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Abstract
In digital news environments shaped by intense competition for attention, the informational benefits of abundant online news may increasingly depend on individuals' capacity to regulate their own cognitive engagement. Yet how attention challenges shape news engagement and informational outcomes remains unclear. This study examines how perceived attention challenges relate to news consumption, news self-efficacy, and current affairs knowledge, and how individuals make sense of their own attention experiences in social media news environments. We use a mixed-methods design combining a three-wave panel survey with simultaneous online tracking in Brazil (n = 1,998) and the United Kingdom (n = 1,248), alongside 73 in-depth data-trace interviews with survey respondents in both countries. Quantitative findings show that individuals reporting greater attention challenges consume news more frequently across channels, particularly via social media, yet this exposure does not uniformly translate into informational gains. In Brazil, attention challenges are negatively associated with both news self-efficacy and current affairs knowledge, a pattern not replicated in the UK. Qualitative findings show that participants experience platformed news environments as fragmented, distracting, and difficult to regulate. They describe compulsive engagement, limited deep processing of news, desensitization through overexposure, and selective avoidance as ways of coping with attention strain. Taken together, the findings suggest that perceived attention challenges appear to be an important dimension of emerging inequalities in news engagement in digital environments.
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Introduction
Digital media environments are characterized by content abundance, platform-driven distribution, and constant competition for users’ attention (Boczkowski, 2021, Nielsen & Fletcher, 2023). In such environments, news is often encountered incidentally and must compete with non-news content in feeds designed to reward speed, frequency, and low-effort engagement (Lindström et al., 2021; O’Reilly et al., 2024) and deprioritize news content (Talaga et al., 2025; Thorson et al., 2021). These structural conditions contribute to what attention economy scholarship describes as a “spiral of attention scarcity,” systematically pulling users away from sustained, deliberate engagement (Hendriks Vettehen & Schaap, 2023). Under these conditions, the informational benefits of abundant online news increasingly depends on individuals’ ability to self-regulate their attention to manage the cognitive demands of these environments.
Empirical evidence consistently shows that online attention demands carry real consequences for engaging with news in a meaningful and satisfying way. At the level of exposure, incidental news via algorithmic feeds shows a weak and conditional association with political knowledge, in part because such encounters involve minimal cognitive investment (Ahmed et al., 2022; Nanz & Matthes, 2022). The fragmented, mobile, and entertainment-forward conditions of newsfeed consumption further constrain attention and learning even when overall exposure levels are comparable to other contexts (Dunaway et al., 2018; Ohme, 2019; Ohme et al., 2022; Ohme & Mothes, 2023). People who struggle with sustained attention tend toward passive news consumption, relying on news to find them rather than actively seeking it out, making them particularly susceptible to algorithmic curation (Waismel-Manor et al., 2023), which risks narrowing the range of perspectives encountered and reinforces existing interests and behavioral patterns. Moreover, the costs of the attention economy fall unevenly, as less habituated news readers are more vulnerable to distraction effects than their more experienced counterparts (Cole et al., 2025). This unevenness is particularly pronounced along age lines as younger users rely more heavily on social media as a primary news source yet are also more susceptible to the mutual reinforcement of media multitasking and attention problems over time (Baumgartner et al., 2018).
Despite these insights into the role of attention in digital news environments, studies have largely approached attention through cognitive information-processing frameworks that treat it as an individual capacity (Opgenhaffen & d'Haenens, 2012), a perspective that attention economy scholars have argued is insufficient for understanding the role of digital environments in shaping attention experience (de la Torre et al., 2026). The present study addresses that gap by examining how individual attention challenges shape news engagement and knowledge acquisition in conditions of digital content abundance, using a mixed-methods design that combines survey data with in-depth interviews. More concretely, this study examines 1) how perceived attention challenges relate to news consumption, news self-efficacy, and knowledge acquisition, and 2) how individuals make sense of their own attention experience in social media news environments.
To do this, we conceptualize attention challenges as perceived difficulties in sustaining goal-directed attention and regulating distraction in cognitively demanding information environments, following previous work on media attentiveness (Baumgartner et al., 2018). We do not treat attention as stable cognitive capacity, and instead, we focus on individuals’ self-perceived ability to maintain focus and resist distraction when navigating digital media environments characterized by frequent stimuli and competing informational demands. We adopt a mixed-methods approach combining a three-wave panel survey with simultaneous online tracking conducted in Brazil (n = 1,998) and the United Kingdom (n = 1,248) and in-depth interviews with 73 survey respondents about their digital data-traces in both countries. By integrating quantitative and qualitative data, the study offers a more comprehensive account of how attention challenges shape patterns of news exposure and the informational outcomes that follow.
Our findings suggest that individuals who report greater attention challenges encounter news as frequently as those who do not but derive fewer informational benefits from that exposure. At the same time, qualitative accounts reveal how users perceive digital news environments as fragmented and distracting, prompting adaptive strategies that range from selective attention and deliberate limitation to reliance on incidental awareness. Taken together, the results suggest that platform architectures optimized for frequent, brief engagement may generate widespread news contact but provide limited support for the sustained processing through which exposure becomes knowledge, highlighting how differences in attention capacities can contribute to emerging inequalities in news engagement in platformed environments.

