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Abstract

In this paper, we argue that attention span should be protected and cultivated as a
societal and moral good and that individuals should have the autonomy to choose
where they direct their attention without technological impediments. Attention span
allows people to devote their attention to meaningful tasks and to focus on tasks
or topics that require and deserve deeper concentration. Technology often diverts
attention from the meaningful to the less so and changes how we cultivate attention
span. We explore the concept of distraction technology, referring to technologies
that divert attention and harm attention span. While recognizing the many benefits
of information technology, it is important to be aware of and address the negative
impacts of distraction technology on attention span and tech autonomy. Artificial
intelligence has improved technology, enabling it to personalize and deliver infor-
mation more likely to engage the user. Rather than giving in to technology that
needlessly interrupts, scatters thoughts, and invades spaces where people once
concentrated, we argue that there is a moral duty to protect attention span and tech
autonomy. Apps, computers, and smartphones have allowed faster, efficient research
and communication at the expense of some depth. Ethicists and the responsible tech
ecosystem should support policies that preserve attention span and limit distrac-
tion. Technology developers should make design decisions that aim to keep people
on task, rather than distracting them. Legislators, regulators, and the tech industry
should work toward responsible technology that aligns with human interests.
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1 Introduction

Technology interrupts tasks, often diverts attention from the meaningful to the
less so, and changes how we cultivate attention span. Attention span is the length
of time that a person spends concentrating on an activity; attention requires some
substantial degree of focus. Traditionally, attention span was fostered through
education and viewed as a good. Long attention spans allow people to concen-
trate on topics that take time, require analysis, and have complexity. Paying atten-
tion also allows people to remember the steps of processes and complete tasks.
Attention span is especially important in fields in which people must absorb,
remember, and apply knowledge. Many necessary jobs rely on taking in data and
contextualizing, analyzing, and applying it. Even to enjoy a long novel, one must
concentrate enough to remember the plot and characters. From advertising to
social media, technology distracts. This paper addresses distraction technology
and an ethical imperative to protect and cultivate attention span as a social, edu-
cational, and moral good. In addition to addressing attention span, we argue that
users should be free of technological impediments to choosing where to devote
attention, i.e., they should have tech autonomy. Paying attention is meaningful
and empowering whether the task is work, leisure, or education.

There is wide variation among apps and websites. Some post entire eBooks
while social media apps encourage a person to tap on numerous “stories” (usually
pictures with several words) often spending less than a second on each. The prob-
lem we investigate concerns the medium rather than the content. This paper does
not aim to haggle over whether connecting with family is more meaningful than
following an influencer’s TikTok account or whether scientific research is more
meaningful than social media.

2 Distraction Technology

“...executiveattention is a prerequisite for self-control; so how do we first
break out ofthe vicious circle of distraction?” (Vallor, 2016, p. 171).

The attention economy refers to the system in which attention is a commodity.
Apps and websites compete for attention, interrupting the tasks users set out to do.
Once interrupted, many people find some apps difficult to put down. Notifications,
pop-ups, and personalized advertising based on complex algorithms are responsible
for some of the difficulties that people have controlling where they direct their atten-
tion. Advertisers rely on search history to constantly place tempting images or items
for sale where those most likely to click on them see them. Social media websites
are especially addictive; when the next post, picture, or video automatically repopu-
lates and the scroll is infinite, users have trouble closing the app. Notifications and
rewards drive users to check apps more frequently. Even eBooks and journal articles
tend to use hyperlinks, have complex sidebars, or display ads that distract. We refer
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to these technologies as distraction technology. While digital distraction refers to a
situation in which people are distracted due to technology, distraction technology
refers to the technology itself, including embedded algorithms. The same technol-
ogy can serve a worthy purpose but also have some qualities that encourage distrac-
tion. Under our definition, distraction technology may be an algorithm that generates
ads on the sidebar of a website or the entirety of a website or app.

Some distraction technology, like a dark pattern tricking people into doing some-
thing they otherwise would not, is deceptive (Raynes-Goldie, 2020) while some is
not. Many technologies divert attention and can harm attention span as part of a
business plan. We do not argue that most apps or tech creators are trying to hurt
people’s attention spans or to divert their attention in order to carry out a fraud. Nor
do we assert that technology’s negatives outweigh its many benefits. But technology
capitalizes on users’ weaknesses (Carr, 2010, pp. 233-234) and advertisers and apps
prey on people’s data and habits. Tech companies benefit immensely from clicks,
likes, views, and time spent on websites, apps, games, and other media. Platforms
that are free for users need people to stay longer. They make money through digital
ads—the number of views of and clicks on an ad is crucial to their financial success.
While their intent is to profit, they exhibit a reckless disregard for attention span and
the personal prerogative to choose how to spend time. Distraction technology works
in several ways: users may use multiple apps or services at once, in rapid succession,
bounce back and forth between them, or spend time on one app or website that con-
stantly presents changing screens, provides an infinite scroll, or has pop-up, sidebar,
and hyperlinks that distract.

There is an important asymmetry: the tech industry is a powerful group of crea-
tors, developers, engineers, and coders, backed by investors, while each individual
is fallible, prone to distraction (albeit in varying degrees), and often powerless to
unplug (Hanin, 2021).

