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Staying Focused: Are our Attention
Spans in danger?

The Problem we
can’t focus on

Have you ever found yourself ’

in the middle of a task and suddenly
you blink and you are now scrolling
through social media? Having a
hundred tasks you need to complete
while not being able to focus ona
single one is a problem that you are
not the only one working through.
Many people nowadays struggle
staying focused on their tasks and
experts have begun looking into
research about our attention spans. Is
there really something wrong with our attention spans? Or is there an alternate explanation? In this
month’s newsletter, we will be looking into both perspectives and tackling this popular discussion
about our attention spans.

Staying focused on tasks seems to be getting harder and harder as the days go on. While many
of us know the discussion about how attention spans have so clearly been shortening, experts are
actually more torn on the issue. While many experts adopt the belief that attention spans have been
shortening in recent times, there are conflicting findings in research to support this belief. In this
newsletter, we will be discussing why many people believe that attention spans have been shortening
including sleep deprivation, societal stressors, and social media, as well as Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). We will also be going into why many experts are not convinced that
this is true including historical trends, societal stereotypes, and alternative explanations to this
growing problem.
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Shortening
Attention Spans

Despite the conflicting findings
for and against the destruction of
our attention spans, the general
consensus is that attention spans
have been shortening in recent
times. There are a variety of
reasons people tend to believe
this rhetoric but far and away the
most popular reason people
gravitate towards is social media
and technology.

In the last 20 to 30 years, social media has rapidly taken over our social lives and our social
connections. Popular belief has looked at the algorithms of social media that feed us an endless spew
of hyper-engaging content as the main culprit to what has killed our attention spans. There is a lot of
truth to this. To explore this, let’s think about what technology as a whole offers us as consumers. A
very common word that might come to mind is convenience. According to research done by Dr. Gloria
Mark, a psychologist and professor at the University of California, Irvine in the department of
informatics, attention spans in 2003 averaged about 2 and a half minutes on any given screen. In
the last half decade or so, that attention span has dropped significantly to about 47 seconds.* In an
interview with CBS Sunday Morning, Dr. Mark was asked how anyone could get anything done with an
attention span of less than a minute. She answered with blunt honesty by saying:

“You do so with great difficulty.”

Technology and social media is designed to keep you engaged, to keep you hooked. It is
designed to be stimulating. This is the problem that many young people face nowadays.? During
crucial developmental years for young brains, being exposed to an overstimulating world like social
media means their brains begin to develop to think the way that social media is designed to make you
think. In previous newsletters, | have discussed the impacts of social media such as negative self
esteem and poor social skills. The numbing effect that the constant stimulation has on a young mind is
that it means that children will grow up to need greater stimulation to be engaged.

! Mark, G. (2024). Why our attention spans are shrinking, with Gloria Mark, Phd. American Psychological
Association.

Owhen%20we%20need%20|t
2 Cleveland Clinic. (2024, July 10). How social med/a can negat/ve/y affect your child.
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https://health.clevelandclinic.org/dangers-of-social-media-for-youth
https://www.apa.org/news/podcasts/speaking-of-psychology/attention-spans#:~:text=Episode%20225,focus%20when%20we%20need%20it
https://www.apa.org/news/podcasts/speaking-of-psychology/attention-spans#:~:text=Episode%20225,focus%20when%20we%20need%20it

The young minds of today are not the only ones who are influenced by the effects of social
media and technology. While many adults tend to shift blame to the younger generations for being
addicted to their screens, nobody is unaffected by the convenience of technology. Online shopping is
stimulating and designed to enact the same response as social media. Not only is it designed to give
you stimulating representations of endless options to choose from, things like same day delivery
encourages people to stay engaged with online shopping in the same way that things like social media
and video games do. This process of instant gratification is supposed to keep you coming back for
more, keeping you thinking about it while doing something else.

According to research®, short ¥ |
attention spans have been linked to ' -
contributing to many declines in our
everyday life. As our attention shifts
from task to task, our ability to focus
effectively on tasks declines
drastically which lowers the quality
in our work, whether it be for school,
for work, or even on personal
projects. You miss details and this
sacrifices the quality of our work. You
may find it difficult to have good,
important conversations with
associates, friends, family members,
or romantic partners. Communication
skills decline due to the lack of our =
ability to recall important details, to
form strong foundational ideas, and even as simple as being able to focus and listen to what the
other person is saying. There are more serious downsides to shortening attention spans such as how
it has been linked to mental illness like attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD* and can
be a contributing factor in the development of depression and, more commonly, anxiety.

Shortening attention spans have negative impacts on our lives that are very quickly noticeable
and affect us in more ways than just our immediate productivity. However, there are experts who,
while they do not deny the effects of having a short attention span on our lives, are not convinced that
the recent data supporting the shortening of attention spans suggest a decline any different than
historical trends.

® Santos-Longhurst, A. (2019, February 22). Short attention span: Signs, Causes & Ways to pay attention better.
Healthline. https://www.healthline.com/health/short-attention-span

*U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (n.d.). Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). National
Institute of Mental Health.