Literature review
Attention in platformed news environments
Attention has increasingly become an object of interdisciplinary concern, with scholars examining it not only as a cognitive process but also as a phenomenon shaped by contemporary technological environments  (Burnett, 2026). Across disciplines, attention is commonly understood as the mechanism through which individuals allocate limited cognitive resources to certain stimuli while ignoring others, thereby structuring how information is perceived and processed (D’Angelo, 2020; Watzl, 2017). Cognitive research further shows that sustaining attention requires regulatory processes such as inhibitory control which relates to the capacity to filter out irrelevant stimuli, and working memory, which enables individuals to hold and process information while maintaining focus on cognitively demanding tasks (Lavie, 2010). 
In digital media environments, these regulatory capacities become particularly relevant because platform interfaces and algorithmic systems are actively engineered to introduce salient stimuli designed to capture and retain user attention (Kärki, 2024; de la Torre et al., 2026). Through algorithmic curation, personalized recommendation systems, and continuous experimentation with interface design, platforms actively shape patterns of user interaction and attention allocation (de la Torre et al., 2025), creating conditions that may make sustained focus on cognitively demanding activities such as news consumption more difficult (Kärki, 2024). Waismel-Manor et al. (2023), for example, found that adults with ADHD symptoms are more likely to engage in passive news consumption such as waiting for news to reach them rather than actively seeking it out, suggesting that attention difficulties may shape not only the depth but also the mode of news engagement. Research on digital media use further indicates that attention problems and media habits are mutually implicated over time. For instance, Baumgartner et al., (2018) conducted a longitudinal study with Dutch adolescents and found that those who reported more attention difficulties were also more likely to engage in habitual media multitasking, suggesting that attention difficulties and high-stimulation media use may co-occur in ways that reinforce one another. 
[bookmark: _Int_iJdEGX2v]Against this background, recent scholarship argues that the capacity to regulate attention in digital environments should not be understood merely as an individual trait but as a form of attention inequality, as individuals differ in both their cognitive resources and their ability to regulate their surrounding stimulus environments (Kärki, 2024). However, while previous studies suggest that attention challenges may become increasingly consequential in contemporary information environments, less attention has been paid to understanding how individual differences in attention regulation interact with the demands of platformed news use and what informational consequences may emerge. In this study, then, we shift the focus from attention as a response to specific stimuli to attention as a regulatory capacity that varies across individuals and shapes patterns of news engagement. We focus specifically on individuals’ perceived ability to regulate attention, which we refer to as attention challenges, capturing the extent to which people struggle to sustain goal-directed attention and resist distraction when engaging with news in digital platforms.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK9][bookmark: OLE_LINK8]The Platformized News Environment
[bookmark: OLE_LINK10]The shift toward platform-based news distribution has transformed not only how news reaches audiences but also the attention conditions under which it is encountered. Nielsen and Fletcher (2023), in a cross-national analysis of news media platformization, showed how algorithmic recommendation systems have become a central mechanism through which news circulates across digital platforms as news visibility is increasingly shaped by engagement signals such as clicks, shares, and viewing time. This transformation has been conceptualized through the notion of algorithmic attention rents (O'Reilly et al., 2024), which describes how digital aggregator platforms leverage algorithmic control over recommendation systems to capture and redirect user attention, extracting value from users, content suppliers, and advertisers in ways that are largely decoupled from the quality or relevance of content. Under this logic, news visibility is increasingly determined by engagement incentives rather than editorial judgment, placing journalistic content in direct competition with entertainment, personal communication, and algorithmically promoted material within the same feeds (e.g., Thorson et al., 2021). This creates what Hendriks Vettehen and Schaap (2023) characterize as a structural spiral of attention scarcity, in which while the volume of attention-seeking content expands while the cognitive capacity of audiences remains fixed, the information environment becomes progressively saturated with material designed to elicit automatic rather than deliberate engagement.
Within these algorithmically curated platforms, where news content may be deprioritized (Hagar & Diakopoulos, 2023), homogenized (Nechushtai et al., 2024), selected out based on assumptions about individual interests (Thorson et al., 2021), and suppressed, despite little change in supply (Talaga et al., 2025), mere exposure to news becomes half the battle. While some newsrooms may adapt new techniques and tailor content to meet audience metrics (sometimes in the form of “clickbait”) to combat these issues, these strategies have mixed success at best (Lischka & Garz, 2021; Penney, 2022; Vu, 2013). Despite these efforts, the complex media landscape offers fewer opportunities to be even incidentally exposed to news (Barnridge & Xenos, 2021; Kalogeropoulos & Tabor, 2026). 
As such, conditions shaping attention to news have grown considerably more complex. Users spend significantly less time fixating on news content when reading on smartphones and tablets than on desktop computers (Dunaway et al., 2018), and the platforms through which news is increasingly encountered appear to compound this further. In a recent study, Cole et al. (2025) found that exposure to TikTok immediately before reading news made it harder for users to stay focused on news articles, especially among those who engage with news less regularly.
Consequently, understanding how attention challenges intersect with news benefits requires first acknowledging these great barriers to the baseline consumption of news, which is characteristic of digital platformization, and then looking towards the subsequent message processing mechanisms. For example, attentivity towards news specifically may lead to increased political knowledge (e.g., Baum, 2003; Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986; Eveland, 2002), but these earlier studies can neither account for the complexities of the contemporary media environment, where news is optimized for digital platforms, nor for generalized challenges with attention that scope far beyond focus on and comprehension of singular news stories. It is imperative, then, to explore how cognition in the form of attention capacity shapes news experiences and outcomes in the present landscape.