2.1 Paternalism and Autonomy

Tech consumes people’s time, but its users should be able to consciously choose
how to spend their time. Technology is arguably paternalistic, governing how we
spend time without our noticing. Autonomy is self-direction and the ability to make
decisions that comport with one’s beliefs and priorities (Beauchamp & Childress,
2001). To exercise autonomy, people should have information. There is not a warn-
ing specific to the risk to attention span or the costs of the interruption itself:
more hours to complete a task. There is always some sort of temptation hovering
in the sidebar. The distraction represents an involuntary action rather than a choice
made freely (Lodge & Harrison, 2019, p. 25). When we almost subconsciously click
on anything that takes from the task we wish to accomplish or waste time scroll-
ing when we intend to work, the technology is distracting us paternalistically by
assuming authority over our attention. For example, the decision to click on accept-
ing any cookies so we can get to the website we want is almost instinctual. It is gen-
erally against our better judgment but something we do anyway. Nick Seaver argues
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that the algorithms designed to recommend have become traps. Their purpose is to
hook users. They are inescapable——some websites, like Netflix, are entirely dedi-
cated to personalized recommendations. These may seem innocuous and even help-
ful, but they create an entire online ecosystem designed to entrap (Seaver, 2019).

We do not intend to absolve users of responsibility for their online actions. Users
make choices that often lead them to online communities and enable them to prey
on people or engage in malicious actions online.! The tech paternalism here is in the
medium, and the control tech often wields can interfere with the individual decision
to turn it off, stop scrolling, take measures to protect attention span, and direct atten-
tion meaningfully.

2.2 Falling for Distraction

“When we go online, we enter anenvironment that promotes cursory reading,
hurried and distracted thinking, andsuperficial learning.” (Carr 2010, p. 116).

Distraction technology offers rewards: texts reward with texts, Snapchat with
snaps, TikToK with short videos and numbers of views, and Instagram with pho-
tos and likes. News sites repopulate with clickbait. When we choose a document or
website to explore (note we do not say read), the hyperlinks encourage us to click
off the page we are on to satisfy an urge for more information that outweighs our
desire for deeper or more complete information. The smartphone is “a “supernormal
stimulus” that is able to “hijack” attention whenever it’s part of the surroundings”
(Carr, 2010, p. 233 citing Ward, 2013). Our brains are exposed to stimuli that were
non-existent a hundred years ago. We adapt to it, moving through apps, telling fin-
gers to rapidly tap to see new Instagram stories, and thinking about the next headline
before absorbing information from the current page. Distraction technology scatters
thoughts rather than centering them on a single topic. Within any given medium,
there is often a constantly changing screen, automatically, through the infinite scroll,
or as a result of each click. Switching between apps makes it harder to complete
even simple tasks (King’s College London, 2022). When we are consumed with
tech, “The real world recedes as we process the flood of symbols and stimuli coming
through our devices” (Carr, 2010, p. 118).

Seventy-five percent of content is viewed for less than a minute and people on
average switch screens every 19 s. In a study, “Biological analysis demonstrated
that participants experienced a neurological “high” whenever they switched —
explaining why we feel driven to keep switching and underscoring how human biol-
ogy makes us vulnerable to being manipulated by attention-extractive economies”
(Center for Humane Technology, 2021) citing (Yeykelis et al., 2014). Whether the
use of technology has the power to remodel the brain is the subject of scientific liter-
ature. While many studies have demonstrated that tech has a neuro-physical impact
on the brain, some find that impact is nuanced and requires further study (Lodge

! Personal responsibility for specific actions like participating in underground markets for organ sales or
sexual predation are outside the scope.
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& Harrison, 2019). We are concerned with the behavioral, cognitive, and societal
changes rather than the specific neuro-physical aspect. The associations between an
addiction to social media and a potential decrease in work performance (Karaiskos
et al., 2010) and educational productivity are widely noted (Paul et al., 2012).

Distraction technology causes accidents by distracting drivers, pedestrians, con-
ductors, pilots, etc. The US Army noted a distraction problem among helicopter
pilots but changed course by decreasing the volume of distracting cockpit technol-
ogy. Car manufacturers however have ratcheted up the distractions, and distracted
driving is implicated in many accidents (Mitchell, 2022). Diverting people’s atten-
tion while they are driving is risky and reckless. Technology and cell phone use
while driving split attention and make the distracted drivers more susceptible to
errors and slower to hit their brakes in response to brake lights on the car in front of
them (Watson et al., 2016). Ship operators have had accidents due to tech-based dis-
tractions. For example, when the Ever Forward, a 1095-foot ship, went aground in
the Chesapeake Bay, the pilot had been texting, drafting an email, and making calls.
The investigation found the cause to include “the failure to maintain situational
awareness and attention while navigating.” In response to the incident, the US Coast
Guard called for restrictive cell phone policies (Walburn Viviano, 2022).

2.3 Obsolete Skills and Learning

As technology use grows, there is less need to rely on mental or hand-written
calculations (Lodge & Harrison, 2019, p. 23) or memorize facts than can be eas-
ily searched. The skill of looking things up in an alphabetized dictionary is obso-
lete. We risk losing the skills we do not practice. Some skills are simply outdated:
technology has replaced many needs and many skilled laborers. The obsolete skills
may have had some value that is overlooked. Engaging in uninterrupted meaningful
research, professional, or leisure tasks may prevent cognitive decline later, depend-
ing on the nature of the tasks and on how society defines cognitive decline. Per-
forming mathematical operations (even simple ones like balancing check books or
managing household budgets) and spending more time reading complete books or
articles than headlines and tweets are ways to preserve cognitive capabilities, like
the ability to stay on task and memory. Studies suggest that the internet has compro-
mised memory (Carr, 2010, p. 235). When people sense they do not need to memo-
rize, they do not engage with the material as deeply. A Daniel Wegner study showed
that, when asked to enter a few sentences, people who thought the computer would
save the data they typed in had less memory of the data than people who thought
the computer would not save it (Carr, 2010, p. 235). Additionally, people who spend
more time on social media in a day experience more memory failures the following
day (Sharifian & Zahodne, 2019).

