inflammation) 
[11] as well as evidence of physical and psychologi-
cal strain leading to fatigue and overload due to the 
need to pay continuous attention to the volume of 
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demands through technologies [12]. Global stud-
ies [13]–[15] reveal intense pressures due to being 
merely gainfully employed in the digital age; these 
pressures also can result in chronic stress and risks 
to well-being. There has been a 30% increase in 
those who work from home; postpandemic research 
is likely to reveal far more intensifying pressures on 
members of society due to increasingly blurred lines 
between work and nonwork time. Positively, and in 
concert with such countries as France and Germany, 
the European Union (EU) is embracing bloc-wide 
legislative directives to ensure workers are protected 
through the “right-to-disconnect.” However, critics 
of addressing such issues through legislature alone 
rightfully draw our attention to the deeper require-
ments to ensure rights-to-rest; cultures of always-on 
must be shifted not only in the workplace, but also at 
the societal level, to free us from the covert and overt 
social pressures of being tethered unremittingly to 
digital leashes [16].

Problematic pleasures and dopamine
Technology increasingly affords us a seemingly 

endless supply of options to distract us and to satisfy 
our pleasure-seeking selves [17]–[19]. Pleasurable 
technological pastimes such as viewing enjoyable, 
engaging, and empowering media content can cer-
tainly be means of improving well-being, yet spend-
ing moderate to high amounts of time has been 
linked to cognitive decline [20], [21]; self-discipline 
matters. Most humans now have the means to explore 
a vast array of pleasurable goods, services, people, 
and places to gratify their desires and whims. From 
the comfort of our couches, we can view images, 
send, follow, communicate, surf, learn, watch vid-
eos or movies, compete, meditate, play games, shop, 
or gamble. We can indulge ourselves with steady 
streams of instant gratification; our ancestors could 
not imagine the hedonistic options we are now 
afforded. However, with all these delectations at our 
fingertips, we can easily find ourselves shifting from 
short-term pleasures to long-term pain [7].

Our brains were not created to be perpetually 
satiated with ease, comfort, and pleasure. When 
our brains are allowed to subsist from pleasure to 
pleasure, we produce surge after surge of dopamine. 
Although dopamine is a naturally occurring feel-
good chemical (i.e., neurotransmitter) contributing 
to feelings of pleasure and satisfaction, we can have 
too much of a good thing [7], [22]. Over time, our 

brains can suffer fatigue, leading to less production 
of dopamine. We are also left feeling depressed 
and emotionally down when we cease to produce 
the rush of these chemicals; this maladaptive state 
can drive us to find riskier ways to feel good [6], 
[7]. As our consumption of perpetual pleasures per-
sists, our dopamine transporter levels can go down 
over time. With less dopamine, everyday pleasures 
cease to be as pleasurable as they once were; we 
are less satisfied and need progressively more, or 
more intense, activities to stimulate dopamine [23]. 
Studies [3], [4] contend humans subsequently can 
suffer greater fatigue levels, depression, increased 
competitiveness and conflict, reduced performance, 
and decreased productivity.

Subtle stress and suffering: 
Distractions and comparisons

Researchers [24], [25] also alert us to risks to the 
brain when we are media multitasking (MMT, e.g., 
text messaging while watching television). High-tech 
jugglers have been shown to have lower cognitive 
capacity and set themselves up to remember less, as 
well as to be far more prone to distractions of irrel-
evant information. While our bodies are physically 
established in one location, our minds are too often 
in another location; perhaps, we are scrolling to trav-
erse foreign lands, or virtually immersing ourselves 
in others’ lived experiences while sacrificing our 
own. Yet, our minds and bodies were created to be 
well-integrated and hang out together far more often 
than we allow [8]. Without this robust mind–body 
integration, we are likely to miss the irreplaceable 
joys of being who we are and where we are, in the 
present state.