Attention and news self-efficacy
Beyond influencing patterns of news use, attention may also shape individuals’ confidence in their ability to navigate complex information environments. News self-efficacy has been linked with numerous outcomes, such as fake news discernment (Ferrucci & Hopp, 2023; Hopp, 2021), alienation from news (Tabor et al., 2025), and extremely low levels of news consumption (Edgerly, 2021), to name only a few. Interestingly, while most studies examining news self-efficacy focus on its consequences for news use, emerging evidence suggests that the way individuals allocate attention to media may serve as an antecedent to individual levels of confidence in navigating news and information. 
Recent work has shown that the cognitive demands of navigating today's high-volume news environment appear to fall most heavily on those who feel least equipped to meet them, as individuals with lower news self-efficacy are also more susceptible to news overload. In a two-wave panel survey of South Korean adults, Park (2019) found that perceived news overload is significantly and negatively associated with news efficacy over time. In other words, feeling overwhelmed by the volume of available news gradually erodes individuals' confidence in their ability to find and make sense of the news they need. Moreover, as news increasingly circulates across a high-choice landscape populated by sources of varying credibility, the effort required to locate trustworthy information, distinguish opinion from fact, and verify claims places particular demands on those who feel least confident in their ability to do so (Edgerly, 2021). Longitudinal evidence from a Swiss panel study further confirms that low news self-efficacy is independently associated with news avoidance (Metag & Gurr, 2022), suggesting that this relationship is not limited to any single national context. However, previous studies research have primarily examined news self-efficacy as a predictor of news use but little research has directly examined whether the ways individuals experience attention demands in contemporary platform environments contribute to the development of news self-efficacy.