Reading books becomes harder; staying on task when the technology is not pre-
sent can feel frustrating, challenging, or tiresome (Small & Vorgan, 2009). Reading
stimulates the brain, improves imagination, and sparks people to envision what will
come next. Reading and note-taking lead to better absorption of academic material
and improve cognition (Rosenqvist, et al., 2016). People tend to be better at ignoring
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interferences when they are reading than when they are watching videos. There is
evidence that reading and comprehension are worse when people are multitasking
(Junco & Cotten, 2012) and when people are using a digital rather than physical
source (Delgado et al., 2018). Even being near your smartphone while trying to
resist distraction decreases cognitive ability (Ward et al., 2017). Frequent reading
can lower the risk of cognitive decline significantly (Wilson et al., 2013). People do
intense research online and read long documents there. But the challenges are differ-
ent and arguably even among people reading long pieces, there is some sacrifice of
depth for breadth (Carr, 2010). Reading long books and articles should not become
obsolete.

Cultivating an attention span—Iike building a muscle—requires exercise, a
healthy diet (Hyman, 2008), and practicing paying attention. Reading, puzzles, prob-
lem solving, and memorizing are attention-related tasks. Many cognition-enhancing
tools are online and practicing puzzles or even reading long passages online would
likely be effective if people can avoid the temptation to click around and go off task.
In a study of children with autism, attention span improved with an intervention that
combined improved listening with touch therapy (Navidad et al., 2013). Attention
span is ever-changing, and many studies suggest it can be both hurt and improved.

“A Pew internet survey of nearly 2,500 teachers finds that 87% believe new
technologies are creating an “‘easily distracted generation with short attention
spans” and 64% say today’s digital technologies “do more to distract students
than to help them academically.” (Graber, 2014).

Studies of people who meet the criteria for attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) show they have significantly worse attention spans if they are engaged in
problematic digital media use, defined as uncontrolled use that impacts daily func-
tioning (Shuai et al., 2021). Other studies implicate digital media including social
media in exacerbating ADHD symptoms (Ra et al., 2018). ADHD is correlated
with addictive Facebook use, and the use of Facebook affects the perception of time
among those with ADHD (Settanni et al., 2018). Distraction technology hurts the
attention spans of those with and without a determination of ADHD, and it exacer-
bates ADHD symptoms, which hurts academic performance.

Exercise is linked to a better attention span. Some people might increase move-
ment because of music and exercise apps, a positive effect of technology. But they
may be more sedentary when they fall victim to distraction technology. And being
on screens takes time that could be spent exercising (Verburgh et al., 2016). This
issue relates to attention because each distraction can pull a person off their task and
lengthen the time spent on a computer or phone, which may increase sedentariness.

2.4 New Skills

New skills are necessary to combat distraction technology: acknowledging the need
to make decisions constantly, honing the ability to do so, and gradually succeed-
ing in routinely ignoring the pop-ups, distractions, sidebar, notifications, rewards,
and ads. But most people do not have those skills yet, and it so far appears that the
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generation growing up with distraction technology has not been able to cope with
distraction any more successfully than those people exposed to it at an older age.
Even deciding to accept or reject cookies should require thought. Genuinely choos-
ing the best option and then moving on to the website is a skill many have not yet
honed. Although they could help limit the effects of distraction, individual skills in
dealing with technology should not alleviate tech companies of their ethical obliga-
tions (discussed later). To us, the tech companies should be held to ethical standards
that prevent them from providing so much distraction, especially to children.

2.5 A Need for Depth in Higher Education

Society will always need deep thinkers (Carr, 2010). From national defense to medi-
cine, people must be able to absorb large amounts of information, analyze it, and
work with it to create solutions to global problems. The practical reasons for valu-
ing attention are obvious. Attention is a tool that can lead to higher education, more
career choices, and more ways to make life deep and meaningful. Multitasking is
often expected and rewarded, but depth of knowledge, insights, and observations
require attention.

There has been a shift from learning a lot about a narrow topic to learning a little
(or a lot) about many topics. When researching using a computer, distractions like
hyperlinks can lead to a flood of sources. This has huge advantages. First, using
physical books was time consuming. If a library did not have a source, the inter-
library loan might take weeks to provide it. Now, millions of journal articles are
online, and a few clicks lead to huge swaths of information in a format sorted by
date or relevance and ready to read, at least for people who pay or have access to
the ones behind a paywall. This is undoubtedly an improvement even for people
who value books, the Dewey decimal system, and the feel of the traditional library.
Secondary research takes less time, and finding information is easier than ever.
(Misinformation is not part of this paper, but certainly, the internet often makes
false claims seem legitimate). Yet the hyperlinks in an article and the links to simi-
lar articles that academic journals often have in the sidebar are both distracting.
Technology provides access to long journal articles and eBooks, but the distrac-
tions persistently pose challenges to attention.

Being a generalist as opposed to a specialist is possible despite a categorical preference
for specialists in many sectors. Being a generalist has many advantages (Mansharamani,
2020). Also, it is now easier to have multiple specialties. But as education changes to suit
short attention spans, there are operational negative effects. Not every industry can adapt
to purported experts who have shallow rather than deep knowledge. Additionally, those
achieving depth are sometimes taking longer to do so with much of their online time being
spent off-task. This makes education costlier and more time consuming, and employers
often pay for time spent off-task.

