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More on disruption of the
default mode network

In a recent editorial, “Is the con-
temporary mental health crisis
among youth due to DMN dis-
ruption?” (CURRENT PSYCHIATRY,
June 2023, p. 10-11,21, doi:10.12788/
cp.0372), Dr. Nasrallah argued that
“|Default mode network] DMN
deactivation by excessive use
of social media may explain the
mental health decline in youth.”
He proposed that focused atten-
tion tasks such as “smartphones,
video games, and social media”
disrupt the activation of the DMN:
“When another brain network,
the attention network ... is acti-
vated ... DMN activity declines.”
Dr. Nasrallah then suggested that
reduced DMN activity—resulting
from focused attention tasks like
social media—is associated with
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mental health problems. Increased
DMN activity, on the other hand, is
positive, and results from “exercise,
daydreaming, and sleep,” activi-
ties that “have declined drastically
with the widespread use of smart-
phones, video games, and social
media.” Finally, Dr. Nasrallah sug-
gested that DMN activity can be
increased via interventions such as
meditation and psychedelics. The
proposed causal model can there-
fore be summarized as: focused
attention tasks like social media
— increased attention network —
reduced DMN — mental health
problems in youth. This theory is
implausible, for 4 reasons.

First, Dr. Nasrallah referred to
the well-cited review by Whitfield-
Gabrieli et al' regarding the relation-
ship between DMN activation and
mental health problems. However,
this review shows that in mental
health problems like “schizophre-
nia and depression, the DMN is
often found to be hyperactivated
and hyperconnected.” This stands
in contradiction with the theory of
decreased DMN activity in youth
with mental health problems, and
would, according to Dr. Nasrallah’s
theory, call for more, not less, social
media use.

Second, Dr. Nasrallah’s theory
implies a substantial relationship
between social media use and
mental health problems. The lat-
est umbrella review on the topic
included 25 reviews, of which the
majority found either “inconsistent”
results or only “weak evidence” for
arelationship.? Additionally, a study
of 355,358 adolescents found that
digital technology use explains only
0.4% of the variance of well-being.?
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Third, there are many focused
attention tasks other than video
games and social media, such as
reading, doing math homework,
and playing chess. Dr. Nasrallah’s
theory suggests that the World
Health Organization should refrain
from global efforts to get more kids
into schools, given that this would
increase the amount of focused
attention tasks, reduce DMN acti-
vation, and increase the amount of
mental health problems.

Fourth, youthmental health prob-
lems are multifactorial. Identified
predictors include “female gender,
low socioeconomic status, higher
stress reactivity, conduct issues,
substance misuse, and problems in
peer and parental relationships.”
Given that these factors are unre-
lated to the DMN, under-activation
of the DMN cannot “explain” the
youth mental health crisis, as the
editorial suggested.
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