Attention and current-affairs knowledge
If attention is a prerequisite for processing information, then perhaps one of the most consequential implications of attention challenges concerns the ability of news users to acquire knowledge from news. Scholars have long argued that knowledge acquisition from news is mediated by attention and elaborative processing, rather than exposure alone (e.g., Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986; Eveland, 2001, 2002). Attention therefore operates as a gateway between exposure and learning, enabling information to be encoded and integrated into memory. 
Empirical research examining attention during news consumption provides evidence consistent with this perspective. For example, Dunaway et al. (2018), using eye-tracking methods, show that patterns of visual attention to online news vary substantially across device contexts, with mobile environments associated with shorter fixation durations and more fragmented attention than desktop environments. Because fixation duration is commonly used as a behavioral indicator of attention to content, such findings suggest that differences in attention allocation may influence how deeply news information is processed. Consistent with this, Ohme et al. (2022) similarly employed eye-tracking methods and found that smartphone news exposure produces smaller political knowledge gains than desktop exposure for Dutch students, providing clear evidence that device-mediated differences in news processing carries consequences for what users learn. Related research on credibility evaluations furthers these notions, demonstrating that digital news engagement requires effortful cognitive processing, including the evaluation of source cues and the integration of prior knowledge with new information (Nistor et al., 2025). 
However, while previous studies highlight that extracting knowledge from news depends largely on allocating sufficient attention to process it, much of the existing literature examines attention during controlled singular moments of news exposure rather than considering differences in individuals’ broader capacity to regulate attention in everyday media environments. As a result, we know comparatively little about whether individuals who experience greater challenges in sustaining attention also differ in the amount of knowledge they acquire from news in real-world information environments. Understanding this relationship is particularly important in contemporary digital contexts, where news is frequently encountered alongside competing stimuli and under conditions that may challenge sustained attention.

Attention and news experience
Beyond its implications for knowledge acquisition, attention also shapes how individuals experience navigating contemporary news environments. Qualitative research on everyday news use suggests that digital news environments are often experienced as information-rich and cognitively demanding spaces in which news competes with other forms of digital content for attention (Ytre-Arne, 2023; Boczkowski, 2021; Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2020)). In fact, research on news overload and information abundance suggests that the volume and speed of information in digital environments can produce experiences of cognitive strain and overwhelm (Volk et al., 2025; Xu et a., 2026), while related work also finds that attention problems are a strong predictor of feeling that the news is “not made for me” (Tabor et al. 2026).
More concretely, studies have shown that users often report feeling inundated by the continuous flow of updates and notifications, which may lead them to adopt strategies that range from selectively scanning news to disengaging from news altogether (Metag, 2025). Other studies document processes of emotional fatigue or desensitization in response to repeated exposure to negative news coverage, which further shapes how individuals allocate attention to news (Groot Kormelink & Klein Gunnewiek, 2022). Together, these findings suggest that attention to news in platformized environments is embedded in broader experiences of navigating information abundance and managing competing cognitive and emotional demands. This means that exploring how individuals themselves interpret these attentio dynamics may therefore provide additional insight into the meanings and strategies that shape how people navigate news in digitally demanding environments.
Summarily, this article poses two research questions:
RQ1: How do perceived challenges with attention relate to a) news use, b) news self-efficacy, and c) current affairs knowledge?
RQ2: How do individuals make sense of their own attention experiences in platformed news environments?