We need to maintain depth if we value knowledge. Knowledge itself is being
reworked. Nicholas Carr describes a change: now knowledge is conceived as some-
thing we “swim through and consume”, but it used to be an “ideal” (Carr, 2010, p.
235). People gained knowledge through a combination of experiences, with facts,
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observations, information, and ideas weaving together. Knowledge made people
who they are and was fundamental to their professional and social relationships.
There is moral value in seeking the old kind of knowledge, the kind that is retained
and shapes character and the future. Developing that type of knowledge requires an
attention span. Over time and with the incorporation of prior experiences, knowl-
edge becomes wisdom.

2.6 A New Style of Communication

To attract readers, people have adapted their writing styles. For example, cell phone
novels that use short sentences and have little depth of character or plot became pop-
ular in Japan (Carr, 2010, pp. 104-105). Some eBooks embed videos; other actual
print books are centered around “standalone pages” like webpages that can be read
alone out of context rather than “sustained narratives” (Carr, 2010, p. 105). Oppo-
nents of abbreviated documentation sometimes characterize those in favor as anti-
academic. There are deep issues about how academia is changing and whether info-
graphics can supplant long texts effectively. Furthermore, works have become much
more fluid. If an online book is not also published in print, it can be altered, updated,
and new editions can be produced easily. Online, people can interact with the source
of information whether news media story, social media post, magazine article, etc.
Live chats or comments are now a part of the process by which people take in and
take part in learning news (Anderson, et al., 2014).

The widespread use of emojis in texts, email, and social media demonstrates that
emojis are language (McCulloch, 2019). While there is undoubtedly some benefit to
an abbreviated language based on emojis and internet speak like lol and omg, some
depth is sacrificed. The new abbreviated style of communication affects attention
span by providing snippets that supplant long texts. For some learners, the avail-
ability of infographics, abbreviations, emojis, and embedded videos in eBooks takes
away the motivation to cultivate long attention spans through reading.

2.7 Friendship and Social Connection

Like writing, conversations have changed. Conversations are an opportunity for a
listener to make a speaker feel heard and understood even if the listener disagrees.
Listening is a skill that can be cultivated and improved (Holba, 2019). Interrupting
is a common issue. Often children are taught not to interrupt people when they are
speaking. While some conversations are more conducive to fast-paced banter than
others, staying on the topic used to be generally expected. Now, abbreviations have
infiltrated speech, and speech is often rushed because the speaker expects the lis-
tener to have a short attention span. And parents, bosses, and friends feel like they
are interrupting when they talk to a person who is engaged with their phone or
computer.

While tech provides a larger audience, distraction technology may be hurting per-
sonal interactions among close confidants, friends, or relatives. A purported listener
may simply not be listening, absorbing information, or focusing on the meaning of
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the words. Listening is intricately associated with attention. The conversational lis-
tening span is a growing part of the study of listening (Janusik, 2007). Attentive
listening requires concentration and a search for meaning in what the speaker says
(Dalha, 2017). Listening has a moral aspect: it is a tool to provide friendship, sup-
port, and even much-needed services, like health care. While tools like a telephone
or computer help provide those things as well, personal attention is crucial. Listen-
ing without the impulse to check a smartphone is a way in which a person can pro-
vide community, friendship, and professional advice. Distracted listening can under-
mine trust and threaten relationships. If a person is distracted by social media while
engaging in conversation, she may miss important bits, like that a friend is needing
to be heard, in crisis, or experiencing a trauma.

Digital friendship has some benefits (Denworth, 2020). It may be that technology
connects people as well as disconnects them. Many argue there is no substitute for
in-person friendship, but technology can help people forge and maintain friendships.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, technology helped people maintain vital friend-
ships and connections. Digital friends range from acquaintances to close confidants.
A lack of attention may not hurt a digital friendship in the same way it can hurt a
live friendship. Multitasking is built in, and a need for listening is not as prevalent
in social media relationships. But there is evidence that people who personally know
and have live friendships with their social media connections have less depression
than those who lack real-life closeness in their friendships (Denworth, 2020, p. 179).
It is possible that the attention people pay each other in person strengthens the digi-
tal relationship.

3 Attention Span as a Moral Good

The Onlife Manifesto considers the protection of attentional capabilities a guiding
principle. The document says that attentional capabilities are “a finite, precious, and
rare asset” and that “the ability and the right to focus our own attention is a critical
and necessary condition for autonomy, responsibility, reflexivity, plurality, engaged
presence, and a sense of meaning” (Floridi, 2015). We argue that due to their many
direct benefits, role as a precursor to other individual and societal goods, and contri-
bution to what comprises the self and the moral self, attention span and the ability to
direct attention freely belong in the moral realm as moral goods. The Onlife Mani-
festo supports our claim that attention has moral value.

3.1 What Makes Something Moral as Opposed to Merely Practical

Morality speaks to right and wrong and what one ought or ought not do. Moral
goods, as opposed to natural goods, concern the conduct of people and often cover
what should be provided, protected, or even banned. For example, in bioethics, we
often look to certain public goods as having moral significance. Many consider
health care a moral good, especially in the context of human rights (Timimi, 2012).
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In medicine, morality is sometimes challenged by commodification. In environmen-
tal ethics, there are many moral arguments to protect the earth, ecosystems, and
species. For example, biodiversity is expressed as a moral good ((Oksanen, 1997)
(reviewing theories of moral claims about biodiversity)).