Technology usage can lead to fear of missing out, 
comparisons to others, gossiping, and self-focus [26], 
[27]. Research [28] relative to frequent digital tech-
nology use also presents evidence of such potential 
harmful effects as impaired brain development, dis-
rupted sleep, reduced social and emotional intelli-
gence, and reduced attention. Such technologies as 
social media have been associated with evidence of 
problematic levels of cortisol (i.e., the fight, flight, or 
freeze hormone); research indicates increased levels 
of perceived stress, and impaired stress recovery (i.e., 
sustained cortisol levels and/or impaired cortisol 
recovery) [26], [29], [30]. Research [31] relative to 
online gaming revealed cortisol levels increased sig-
nificantly. A unique, yet the wide-ranging definition 
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of suffering is having what you do not want and not 
having what you want [32]. If such technologies as 
social media usage instigate releases of cortisol in 
the body as we engage in social upward compari-
sons to others [33], [34], could we be creating our 
own unnecessary low-grade suffering? Are we too 
often unknowingly adding to our enervation as we 
cease to stroll, but rather scroll through life?

Antidote: Eradicating our default 
settings of psychological entitlement

As technology provides us ample opportunities 
to seek and attain relentless pleasure, research [7], 
[22], [35] demonstrates that “too much pleasure 
experienced too often without prior requirement 
for effort in order to achieve dopamine, lowers our 
baseline of dopamine as well as the potency for all 
experiences” [35]. Yet, our brains often work against 
the aforementioned exertion of such efforts. Human 
brains are believed to be naturally attracted to a state 
of laziness; studies [36] suggest that our brains are 
inherently attracted to sedentary behaviors. We can 
also be predisposed to feel entitled to a life of ease 
and comfort with the inherent drive to exchange 
responsibility for deservingness [37], [38]. Per-
haps, we perceive this in ourselves when we reflect 
on how often our self-created narratives grant our 
brains the license to perpetually lose ourselves in the 
diverse pleasures offered by technologies and often 
at the expense of more responsible behaviors yield-
ing long-term sustainable rewards. Optimistically, 
we can work to change our behaviors, but far better 
methodologies might be to identify and address the 
philosophical underpinnings that fuel our narratives 
such as psychological entitlement.

Psychological entitlement can be defined as a 
general belief of deservingness in response to spe-
cific group-based distributive norms [33], or more 
broadly, as a general belief that one is exempt from 
responsibility and/or that one is owed special treat-
ment [38]. Other definitions of psychological enti-
tlement describe one’s unswerving belief that one 
warrants preferential treatments and rewards, often 
with little consideration of reality [39], [40]. This 
maladaptive state is believed to fuel cognitive distor-
tions; people with higher levels of entitlement often 
do not achieve their inflated expectations [41] which 
is likely to lead to dissatisfaction and distress [42]. 
Unmet expectations, such as those that were unre-
alistic, result in frustration; this is also biologically 

problematic for healthy dopamine production in the 
brain [22], [43]. 

Do we unwittingly subscribe to the belief that we 
deserve to feel good all the time? In our quests for 
technological escapism, are we losing critical oppor-
tunities to leverage boredom for increased creativ-
ity, curiosity, motivation, and self-control [44] which 
would stimulate happy chemicals in our brains [7], 
[22], [35]? Do we feel as if we have a right to be 
entertained with whatever we choose, for however 
long, and whenever we feel the urge? Do we think 
it should not be boring, or arduous at times to bear 
the laborious aspects of life and especially when 
myriads of distractions are far more attractive and 
readily available? Do we consider ease, comfort, and 
pleasure our privilege? Do we perceive that it is our 
responsibility to self-regulate our digital lives? 

psychological entitlement is disempowering 
[38]; we give power away when we allow ourselves 
to create and sustain narratives that justify our pleas-
ure-seeking, self-indulgent dysregulated technology 
usage. Eliminating excuses, becoming accountable, 
and taking responsibility: this is empowering [22], 
[38]. We must better perceive our narratives of enti-
tlement that allow these stressors to infiltrate our 
physiological existence. We are responsible for our 
own behaviors; we can mitigate and self-regulate our-
selves relative to stressors, hedonism, distractions, 
social comparisons, and multitasking to avoid nega-
tively impacting the chemical flows within our brain. 
By taking the onus and doing the hard thing(s) [38], 
we are far more likely to avoid becoming physiolog-
ically enervated technologically enslaved beings. 

 References
 [1] E. R. Park et al., “The development of a patient-

centered program based on the relaxation response: 

The relaxation response resiliency program (3RP),” 

Psychosomatics, vol. 54, no. 2, pp. 165–174, 

Mar. 2013, doi: 10.1016/j.psym.2012.09.001.

