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ABOUT US

The International Journal for Legal Research & Analysis (IJLRA) (ISSN: 2582-6433) is a peer-
reviewed, academic, online journal published on a monthly basis. The journal aims to provide
a comprehensive and interactive platform for the publication of original and high-quality legal

research.

IJLRA publishes Short Articles, Long Articles, Research Papers, Case Comments, Book
Reviews, Essays, and interdisciplinary studies in the field of law and allied disciplines. The
journal seeks to promote critical analysis and informed discourse on contemporary legal, social,

and policy issues.

The primary objective of IJLRA is to enhance academic engagement and scholarly dialogue
among law students, researchers, academicians, legal professionals, and members of the Bar
and Bench. The journal endeavours to establish itself as a credible and widely cited academic
publication through the publication of original, well-researched, and analytically sound

contributions.

IJLRA welcomes submissions from all branches of law, provided the work is original,
unpublished, and submitted in accordance with the prescribed submission guidelines. All
manuscripts are subject to a rigorous peer-review process to ensure academic quality,

originality, and relevance.
Through its publications, the International Journal for Legal Research & Analysis aspires to

contribute meaningfully to legal scholarship and the development of law as an instrument of

justice and social progress.
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ATTENTION ECONOMY: ARE WE LOOSING
ABILITY TO THINK DEEPLY?

AUTHORED BY - KHUSHI JAIN R

Abstract:

The attention economy, driven by digital platforms and algorithmic content, has reshaped how
individuals engage with information. Constant distractions, short-form content, and
notification-based systems fragment attention and encourage rapid, surface-level consumption.
This raises concerns about a decline in the ability to think deeply, reflect, and engage in

sustained focus.

This paper examines whether such environments weaken critical thinking and deep cognition,
while also considering the adaptability of the human mind. It argues that although the attention
economy can undermine deep thinking, its impact ultimately depends on how individuals use

and manage digital technologies.

Introduction
The concept of the attention economy refers to an economic system in which human attention
is treated as a scarce and valuable resource. First articulated by Herbert A. Simon, the idea
recognizes that in an environment saturated with information, the limiting factor is no longer
access to data but the capacity of individuals to process it. As Simon observed, “a wealth of
information creates a poverty of attention,” highlighting the need to allocate attention

efficiently.

With the rapid expansion of digital technologies, the attention economy has become a defining
feature of contemporary society. Online platforms such as Google, Meta Platforms, and TikTok
operate business models that rely on capturing, retaining, and monetizing user attention.
Through targeted advertising, algorithmic curation, and personalized content feeds, these
platforms compete intensely for user engagement, transforming attention into a commodity that

can be measured, analysed, and sold.
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This shift has significant economic, social, and legal implications. Economically, attention
functions as a currency driving digital markets. Socially, it influences behaviour, cognition,
and interpersonal relationships, often leading to issues such as information overload and
reduced attention spans. Legally and ethically, it raises concerns regarding data privacy,
manipulation, and platform accountability, particularly in the context of emerging regulatory

frameworks.

In essence, the attention economy reflects a fundamental transformation in how value is created
and exchanged in the digital age, where the ability to attract and sustain human attention has

become central to power, profit, and influence.

What is attention?
According to William James attention is ‘self explanatory’. Everyone knows what attention is.
It is the taking possession of mind in clear and vivid form of one out of what seems several
simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought
There are various definitions so general elements that makeup core concepts are

a) Attention is mental state

b) Attention requires readiness and receptivity of mind

c) Attention is an act of selection of something, or if something taking possession of mind.

What is attention economy?

This term was first coined by Herbert A Simon in late 1960s. Attention economy means human
attention is infinite and is a valuable resource and can be treated as a commodity and therefore
attention becomes a currency.

Deavean Port and Beck (2001) first defined this term “economies of attention” as an approach
to the management of information that treat human attention as a source of commodity and

applies economic theory to solve various information management problems.

Herbert A Simon’s theory
What information consumers is rather obvious: it consumes attention of it’s recipients.
Wealth of information creates poverty of attention and need to allocate the attention efficiency

among the overabundance of information sources that might consume it.
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How it works?

The core mechanism is to make money by selling targeted digital advertising. Ads were placed
in front of users who are more likely to engage (purchase) their product. Algorithm learns what
content maximizes engagement and feed more users of it. This increases the attention supply
which intern increases the number of add impressions that can be sold.
Global digital advertisement revenue is estimated to be $56 Billion in 2022 and it is expected
to exceed $700 Billion by 2025 with social media advertisement alone accounting nearly 35%
of this figure.

v Google/ YouTube has made $224 Billon in advertisement revenue

v Meta- Instagram and Facebook has earned $117 Billion in advertisement revenue in the

same year

They have captured more than half of all global digital advertising dollars. Which is extreme
centralization of economic power in the attention market also the attempt to wield economic
power against competition.
Attention economy thrives on attention, wherever attention goes in the form of likes, clicks,
shares, views etc. is where money flows.
The basic principle behind this is if advertisers, businesses, content creators, data brokers and
digital platforms have your attention then it is believed they have your wallet.
Therefore Global Annual spend on online advertisement is drastically increasing, the growth
in spend is marked in the graph below

Global Annual Online
Advertising Spend by Category Source: Statista (2021)
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India Component - Digital Advertising Market, 2018-2030
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Business and data brokers collect data about consumer behavior for targeted advertisements.
And the collected data is used by digital platform to personalize content and maximize user
engagement.