3.2 Individual Attention

Some may think that paying attention is trivial or that attention span does not have
moral significance. It is even likely that some people prefer life without spending
long periods of time paying attention to others. They can enjoy many tasks without
deeply committing to anyone. Viewing attention span as trivial may be akin to argu-
ing ignorance is bliss. While sometimes the failure to pay attention can allow for
a shallower, less stressful experience, an inability to pay attention can harm rela-
tionships, careers, and leisure activities and impede safety. Having the ability to
pay attention to other people and to topics and tasks deeply impacts relationships,
careers, and activities that contribute to meaningfulness. While in the present, we
do prefer comfort over discomfort, we also prefer our life to feel meaningful in ret-
rospect (Kahneman & Riis, 2005). Unlike a shallow bliss, the overcoming of chal-
lenges and deeper experiences positively contributes to overall life satisfaction. In
harried times, people may not realize how distraction impacts them, but it is likely at
some point most will deeply benefit from preserving their attention span.

The time we spend and the areas to which we devote attention arguably impact
the moral quality of our lives. Attention span is a moral good because many factors
or topics of ethical relevance are complex and require deep focus and deliberation.
Living an examined life, according to Socrates, requires that some time is dedicated
to close reflection. To Socrates, seeking wisdom and knowledge was key to the good
life (Navia, 2007).

“If you are perpetually angry, depressed, confused, and unloving, or your
attention is elsewhere, it won’t matter how successful you become or who is in
your life — you won’t enjoy any of it.” (Harris, 2014).

While this may be an overstatement, the targets and limits of our attention dictate
fundamental aspects of ethical life. Finding a way to improve attention individually
or societally—or at least not to squander or truncate it—is a moral good. Among
those with good intentions, distraction technology can cause an inability to pay req-
uisite attention and undercut ethical actions, making it harder to live a good life.

3.3 Society and the Collective Impact of Attention Span

The future of society arguably has moral worth or can be expressed in moral terms.
People who think for themselves, read and comprehend long texts, and develop a
baseline knowledge of complex subjects will continue to contribute to society in
ways that may be outcome determinative. The continuation and improvement of
society are ongoing moral tasks.
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One could argue that knowledge is a tool to prevent catastrophic losses to soci-
ety, like human extinction, extreme climate change, and mass violence. We assume
that goods like public safety, democracy, and environmental responsibility are
social goods worth pursuing and that the continuation of the human population is
of utmost importance. We recognize the people-centric bent of our argument. One
counterargument to this assertion is that human extinction could benefit the planet.
Arguably, as a species with the faculty for the focused attention required for scien-
tific problem solving, humans can be a net positive for the biosphere. Successful
stewardship requires proper allocation of attention.

Another counterargument is that so far, many problems persist despite loads of
attention to them. The role of attention span in problem solving is not a panacea. We
do not suggest that attention span alone will resolve the world’s woes. And certainly,
some solutions come to people when they are not deeply engaged in thinking over
the problem.

4 Recommendations

“Cars will soon have the Internet on thedashboard. I worry that this will dis-
tract me from my texting.”- Andy Borowitz

New skills are necessary to combat distraction technology: acknowledging the
need to make decisions constantly, honing the ability to do so, and gradually suc-
ceeding in routinely ignoring the distraction technology. Although they could help
limit the effects of distraction, individual skills in dealing with technology should
not alleviate tech companies of their ethical obligations. Tech companies should be
held to ethical standards that prevent them from providing so much distraction, espe-
cially to children.

4.1 Product Changes

Tech companies could alter distraction technology, making information technol-
ogy more beneficial to learning, research, and wellbeing. Tech creators should give
moral consideration to the technology they create (Ratti & Graves, 2021). Some tech
companies so far do not seem well equipped or motivated to care about user wellbe-
ing. Observers attribute this to an educational deficit (most coding and computer
science programs do not train people to care about societal wellbeing) (Van Noppen,
2021) or lack of knowhow. However, ethicists are flowing into the tech space in
droves. Many non-profit organizations strive to connect stakeholders in the tech
space and push for ethics (Hickok, 2022). And universities offer classes in tech eth-
ics through many departments. Despite the vast opportunities to learn about tech
ethics, applying the knowledge in a meaningful way within the industry would
require aligned interests. That is, tech companies will likely engage in ethical prac-
tices (beyond those required by law) that either increase their customer base, make
their app or product more valuable and increase advertising or user-driven revenue,
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improve their reputation and goodwill meaningfully, or reduce the ethical risk that
could damage their reputation or cost them money. While tech companies can evalu-
ate their ethical risk, most of the pressure to align interests with the priorities of
humanity comes from the outside. Tech companies do address privacy, cybersecu-
rity, and compliance, all areas where regulation or fear of legal consequences or rep-
utational damage enforce the ethical behavior.

Some tech companies are distinctly engaged in producing tech that is ethical in
nature. Tech can help people achieve healthy lifestyles, improve access to education,
host doctor’s appointments, and improve the experience of human migration. User
wellness tends to be aligned with those companies’ financial goals even if ads dis-
tract. Similarly, tech companies continue to provide cognition-enhancing tools and
games that foster thinking and problem solving.

User experiences are considered frictionless when no impediments slow them
down. Impediments can include slow experiences, pop-ups, and broken links. While
developers strive for frictionless online experiences, ethicists question that ideal
(Tomalin, 2022). To be ethical, developers could add friction strategically to lessen
distraction and enhance users’ ability to devote attention to their chosen meaningful
activities. Social media websites should remove infinite scroll and have a maximum
number of posts per online session, after which the user would need to perform an
action like reloading the page or re-entering a password. Developers also could cre-
ate user interface features that slow down the scroll. By creating a forced “conscious
break” for the user, developers could discourage users from continuing to scroll sub-
consciously. Having the user solve a brief 30-s puzzle after a certain amount of time
could be even more beneficial. Removing features like auto-play or suggesters on
Netflix or YouTube, or at the very least ensuring they are not selected by default,
would also break frictionless interaction or create friction rather than supplanting
their thought process with the next video in the line-up. In some arenas, friction-
less experiences benefit users by making tasks like online shopping faster. Arguably,
people do want menial transactions to go by faster so they can devote more time to
meaningful activities, on or offline.