 [2] H. Benson and W. Proctor, Beyond the Relaxation 

Response: How to Harness the Healing Power of 

Your Personal Beliefs. New York, NY, USA: Berkley 

Books, 1985.

 [3] H. Benson. (2019). The Mind/Body Effect: How Behavioral 

Medicine Can Show You the Way to Better Health. 

Accessed: Mar. 1, 2022. [Online]. Available: http://search.

ebscohost.com/login. aspx? direct = true&scope = 

site&db = nlebk&db =nlabk&AN = 2145500

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&AN=2145500
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&AN=2145500
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&AN=2145500


76

Commentary

IEEE Technology and Society Magazine

 [4] J. Clifton, “Gallup global emotions 2021,” World Stress 

Index and Lighthouse. Accessed: Jan. 29, 2022. 

[Online]. Available: https://bluesyemre.files.wordpress.

com/2022/02/gallup-global-emotions-2021-report.pdf

 [5] R. A. Wise and M. A. Robble, “Dopamine and addiction,” 

Annu. Rev. Psychol., vol. 71, no. 1, pp. 79–106, Jan. 

2020, doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-010418-103337.

 [6] K. B. Skinner, Treating Pornography Addiction: 

The Essential Tools for Recovery. Provo, UT, USA: 

GrowthClimate, 2005.

 [7] A. Lembke, Dopamine Nation: Finding Balance in the 

Age of Indulgence. New York, NY, USA: Dutton, 2021.

 [8] E. Park, P. Baim, and L. Kagan, Stress Management 

and Resiliency Training: The Relaxation Response 

Resiliency Program, 1st ed. Boston, MA, USA: Benson-

Henry Inst. & Harvard Med. Schl., 2021.

 [9] A. L. Alter, Irresistible: The Rise of Addictive 

Technology and the Business of Keeping Us Hooked. 

New York, NY, USA: Penguin Press, 2017.

 [10] G. F. Koob and N. D. Volkow, “Neurocircuitry of 

addiction,” Neuropsychopharmacology, vol. 35, no. 1, 

pp. 217–238, Jan. 2010, doi: 10.1038/npp.2009.110.

 [11] T. D. Afifi et al., “WIRED: The impact of media and 

technology use on stress (cortisol) and inflammation 

(interleukin IL-6) in fast paced families,” Comput. Hum. 

Behav., vol. 81, pp. 265–273, Apr. 2018, doi: 10.1016/j.

chb.2017.12.010.

 [12] A. R. Lee, S.-M. Son, and K. K. Kim, “Information 

and communication technology overload and social 

networking service fatigue: A stress perspective,” 

Comput. Hum. Behav., vol. 55, pp. 51–61, Feb. 2016, 

doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2015.08.011.

 [13] H. Moran et al., “Understanding research culture: 

What researchers think about the culture they work 

in,” Wellcome Open Res., vol. 5, p. 201, Aug. 2020, 

doi: 10.12688/wellcomeopenres.15832.1.

 [14] “Approaches to Risk and Benefit Assessment for 

Advances in the Life Sciences,” Meeting of the 

States Parties to the Convention on the Prohibition 

of the Development, Production and Stockpiling of 

Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on 

Their Destruction, Geneva, GE.19-11823(E), Dec. 2019. 

Accessed: Oct. 3, 2021. [Online]. Available: https://www.

centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/pubs_archive/

pubs-pdfs/2019/190729-bwc-msp-mx-2.pdf

 [15] Eurofound, I. Mandl, O. Vargas-Llave, T. Weber et 

al., “Telework and ICT-based mobile work: Flexible 

working in the digital age,” Publications Office EU, 

2020. Accessed: Apr. 22, 2022. [Online]. Available: 

https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2806/337167

 [16] P. Hesselberth, “Discourses on disconnectivity 

and the right to disconnect,” New Media 

Soc., vol. 20, no. 5, pp. 1994–2010, May 2018, 

doi: 10.1177/1461444817711449.

 [17] M. Moss, Hooked: Food, Free Will, and How the Food 

Giants Exploit Our Addictions, 1st ed. New York, NY, 

USA: Random House, 2021.

 [18] N. Eyal and R. Hoover. (2014). Hooked: How to Build 

Habit-Forming Products. Accessed: Feb. 28, 2022. 