The developers create adds with fine strategy to keep us locked in cycles of consumptions and
to maximize their profits.

Platforms like Tiktok, Instagram, Facebook aren’t free they are designed to earn by ads, they
are called ad designed network. Instagram now has the option of auto scroll which engages an
individual’s time on the app, similarly YouTube has an option of auto play which encourages

binge watching by automatically playing videos of an individual’s interest.

Techniques to capture attention
1. Algorithmic content curation

Algorithmic content curation is the core of attention economy. Digital platforms rely
on machine systems so as to filter. rank and recommend content based on user interest.
These systems basically collect data based on clicks, shares, views, like, etc. They
predict the kind of content which captures the attention of the user based on the
collected data and display such content which leads to increase in user engagement and
further this attention is used as currency and monetizable resource.

This also contributes to formation of filter bubbles and echo chambers, where viewers
are repeatedly exposed to similar viewpoint and content. This selective exposure limits
cognitive diversity and reduces critical evaluation, as individuals are less likely to
encounter opposing perspectives.

2. Notification and interruptive design
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Notifications and interruptive design are the tool that are used by digital platforms to
capture user attention. Push notifications, vibrations, alerts and visual clues are
deliberately created in order to trigger brain’s automatic “Orienting response”, a
phycological mechanism identified by Ivan Pavlov, which causes an individual to
immediately shift to the new or unexpected stimuli. In case of smartphones this results
in disturbance in the ongoing task.

Even brief notification can create “attention residue” as defined by Sophie Leroy,
where a part of person’s mind remains preoccupied with the interruption even after
returning to the original task. The fragment of attention leads in reduction of
productivity and makes deep and continuous thinking more difficult. Over time such
pattern may recondition the brain to prefer rapid switch between tasks than sustained

concentration.

3. Dopamine driven reward system
A central mechanism of attention economy is exploitation of brain’s reward system,
particularly the role of dopamine in reinforcing behaviour. Dopamine is a neuro
transmitter associated with anticipation, motivation and reward prediction.
The digital platforms are deliberately designed around this principle. Features such as
refreshing feed, receiving likes or encountering new content operate on intermittent

reward system, where users don’t know when they will receive something rewarding.

4. Personalization and behavioural data exploitation

Personalization and behavioural data of the user is collected through the content which
the user is interacting in the form of likes, share, comment, click etc. This data is then
exploited by the digital platforms to show more of such content that interests the user
in order to keep them in a loop of scrolling which captures there attention and the digital
Platforms further use this attention as currency.

Scholars argue that this goes beyond simple customization and operates as a form of
behavioural prediction and modification. According to Shoshana Zuboff Age of
surveillance capitalism,- the extraction of personal data as a new economical model
platforms exactly what she coins “behavioural surplus” and us it to influence future
actions. This creates a system where the user is not only exposed to content
consumption but also a part of behavioural experiment with algorithm adjusting to

optimize engagement.
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From technological perspective personalization rely on predictive analysis and machine

learning models that identify pattern in user behaviour.

5. Social validation and feedback loops

Social validation mechanisms such as- likes, comments, share , followers are powerful
tools used by digital platforms to capture and sustain attention. These features tap into
powerful human need for social approval, belonging, transforming online interaction
into measurable indicators of acceptance and belonging, transforming online interaction
to measurable indicators of acceptance and popularity. Each notification or positive
feedback acts as reinforcing stimulus encouraging users to repeatedly interact with the
platform.

From psychological perspective, social validation activates neutral pathways associated
with reward and motivation. Studies have shown that receiving likes and positive
feedback can stimulate brain region liked to pleasure and reinforcement similar to other
reward based behaviour.

Moreover social validation can contribute to phenomenon of Fear of missing out
(FOMO) which creates persistent anxiety of missing out/ being excluded from
rewarding experiences, prompting users to remain constantly connected and attentive

to updates. This reduces the ability of user to sustained and deep thinking.

6. Infinite scroll and continuous consumption.

Infinite scroll and auto play are key design features that enable continuous content
consumption without interruption. Unlike traditional media which provides natural
stopping points (such as end of the page, article or episode), infinite scroll removes all
these by playing new content every time the user reaches end of the screen. This design
eliminates moments of reflection or decision making encouraging users to remain
engaged for long periods.

From psychological perspective infinite scroll exploits what behaviourial scientists
refer to as “lack of stopping cues.” This encourages prolonged engagement as the users
are not prompted to consciously decide when to stop. This results in overconsumption

and diminished self regulation.
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