Social media companies can change the rewards landscape. If likes were seen
only by the person who posted, the motivation to gather likes would change. Cur-
rently, people feel both rewarded and validated, so they continue to post and to check
their posts for rewards. If the reward structure disappeared or its scale was reduced
by making it inaccessible to others, social media might not lead to the short-term
satisfaction that keeps people checking it.

Decreasing notifications would also help people avoid the temptation of social
media or news. Apple currently has a “Scheduled Summary” feature in its notifica-
tion settings. The feature allows time-sensitive notifications to go through as they
arise, but holds non-urgent notifications, releasing them in a summary at selected
times (Butler, 2022). All apps could adhere to this protocol (Shah, 2022). Dedi-
cating time slots for social media would reduce distraction and may have positive
effects on attention span.

Tech companies should end the practice of using algorithms driven by online
activity or habits that users would reasonably expect to be private. Privacy is outside
the scope here, but the wealth of data to which tech companies have access fuels the
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algorithms directing the distractions. Tech companies should change the ecosystem
of entrapment. Tech companies should address the psychological draw of tech. In a
survey study about distraction, Koessmeier and Biittner noted two main reasons why
our attention is drawn to social media (2021): first is the wish to stay connected and
the fear of missing out; and second is the wish to avoid unpleasant tasks, situations,
or thoughts. Managing a need for affiliation or a fear of missing out may require an
individual approach that is beyond our scope. But tech should protect and connect
people, foster welcome engagement rather than exclusivity, and decrease the social
pressure to collect likes or engagement.

4.2 Legislation

Legislation to reduce distractions would preserve deliberate decision making and the
autonomy of tech users. Principles like putting people first and approaching technol-
ogy from the standpoint of society rather than seeing all tech users merely as custom-
ers would help elucidate proper policy. The Kids Internet Design and Safety Act (the
“KIDS Act”), introduced in the US Senate, would ban auto-play of additional videos,
push-alerts that draw people to an app or platform when they are not using it, display-
ing likes or other positive encouragement from other users, and features that encour-
age users to submit more content, spend more time, or spend money (17th Congress,
2021). The KIDS Act would be beneficial to attention spans and would improve the
ability to devote attention to meaningful tasks with less distraction. It addresses dis-
traction technology and tasks tech companies with making changes. The age-appro-
priate design code by the UK Information Commissioner’s Office requires developers
to consider the best interests of children (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2022).
It is important to change apps for the sake of adult memory, attention, and wellbeing
as well. It is not only children that have the propensity to be distracted easily. (King’s
College London, 2022).

The value of human life and respect for victims of accidents justify changes to the
technology designed for use in cars and by those entrusted with transporting others.

Regulating tech companies will be necessary because their interests do not align
with preserving attention span: their profits depend on distraction from tasks and
competing apps and websites. The argument for regulation is further justified by the
indispensability of technology (Hanin, 2021). It is a condition of participation in
employment and socializing, and part of who we are and how we express ourselves,
live, and interact. Technology’s power: seen in its benefits and its propensity to
cause harm calls for additional government oversight. Self-regulation and inter-
nal review boards will likely not be enough.

Regulation itself could benefit creative tech developers who can adapt or create
new technologies to meet the requirements. Rather than stifle innovation, regulation
could direct it to products that are better aligned with societal interests.

Tech industry power and political donations undermine the ability of legislators
to reel in big tech. Many lawmakers have financial conflicts of interest due to accept-
ing tech industry money. Lawsuits may become a better way to hold tech companies
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responsible. Caselaw could then govern the space if legislators do not step in and
regulate.

5 Conclusion

Attention span is critical to many meaningful experiences. The ability to devote
attention to a desired task is a precursor to flourishing. Technology has provided
huge benefits across many industries and within education and academics. Breadth
is itself good for education, research, and building knowledge. Being a generalist
is perhaps easier than ever, so is being an expert on several things rather than on
one narrow topic. Looking up simple facts and connecting with friends have distinct
benefits. Technology has advanced education and society exponentially and opened
doors to opportunity for many people, connecting older adults to long-lost friends,
keeping families close, and allowing people to perform intensive research from
home during a pandemic.

But caution is needed: seemingly obsolete tasks may have meaningful future ben-
efits. We should preserve skills that impact memory, cognition, social engagement,
and meaningful experiences. Users should devote time to the new skills needed to
resist distraction technology. And the tech industry should design technology that
keeps people on task rather than distracting them. The benefits of tech can con-
tinue to grow while tech companies better align their missions with human interests,
whether through regulation, consumer pressure, or their own good will. The moral
value of attention span and tech autonomy is a starting point from which legislators
and the tech industry should shape responsible technology.

Acknowledgements We acknowledge Camille Castelyn, Ph.D. for her participation in the conceptualization.
Author Contribution Each author contributed to the conceptualization, research, argument, and writing.

Data and Materials Availability The authors did not engage in primary empirical research involving
research subjects or use computations or data analysis.

Declarations
Consent to Participate No research subjects were used for our paper.

Competing Interests The authors declare no competing interests.