[Online]. Available: http://sckans.axis360.baker-taylor.

com/Title?itemId=0015269374

 [19] B. J. Fogg, Persuasive Technology: Using Computers 

to Change What We Think and Do. Boston, MA, USA: 

Morgan Kaufmann, 2003.

 [20] R. M. Niemiec, “Character strengths cinematherapy: 

Using movies to inspire change, meaning, and 

cinematic elevation,” J. Clin. Psychol., vol. 76, no. 8, 

pp. 1447–1462, Aug. 2020, doi: 10.1002/jclp.22997.

 [21] P. Palta et al., “Abstract P149: Sedentary behavior in 

mid-life and risk of change in global cognitive function 

and incident dementia: The atherosclerosis risk in 

communities neurocognitive study (ARIC-NCS),” 

Circulation, vol. 143, no. 1, p. AP149, May 2021, 

doi: 10.1161/circ.143.suppl_1.P149.

 [22] L. G. Breuning, Habits of a Happy Brain: Retrain Your 

Brain to Boost Your Serotonin, Dopamine, Oxytocin, 

& Endorphin Levels. Avon, MA, USA: Adams Media, 

2016.

 [23] V. Voon et al., “Neural correlates of sexual cue 

reactivity in individuals with and without compulsive 

sexual behaviours,” PLoS ONE, vol. 9, no. 7, Jul. 2014, 

Art. no. e102419, doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0102419.

 [24] E. Ophir, C. Nass, and A. D. Wagner, “Cognitive 

control in media multitaskers,” Proc. Nat. Acad. Sci. 

USA, vol. 106, no. 37, pp. 15583–15587, Sep. 2009, 

doi: 10.1073/pnas.0903620106.

 [25] M. R. Uncapher et al., “Media multitasking and 

cognitive, psychological, neural, and learning 

differences,” Pediatrics, vol. 140, no. 2, pp. S62–S66, 

Nov. 2017, doi: 10.1542/peds.2016-1758D.

 [26] J. Hilliard and T. Parisi, “Social media addiction,” 

Addiction Center, Dec. 17, 2021. Accessed: Jan. 6, 

2022. [Online]. Available: https://www.addictioncenter.

com/drugs/social-media-addiction/

 [27] E. E. Constantinides and H. S. D. de Vries, “Influence 

of social media use on individuals’ stress and 

efficiency,” presented at the Eur. Marketing Acad. 

Conf. (EMAC), Groningen, The Netherlands, 

2017. [Online]. Available: https://www.rug.nl/

emac2017/?lang=en

https://bluesyemre.files.wordpress.com/2022/02/gallup-global-emotions-2021-report.pdf
https://bluesyemre.files.wordpress.com/2022/02/gallup-global-emotions-2021-report.pdf
https://www.centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/pubs_archive/pubs-pdfs/2019/190729-bwc-msp-mx-2.pdf
https://www.centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/pubs_archive/pubs-pdfs/2019/190729-bwc-msp-mx-2.pdf
https://www.centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/pubs_archive/pubs-pdfs/2019/190729-bwc-msp-mx-2.pdf
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2806/337167
http://sckans.axis360.baker-taylor.com/Title?itemId=0015269374
http://sckans.axis360.baker-taylor.com/Title?itemId=0015269374
https://www.addictioncenter.com/drugs/social-media-addiction/
https://www.addictioncenter.com/drugs/social-media-addiction/
https://www.rug.nl/emac2017/?lang=en
https://www.rug.nl/emac2017/?lang=en


77June 2022

 [28] G. W. Small et al., “Brain health consequences of 

digital technology use,” Dialogues Clin. Neurosci., 

vol. 22, no. 2, pp. 179–187, Jun. 2020, doi: 10.31887/

DCNS.2020.22.2/gsmall.

 [29] A. Rödlund, “Social media and stress: A quantitative 

study of social media habits and stress in an adult 

population,” Ph.D. dissertation, Public Health Sci., 

Mälardalens Högskola, 2020. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1450843/

FULLTEXT01.pdf

 [30] H. M. Rus and J. Tiemensma, “Social media under the 

skin: Facebook use after acute stress impairs cortisol 

recovery,” Frontiers Psychol., vol. 8, p. 1609, Sep. 2017, 

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01609. 

