‘I am addicted to the internet'
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Richard, a 29-year-old freelance film-maker (details changed), writes to tell me that he is suffering from information overload. "I go on to the internet and I find myself six clicks later deeply involved with yet another website that I find fascinating. I am gorging on information and, as a result, I feel anxious and lacking in control, probably because I am not getting on with my own projects, which makes me feel guilty. There is so much out there and I want to know everything, but it's taking up all my time." 
Step 1: Know your limitations 

With so much information and knowledge available to us now, we can find ourselves overwhelmed and left feeling strangely anxious and dispirited. Richard has already recognised that he has become "addicted" to seeking out information to satisfy his need to "know" things. Initially his curiosity and desire for novelty feels superficially satisfied, but by not giving himself time to digest what he has discovered, he is instantly looking for another fix. 

Some of his anxiety is generated by the pressure he places on himself to chase after the next "hit". Richard might find it helpful to accept that we cannot know everything, even if it feels as if we could or should. 

Step 2: Nourish your creativity 

Another reason why we often feel stressed out when overloaded with information is because we also end up pursuing someone else's vision at the expense of our own. The hours taken up freefalling deeper into the Net is time we are not spending on developing our own creativity. We can end up feeling bloated on our need to know, yet under-nourished by not feeding ourselves with our own "good" things: our work, our friendships, our own imaginations. Web-surfing subtly erodes our finite resources of time and energy and like Richard, we can end up feeling confused and guilty that we have lost sight of what we are trying to achieve in our own life. 

Step 3: Invest wisely 

Accepting the paradox that, rather like money, we can never have enough knowledge and the more we have the more we will want, can help free us up from our information addiction. For example, Richard could choose more carefully what he is prepared to invest his interest in and pursue his investment until he is healthily satiated. He can then happily leave it without taking endless unsatisfying nibbles from here, there and everywhere. 

Step 4: Create balance 

By choosing wisely, Richard will be able to free up time for his own projects. He could limit his time on the internet to subjects that directly relate to the work in hand, rather than chasing after speculative hits. He might also create boundaries by time-limiting his searches. After completing his prioritised schedule for the day developing his own work, he could reward himself with some leisurely surf time. This too could be time-limited so that it does not eat into other activities that keep him feeling healthy and well, such as going to the gym and seeing his friends. It would also be beneficial to have a balance between rapidly loading internet pages with activities that require extended periods of concentration, such as reading a book, watching a play or film, or slow-cooking. Creating balance in this way allows us to explore and experiment with our increasingly inter-connected world without becoming slaves to the virtual machine. 