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/h i i ici ivi i hd#:~:

%20ADHD- What%20is%20ADHD? . having%20tr %20waiting%20one’s%20turn
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https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/attention-deficit-hyperactivity-disorder-adhd#:~:text=updates%20about%20ADHD-,What%20is%20ADHD?,having%20trouble%20waiting%20one%E2%80%99s%20turn
https://www.healthline.com/health/short-attention-span

Are Attention Spans Actually Shrinking?

While there is lots of data that has looked into modern day attention spans and used their
findings to suggest that we have a crisis with our attention spans, there are experts out there who are
not as convinced. Cornell cognitive psychologist James E. Cutting’ is one of those experts.

“l would point out that TSA baggage scanners work two-hour shifts, and that's pretty intensive
work for two hours. And many of us have watched teenagers play their games for many hours at
a time. It strikes me that that kind of attention span is pretty impressive."

Professor Cutting brings up an interesting discussion about what it means for attention spans
to be shortening. Cutting has an unpopular opinion for his claims that no evidence supports any
change in attention spans shortening, even going so far as to saying attention spans for some things
have even become longer. In the example provided, he talks about the attention span for teenagers to
stay fixed on a screen or video game for hours and hours on end. He goes on to talk about the lengths
of movies and how those have actually become longer over time.

Itis important to arrange the
terms of what this debate is about.
Furthermore, it is important to
understand where some of these
trends are coming from. Professor
Cutting goes into important territory
about what it means for something
to actually be changing over time.
With how technology and social
media has influenced the modern
attention span, many skeptics of the
claims made about our shortening
attention spans say that people
have always been quick to blame
modern technology for drawing
young eyes off of more important
tasks. A century ago, people could tell you that radios were going to get kids addicted and unfocused
from more important things in life. Later on, it was the television that these same things were said
about. Nowadays, that thing is the cell phone and social media. Since these things have always made
us nervous about how it might distract our kids, does that mean attention spans are not actually
getting smaller? Not necessarily.

®> James E. Cutting. Department of Psychology. (n.d.). https://psychology.cornell.edu/james-e-cuttin
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Problem, meet Solution

We discussed earlier about how modern technology is geared towards being overstimulating,
engaging, and constantly making it feel easier to be online more and more. We also talked about
how this is harmful for young minds to be surrounded by such constant stimulation because it
conditions them to look for greater and greater sources of convenient and engaging stimulation. This
thinking can be used to discuss why the technology we have today is different than that of decades
before with how it has engaged young minds.

Contrary to what some experts have speculated, there is certainly evidence to support the
decline in attention spans. It depends on how you interpret those results but the popular rhetoric is
that attention spans have been getting shorter and shorter, leading to many of the outlined
problems before to become more apparent in children. Since this kind of technology has become
such an integral part of our everyday lives, how could we ever escape it to save our dwindling
attention spans? Dr. Marcy Caldwell® of Rittenhouse Psychological Assessments in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania has done research on attention spans and might have some solutions for you.’

e Get more high-quality sleep: Not only going to sleep a little earlier, or just having a regular
sleep schedule, but also eliminating distractions before you go to bed can help you practice
better independence away from any screens. Going to bed without an overstimulated mind
has been studied and shown to give you better focus and attentiveness in your daily life.

e Stimulate your mind in non-addictive ways: Being able to stay stimulated in ways that are
not addictive can actually improve your ability to focus on tasks and stay in the moment more.
Things like physical exercise and meditation can be great ways to regain a more normal
stimulation of your brain.

e Take breaks from your phone: Putting your phone on silent mode or just putting it to the side
for a little while every day can also help you become less dependent on screen stimulation.
Whether that be before bed or sometime during the day, it can help you eliminate the
possibility of checking your phone and losing your focus.

e Scheduling and taking breaks: Scheduling your time and taking breaks throughout your day
can help you satisfy some of that urge to do something else without doing it in a way that takes
away from your work time. Something that helps lots of people is setting timers. Having those
timers set and visible gives us something to focus on with our work, something that is not as
stimulating and also gives you more incentive to focus on your work before you shift your
focus to something else.

® ADHD treatment Philadelphia: ADHD psychologist Philadelphia Marcy Caldwell, psy.D. Marcy Caldwell, Psy.D.
(n.d.). https://drmar w m

" How to increase attention span: Causes, tips, exercises. Marcy Caldwell, Psy.D. (2022, November 25).
https://drmar W m/how-to-incr -attention-span- -tips- i
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https://drmarcycaldwell.com/how-to-increase-attention-span-causes-tips-exercises/
https://drmarcycaldwell.com/

Further resource links:

Kids, B. (2023, August 16). The causes of a short attention span and how to improve it?. The Brain

Workshop.
https://www.thebrainworkshop.com/blog/what-are-the-causes-of-a-short-attention-span-and-
how-can-i-improve-it/

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (n.d.-a). ADHD in adults: 4 things to know.
National Institute of Mental Health.
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/adhd-what-you-need-to-know

Lorioswald. (2023, June 22). 13 top tips for improving focus and attention span. Post University.
https://post.edu/blog/tips-for-improving-focus-and-attention-span
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