 [31] S. C. E. Schmidt et al., “The influence of cortisol, flow, 

and anxiety on performance in E-sports: A field study,” 

BioMed Res. Int., vol. 2020, pp. 1–6, Jan. 2020,  

doi: 10.1155/2020/9651245.

 [32] E. Elliot and J. E. Tada, Suffering Is Never for 

Nothing. Nashville, TN, USA: B&H Books, 2019.

 [33] B. Major, “From social inequality to personal 

entitlement: The role of social comparisons, legitimacy 

appraisals, and group membership,” in Advances in 

Experimental Social Psychology, vol. 26. Amsterdam, 

The Netherlands: Elsevier, 1994, pp. 293–355, 

doi: 10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60156-2.

 [34] M. E. Patrick et al., “Socioeconomic status and 

substance use among young adults: A comparison 

across constructs and drugs,” J. Stud. Alcohol Drugs, 

vol. 73, no. 5, pp. 772–782, Sep. 2012, doi: 10.15288/

jsad.2012.73.772.

 [35] A. Huberman. Time Perception & Entrainment by 

Dopamine, Serotonin & Hormones. Accessed: 

Mar. 1, 2022. [Online]. Available: https://youtu.

be/8IWDAqodDas

 [36] B. Cheval et al., “Avoiding sedentary behaviors 

requires more cortical resources than avoiding 

physical activity: An EEG study,” Neuropsychologia, 

vol. 119, pp. 68–80, Oct. 2018, doi: 10.1016/j.

neuropsychologia.2018.07.029.

 [37] S. Arterburn and L. Mintle, Lose it for Life: The 

Total Solution-Spiritual, Emotional, Physical-for 

Permanent Weight Loss. Nashville, TN, USA: Integrity 

Publishers, 2004.

 [38] J. S. Townsend, The Entitlement Cure: Finding 

Success in Doing Hard Things the Right Way, 1st ed. 

Grand Rapids, MI, USA: Zondervan, 2015.

 [39] A. M. M. Alnaimi and H. Rjoub, “Perceived 

organizational support, psychological entitlement, and 

extra-role behavior: The mediating role of knowledge 

hiding behavior,” J. Manage. Org., vol. 27, no. 3, 

pp. 507–522, May 2021, doi: 10.1017/jmo.2019.1.

 [40] P. Harvey and M. J. Martinko, “An empirical 

examination of the role of attributions in psychological 

entitlement and its outcomes,” J. Org. Behav., vol. 30, 

no. 4, pp. 459–476, May 2009, doi: 10.1002/job.549.

 [41] J. B. Grubbs and J. J. Exline, “Trait entitlement: 

A cognitive-personality source of vulnerability to 

psychological distress,” Psychol. Bull., vol. 142, no. 11, 

pp. 1204–1226, Nov. 2016, doi: 10.1037/bul0000063.

 [42] J. Lange, L. Redford, and J. Crusius, “A status-seeking 

account of psychological entitlement,” Personality 

Social Psychol. Bull., vol. 45, no. 7, pp. 1113–1128, 

Jul. 2019, doi: 10.1177/0146167218808501.

 [43] A. Amsel and J. Roussel, “Motivational properties 

of frustration: I. Effect on a running response 

of the addition of frustration to the motivational 

complex,” J. Exp. Psychol., vol. 43, no. 5, pp. 363–368, 

May 1952, doi: 10.1037/h0059393. 

 [44] S. Mann, The Science of Boredom: The Upside (and 

Downside) of Downtime. Boston, MA, USA: Little, 

Brown Book Group, 2017. [Online]. Available: https://

books.google.com/books?id=bAWXDgAAQBAJ

Christine Perakslis serves as an educator and 
consultant for various organizations. She also serves 
as a researcher with publications and presentations 
focusing on the social implications of technology, 
group integration competencies, and behavioral 
motivators/psychometrics.

 Direct questions and comments about this 
article to Christine Perakslis, School for the Future 
of Innovation in Society, Arizona State University, 
Tempe, AZ 85281 USA; christine.perakslis@asu.edu.

https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1450843/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1450843/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://youtu.be/8IWDAqodDas
https://youtu.be/8IWDAqodDas