Study 1: Attention challenges and news use, self-efficacy and knowledge

Method
Study 1 draws on a three-wave panel survey conducted in Brazil (Wave 1 n = 2,000; Wave 3 n = 1,551; 77.55% retention) and the United Kingdom (Wave 1 n = 1,248; Wave 3 n = 1,031; 82.61% retention) in late 2024 with 1-1.5 weeks between each survey fielded by the panel company Netquest. Sample characteristics and descriptive statistics are included in the Appendix, but generally reflect a diverse cross-section of each country. 

Measures
Perceived Attention Challenges
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7]Respondents' perceptions of their own challenges with attention were measured using a pre-tested adapted scale previously validated in similar communication research (Baumgartner et al., 2018; Waismel-Manor et al., 2023). The adapted scale included four items measured on a scale from never (1) to very often (5) that asked respondents whether statements such as “I avoid or delay getting started on tasks that require a lot of thought” were true of them in the last six months (Brazil α = 0.81; UK α = 0.87). The scale captures respondents’ self-perceived difficulties sustaining attention and initiating cognitively demanding tasks, which we interpret as an indicator of perceived attention regulation challenges in everyday media environments. In both countries, people reporting more challenges with attention tend to be younger, have a lower income, and report feeling more exhausted (see Appendix); this is reflective of many concerns previously raised about which demographic groups are likely harmed the most by rapid information flow and the attention economy.

News Use
News use was measured using two scales, both adapted from the Reuters Institute Digital News Report (Newman et al., 2024). First, news use (excluding social media) was measured by asking “In the past week, how often did you get news from the following channels? By news we mean national, international, regional/local news and other topical events.” Respondents then rated their frequency of usage on a scale from never (1) to multiple times per day (5) for eight different news platforms, such as print broadsheet newspapers, TV news, and news podcasts. We then supplemented this with a measure aimed specifically at social media news usage, to which respondents again rated their frequency of usage on the same 1-5 scale for specific platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and LinkedIn.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The complete list of news sources (excluding social media) included: Print broadsheet newspapers, print tabloid newspapers, print local/regional newspapers, online news websites/apps, blogs and alternative news websites, TV news, radio news bulletin or program, and news podcasts. Every item included 2-3 context-specific examples listed alongside the source. The complete list of social media news sources included: From friends and family on messaging apps (e.g., WhatsApp, Telegram, Facebook Messenger), from groups and channels I follow on messaging apps (e.g., WhatsApp, Telegram, Facebook Messenger), X [Twittter], Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube, Facebook, TikTok, Snapchat, and Influencers or celebrity social media accounts.] 


News Self-Efficacy
Confidence in one’s ability to navigate the information environment was measured using the previously validated news self-efficacy scale (Edgerly, 2021), including five items rated on a scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Items included statements such as “If I find a news report lacking, I know how to get more information about the topic” (Brazil α = 0.88; UK α = 0.90).

Current Affairs Knowledge
Current affairs knowledge was measured using a sum of correct answers to five topical questions about recent news in each country (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2017). We identified news stories by visiting the websites for national news sources and writing questions about events that had prominent placement on the site and that required some basic level of attentiveness (beyond headline only) to be answered correctly. Following previous research on current affairs knowledge, we also include a measure of civic knowledge (e.g., “What is the current unemployment rate?” as a baseline level of knowledge control (Boukes, 2019).

Demographic Controls
Each of our models includes years of age, gender (man/other[footnoteRef:2]), income, education, and interest in news. Income was measured using range categories (e.g., £3000 - £4199) provided by Netquest based on the local currency. Education was measured using the Reuters Institute Digital News Report (Newman et al., 2024) 10-point classification ranging from “I did not complete any formal education” to “Doctoral or equivalent level degree.” Interest in news was measured using the item “How interested, if at all, would you say you are in news?” (Newman et al., 2024) rated on a scale from (1) not at all interested to (5) extremely interested. [2: Eight respondents in Brazil (0.40%) and three in the UK (0.24%) selected an option other than man or woman.] 