References

117th Congress. (2021). Kids internet design and safety act (S.2918 - KIDS Act). Congress.gov, Library
of Congress: sponsored by Sen. Markey, Edward J.

Anderson, C., Bell, E., & Shirky, C. (2014). Post industrial journalism: Adapting to the present. Tow
center for digital journalism, Columbia University.

Beauchamp, T., & Childress, J. (2001). Principles of biomedical ethics (Sth ed.). Oxford University Press.

Butler, S. (2022). What is scheduled summary on iPhone? https://macreports.com/what-is-scheduled-
summary-on-iphone/

@ Springer


https://macreports.com/what-is-scheduled-summary-on-iphone/
https://macreports.com/what-is-scheduled-summary-on-iphone/

Digital Society (2023) 2:23 Page 150f16 23

Carr, N. (2010). The shallows: What the Internet is doing to our brains. W. W. Norton & Company.

Center for Humane Technology. (2021). Ledger of Harms. https://ledger.humanetech.com/

Dalha, L. (2017). Five listening skills for effective learning. https://penprofile.com/five-listening-skills-
for-effective-learning/

Delgado, P., Vargas, C., Ackerman, R., & Salmerén, L. (2018). Don’t throw away your printed books:
A meta-analysis on the effects of reading media on reading comprehension. Educational Research
Review, 25, 23-38.

Denworth, L. (2020). Friendship. W. W. Norton & Company.

Floridi, L. ed. (2015). The Onlife Initiative. In: The Onlife Manifesto. Springer: Cham, pp. 7-13.

Graber, D. (2014). Kids, tech and those shrinking attention spans. Huffington Post. https://www.huffpost.
com/entry/kids-tech-and-those-shrinking-attention-spans_b_4870655

Hanin, M. (2021). Theorizing digital distraction. Philosophy & Technology, 34, 395-406.

Harris, S. (2014). Waking up: A guide to spirituality without religion. Simon & Schuster.

Hickok, M. (2022). Al organizations. Al ethicist website. https://www.aiethicist.org/ai-organizations

Holba, A. (2019). Listening in leisure: Enacting the Chora to cultivate understanding. International
Journal of Listening, 33(3), 173-180.

Hyman, M. (2008). The ultramind solution: Fix your broken brain by healing your body first - the
simple way to defeat depression, overcome anxiety, and sharpen your mind. Scribner.

Information Commissioner’s Office. (2022). Introduction to the age appropriate design code. https://ico.org.
uk/for-organisations/guide-to-data-protection/ico-codes-of-practice/age-appropriate-design-code/

Janusik, L. (2007). Building listening theory: The validation of the conversational listening span.
Communication Studies, 58(2), 139—-156.

Junco, R., & Cotten, S. (2012). No A 4 U: The relationship between multitasking and academic per-
formance. Computers & Education, 59(2), 505-514.

Kahneman, D., & Riis, J. (2005). Living, and thinking about it: Two perspectives on life. In F. Huppert, N.
Baylis, & B. Keverne (Eds.), The Science of Well-Being (pp. 285-304). Oxford University Press.

Karaiskos, D., Tzavellas, E., Georgia, B., & Paparrigopoulos, T. (2010). Social network addiction: A new
clinical disorder? European Psychiatry, 25(S1), 855-855.

King’s College London. (2022). Are attention spans really collapsing? Data shows UK public are worried —
but also see benefits from technology. https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/are-attention-spans-really-collapsing-
data-shows-uk-public-are-worried-but-also-see-benefits-from-technology

Koessmeier, C., & Biittner, O. (2021). Why are we distracted by social media? Distraction situations and
strategies, reasons for distraction, and individual differences. Frontiers in Psychology, 12(e711416).

Lodge, J., & Harrison, W. (2019). The role of attention in learning in the digital age. Yale Journal of Biol-
ogy and Medicine, 92(1), 21-28.

Mansharamani, V. (2020). Think for yourself: Restoring common sense in the age of experts and artificial
intelligence. Harvard business Review Press.

McCulloch, G. (2019). Because Internet: Understanding the new rules of language. Riverhead Books.

Mitchell, R. (2022). ‘We are killing people’: How technology has made your car ‘a candy store of distrac-
tion’. L. A. Times. https://www.latimes.com/business/story/2022-07-06/we-are-killing-people-how-
technology-has-made-your-car-a-candy-store-of-distraction

Navia, L. E. (2007). Socrates: An examined life. Prometheus Books.

Navidad, F., et al. (2013). Touch therapy and therapeutic listening: An approach to improve attention span
and behaviors of people with autism. International Proceedings of Economics Development and
Research, 60(3), 9—-13.

Oksanen, M. (1997). The moral value of biodiversity. Ambio, 26(8), 541-545. http://www.jstor.org/stable/
4314663

Paul, J., Baker, H., & Cochran, J. (2012). Effect of online social networking on student academic perfor-
mance. Computers in Human Behavior, 28(6), 2117-2127.

Ra, C., et al. (2018). Association of digital media use with subsequent symptoms of attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder among adolescents. JAMA, 320(3), 255-263.

Ratti, E., & Graves, M. (2021). Cultivating moral attention: A virtue-oriented approach to responsible
data science in healthcare. Philosophy & Technology, 34, 1819-1846.

Raynes-Goldie, K. (2020). Dark patterns: The secret sauce behind addictive tech. Particle. https://particle.
scitech.org.au/tech/dark-patterns-the-secret-behind-addictive-tech/

Rosengqvist, J., et al. (2016). Relationship of TV watching, computer use, and reading to children’s neuro-
cognitive functions. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 46, 11-21.

