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Introduction 

8 seconds. That is how long brands have to capture the average consumer’s attention span. They 

either grab it or lose it completely. This constrictive period is due to the advent of social media 

platforms and smart devices, which have evolved to spread information through short video clips 

or posts. This paper will examine the digital age's effect on consumers’ mindsets and behaviors, 

how brands have adapted to consumers’ shortened attention spans, and how they have adapted to 

the digital age to leverage engaging user-generated content and authentic narrative. 

The Evolving Landscape 

Due to digital overload, our attention spans have taken a serious hit. Consumers have 

become accustomed to receiving information instantaneously. We are needy and greedy. Any 

advertisement that takes longer than 8 seconds to get to its point is disregarded. Moreover, we 

want impactful and meaningful messaging from brands. The challenge for brands is to attend to 

consumer demands when social media and technology are at the forefront of our lives, while also 

delivering authentic, meaningful, and engaging content. 

Extensive research in cognitive psychology has proven time and time again that “humans 

possess a finite capacity for sustained attention and can only maintain focus on a specific task or 

stimulus for a limited period of time” (Doe, Smith, & Brown, 2023). This is further challenged 

by the increased digitization of our daily lives: phones, smart devices, and social media, all of 

which reduce our focus and make us easily distracted. We want to know everything in the blink 

of an eye. If it’s not there, we move on. 

Identity, consistency, and engagement. These three key elements have come to define 

branding in the digital age. With that come trends such as personalization, authenticity, social 

media engagement, and visually appealing branding. We love it when brands tailor to our needs 



and make us feel special. When a brand is transparent and takes us behind the scenes, it instills a 

certain level of trust and humanizes itself. We value brands that capture our attention through 

humor or unique collaborations with some of our favorite stars and influencers. Eye-catching 

visuals instill a certain level of recognition that entices us to remember the brand long after we 

see the advertisement. All of this is said and good, but what are the implications behind capturing 

this kind of content that we, as consumers, like to see portrayed online? 

Social Media’s Impact 

As established, social media and smart device usage directly correlate with a shrinking 

attention span. This correlation is due to social media’s effect on dopamine. Dopamine is a 

neurotransmitter that is linked to receiving a reward. When a rewarding activity comes our way, 

“our dopamine levels rise, generating excitement and happiness” (Asif and Kazi, 2024). The 

issue comes when our dopamine levels drop too low, and we enter a deficit phase. In this phase, 

we aren’t experiencing the same happiness and sense of reward as when our levels are high. 

Thus, we resort to more stimuli to give us back those same rewarding feelings. Short videos 

shared on nearly every social media platform seemingly solve this problem for us. They are 

“easily accessible and offer quick rewards, continuously stimulating our brains” (Asif and Kazi, 

2024). We become addicted to watching these short videos. Our attention span is severely 

affected, and we have trouble engaging in and focusing on other tasks that don’t provide this fast, 

immediate, rewarding effect. 

Social media platforms were designed to exploit dopamine, “[which] contribute[s] to this 

phenomenon by providing instant gratification through likes and notifications and fostering a 

dependency on this fleeting pleasure” (World Economic Forum, 2021; Microsoft). We’ve come 

to demand this dopamine hit every time we use popular platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and 

Snapchat. The fact that information and fulfillment can be obtained with just the swipe of a 

button creates serious repercussions. 

One significant consequence of constant social media and smart device use is the ease of 

distraction. Consumers quickly lose interest. Once something more enticing comes up, 

consumers get bored with what they’re doing, are looking for a quick “break,” and often resort to 

social media. Five minutes turns into thirty, which turns into hours. Once we become distracted 



from the task at hand, we are left with consequences such as incomplete homework assignments, 

missed meetings, or stovetops left on. 

Multitasking is another phenomenon that accompanies social media use. Multitasking 

leads to fragmented attention spans and cognitive consequences. We aren’t giving our undivided 

attention to one task anymore. Instead, we Snapchat while in class, watch TikToks while we’re 

stopped at a traffic light, and check our Instagram messages in meetings. As a result of a lack of 

focus on a specific task, we don’t fully absorb everything. This creates consequences later on 

when we take a test and forget what was talked about in class, almost run a red light because we 

were looking down at our phones, or embarrass ourselves in a meeting when we are caught off 

guard. Multitasking has become a lifestyle. Research has proven time and time again that this 

“lifestyle” has profound implications; chronic multitaskers “show an enormous range of deficits. 

They’re basically terrible at all sorts of cognitive tasks, including multitasking” (Wihbey, 2013). 

Though the initial idea behind multitasking is to accomplish multiple tasks simultaneously, the 

reality is that those tasks aren’t completed to their fullest. Undivided attention to a singular task 

is necessary for the best possible outcome. 

Social media’s impact on consumers’ attention spans and behavior has created several 

more brand challenges. How must they cater to consumers' lifestyles and engage them without 

causing further negative consequences? Can they get creative while still using social media 

without promoting the incessant need to multitask and becoming easily distracted? How do they 

capture consumers’ undivided attention through campaigns, advertisements, and promotions? 
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