Method of Analysis
Data was standardized prior to conducting linear regression analyses used to answer RQ1. Except for our initial model analyzing potential correlates of attention challenges, each of our models includes age, gender, income, education, and interest in news as control variables. Tables with complete statistical outputs are included in the Appendix, with results discussed in text and presented as figures. For all models except news self-efficacy (measured only once), we conduct autoregression tests, wherein we test the measure at wave three, accounting for responses to the same measure at wave one. This further demonstrates the robustness of our findings.

Results
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]The results of the linear regression models addressing RQ1 are presented in Figure 1 (tables in Appendix); here, we examine how relevant news outcomes (i.e., news use, news self-efficacy, and current affairs knowledge) are impacted by attention challenges, while controlling for demographic variables. First, non-social and social media news use are both positively correlated with news use across both countries, such that more reported attention challenges leads to more frequent overall news use (Brazil β = 0.92; UK β = 0.73) and social media news use (Brazil β = 0.87; UK β = 0.81). These findings, however, only reflect frequency of consumption, rather than level of depth or understanding. To supplement this, we considered the role of attention challenges in explaining news self-efficacy and current affairs knowledge. In Brazil, people who reported more challenges with attention also reported less news self-efficacy (Brazil β = -0.06) and answered significantly more current affairs questions incorrectly (Brazil β = -0.07), raising the possibility that attention challenges interfere with potential benefits that could be gleaned from their relatively higher news consumption. Neither of these relationships were significant in the UK.

Figure 1
Coefficient Plot for News Outcomes where Attention Challenges is an Independent Variable
[image: ]
Note: Data is standardized. X-axis values represent coefficient estimates with 95% confidence interval bands. Control variables suppressed from visualization but included in regression equations (see Appendix).


Study 2: Experience of attention to news in platformed environments

Method:
We conducted 73 semi-structured data-data-trace interviews with adults between the ages of 19 and 70 in Brazil and the United Kingdom. All interview participants had taken part in a one-month period of passive digital tracking in November 2024 and completed the panel survey described in the quantitative strand of this study.
          Interviews were conducted online via Zoom from April to June 2025 and lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. Each interview was structured in three main stages. The first stage consisted of a “day-in-the-life” protocοl, where participants were invited to describe a typical weekday or weekend, including how and when they used digital devices. This provided context for understanding how time, work, care responsibilities, and other everyday factors shaped their relationship with digital content. The second stage involved showing participants a personalized set of visualizations based on their tracked digital activity, or survey answers. As outlined by Dubois and Ford (2015), data-trace interviews use behavioral data collected through digital tracking (such as websites visited, time spent online, or app usage) to stimulate reflection during an interview. With this, rather than relying solely on recall or self-reporting, participants are asked to interpret and comment on their own online behavior, using visualizations of their tracked activity as prompts. The third stage employed a think-aloud protocol in which participants navigated online news on their own device in real time, verbalising the considerations that influenced their engagement. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and anonymised; transcripts from Brazil were translated into English prior to analysis.
 
Analysis
Transcripts were imported into MAXQDA and analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019), drawing on grounded-theory principles (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Charmaz, 2006). Analysis began with close reading of the full dataset and open coding of participants' accounts of their news use, their responses to the browsing visualisations, and their descriptions of the factors shaping their engagement with news in platformed environments. Related codes were collated into candidate themes, which were iteratively reviewed and refined through several rounds of coding and team discussion. Constant comparison across cases and across the two national contexts was used to identify patterned ways in which participants described their attention to news and the conditions they associated with changes in that attention.

Results
Analysis of the in-depth interviews identified four recurring themes through which participants made sense of their attention experiences in platformed news environments: compulsive engagement and the felt loss of attention control, a perceived absence of deep processing or learning from news, desensitization to news content as a consequence of overexposure, and avoidance as a response to attention distress and emotional overwhelm. Taken together, these themes describe attention as difficult to direct, difficult to withdraw, and increasingly costly to sustain.