@ Springer


https://ledger.humanetech.com/
https://penprofile.com/five-listening-skills-for-effective-learning/
https://penprofile.com/five-listening-skills-for-effective-learning/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/kids-tech-and-those-shrinking-attention-spans_b_4870655
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/kids-tech-and-those-shrinking-attention-spans_b_4870655
https://www.aiethicist.org/ai-organizations
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-data-protection/ico-codes-of-practice/age-appropriate-design-code/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-data-protection/ico-codes-of-practice/age-appropriate-design-code/
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/are-attention-spans-really-collapsing-data-shows-uk-public-are-worried-but-also-see-benefits-from-technology
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/are-attention-spans-really-collapsing-data-shows-uk-public-are-worried-but-also-see-benefits-from-technology
https://www.latimes.com/business/story/2022-07-06/we-are-killing-people-how-technology-has-made-your-car-a-candy-store-of-distraction
https://www.latimes.com/business/story/2022-07-06/we-are-killing-people-how-technology-has-made-your-car-a-candy-store-of-distraction
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4314663
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4314663
https://particle.scitech.org.au/tech/dark-patterns-the-secret-behind-addictive-tech/
https://particle.scitech.org.au/tech/dark-patterns-the-secret-behind-addictive-tech/

23 Page 16 of 16 Digital Society (2023) 2:23

Seaver, N. (2019). Captivating algorithms: Recommender systems as traps. Journal of Material Culture,
24(4), 421-436.

Settanni, M., Marengo, D., Fabris, M., & Longobardi, C. (2018). The interplay between ADHD symp-
toms and time perspective in addictive social media use: A study on adolescent Facebook users.
Children and Youth Services Review, 89, 165-170.

Shah, P. (2022). Scheduled Summary is the best feature android should steal from iOS. Android Police. https:/
www.androidpolice.com/apple-ios-scheduled-summary-best-feature-google-android-should-steal/

Sharifian, N., & Zahodne, L. (2019). Social media bytes: Daily associations between social media use and
everyday memory failures across the adult life span. The Journals of Gerontology. Series B, Psycho-
logical Sciences and Social Sciences, 75(3), 540-548.

Shuai, L. et al. (2021). Influences of digital media use on children and adolescents with ADHD during
COVID-19 pandemic. Globalization and Health, 17(48).

Small, G., & Vorgan, G. (2009). iBrain: Surviving the technological alteration of the modern mind. Wil-
liam Morrow Paperbacks.

Timimi, F. K. (2012). Medicine, morality and health care social media. BMC Medicine, 10(1), 1-3.

Tomalin, M. (2022). Rethinking online friction in the information society. Journal of Information
Technology.

Vallor, S. (2016). Technology and the virtues: A philosophical guide to a future worth wanting. Oxford
University Press.

Van Noppen, A. (2021). Creating technology worthy of the human spirit. Journal of Social Computing,
2(4), 309-322.

Verburgh, L., Scherder, E., Van Lange, P., & Oosterlaan, J. (2016). Do elite and amateur soccer players
outperform non-athletes on neurocognitive functioning? A Study Among 8-12 Year Old Children.
PLoS ONE, 11(12), e0165741.

Walburn Viviano, M. (2022). Investigators: Bay pilot operating ever forward was distracted. Chesapeake Bay
Magazine. https://chesapeakebaymagazine.com/bay-pilot-suspended-for-ever-forward-grounding/
Ward, A. (2013). Supernormal: How the Internet is changing our memories and our minds. Psychological

Inquiry, 24(4), 341-348.

Ward, A., Duke, K., Gneezy, A., & Bos, M. (2017). Brain drain: The mere presence of one’s own smart-
phone reduces available cognitive capacity. Journal of the Association for Consumer Research, 2(2),
140-154.

Watson, J., et al. (2016). On working memory and a productivity illusion in distracted driving. Journal of
Applied Research in Memory and Cognition, 5, 445-453.

Wilson, R., et al. (2013). Life-span cognitive activity, neuropathologic burden, and cognitive aging. Neu-
rology, 81(4),314-321.

Yeykelis, L., Cummings, J., & Reeves, B. (2014). Multitasking on a single device: Arousal and the fre-
quency, anticipation, and prediction of switching between media content on a computer. Journal of
Communication, 64(1), 167-192.

Springer Nature or its licensor (e.g. a society or other partner) holds exclusive rights to this article under
a publishing agreement with the author(s) or other rightsholder(s); author self-archiving of the accepted
manuscript version of this article is solely governed by the terms of such publishing agreement and
applicable law.

@ Springer


https://www.androidpolice.com/apple-ios-scheduled-summary-best-feature-google-android-should-steal/
https://www.androidpolice.com/apple-ios-scheduled-summary-best-feature-google-android-should-steal/
https://chesapeakebaymagazine.com/bay-pilot-suspended-for-ever-forward-grounding/

	Attention Span and Tech Autonomy as Moral Goods and Societal Necessities
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Distraction Technology
	2.1 Paternalism and Autonomy
	2.2 Falling for Distraction
	2.3 Obsolete Skills and Learning
	2.4 New Skills
	2.5 A Need for Depth in Higher Education
	2.6 A New Style of Communication
	2.7 Friendship and Social Connection

	3 Attention Span as a Moral Good
	3.1 What Makes Something Moral as Opposed to Merely Practical
	3.2 Individual Attention
	3.3 Society and the Collective Impact of Attention Span

	4 Recommendations
	4.1 Product Changes
	4.2 Legislation

	5 Conclusion
	Acknowledgements 
	References