Compulsive engagement and the felt loss of attention control
One of the most striking themes across both countries was participants' description of their engagement with social media platforms as compulsive since attention continued to be captured even when participants actively wanted to redirect it. Many described opening a platform for one purpose and finding themselves unable to stop scrolling, with news content arriving as part of a broader stream they had not sought and could not easily exit. In this sense, news was often encountered within a broader attention economy experienced as difficult to regulate
Elaine (29, Brazil), for example, described this as a recurring experience of losing track of time against her own intentions:
"Sometimes I go on Instagram, and I go to see one thing someone sent, and I end up seeing fifty because I keep scrolling, and it gets interesting, and you disconnect from the world. You stay there thinking about those reels, those things, and you end up disconnecting from the world. And when you notice, an hour has gone by."
Henrique (21, Brazil) described the same inability to stop in starker terms, connecting it directly to the addictive properties of the device itself. When asked how he sets limits to his news use online, he answered: “Stopping is impossible for me. Because phones are super addictive. It's impossible for me to stop... So, I don't watch the news on TV. But then when I'm scrolling down on Kwai, I see news that I didn't watch on TV. So I can't avoid it. It always shows up.” His experience of news as something that "always shows up" rather than something actively sought captures a broader dynamic described by many participants in which attentive exposure to news in these environments is more of a structural condition than a choice. 
Carla (31, Brazil), for instance described this compulsive quality as something she was aware of and actively trying to counter, with limited success: "I've set a limit... I've been trying to limit myself to using my phone only in the afternoon. So it doesn't take over... I've even turned my phone off sometimes to force myself not to keep looking at it." Yet she also acknowledged the difficulty of sustaining those restrictions: "Some days I manage to stay away a bit more, and other days I end up looking. Even just out of not wanting to do anything else... the phone is right there in front of me, and it becomes this kind of compulsive thing." Similarly, Flávia (21, Brazil) described having deleted Facebook entirely after recognizing it as a site of attention capture she could not moderate: “I don’t use Facebook because I was too addicted… I deleted everything from my phone because it ends up taking up your time. Sometimes I go to check Instagram and suddenly two hours have passed scrolling the feed.”

Perceived absence of deep processing or learning from news	Comment by Constanza Gajardo: From this point on, the content is simply a copy/paste of quotes to show what we have.
Alongside experiences of compulsive exposure, participants frequently expressed the view that contemporary online news environments encourage superficial engagement rather than sustained attention or learning. Participants across both countries suggested that although news may be encountered more frequently online, this does not necessarily translate into deeper understanding.
“There’s so much available that I think a lot gets lost. It’s all very shallow... the information is shallow. People don’t go deep into it; they just look at it superficially. And in the end, they don’t actually know much. They just know headlines and titles. But in-depth? If you ask, they don’t really know anything. So much stuff grabs your attention that you end up not digging in, not going deeper. You start one thing… ‘ah, I get it’… then jump to something else. And on and on.” (Leandro, Brazil)

“People don’t really read… they just skim something and jump to conclusions. Reading, like really reading, is rare.” (Heloisa, Brazil)

“I’ve noticed it in my friends very much, because a lot of them will very mindlessly share a news article without reading it, without even diving into it, just looking at the headline. And if I’ve actually asked the question of, well, why did you share that? What did you find particularly interesting or what really caught your eye? They’ll just shrug their shoulders. They don’t even know why they’ve done it. They’ve just done it.” (Ryan, UK)

““I always get the feeling that people like to be the instant experts. So I think people like to have lots of information at their hands so that they can talk about it and gossip… it’s almost like a constant stream. When something happens they’ll tell me something completely irrelevant and I’m like, where did you even know that from? And they’re like, ‘oh, it’s on my newsfeed.’” (Simon, UK)

““it’s harder to find news that you actually sit down and read. Some news I do read on TikTok, because sometimes the video doesn’t explain everything, so there’s a little text there about the topic. Then I read it to understand what’s going on. But in many cases it’s hard... really reading the full written news article. What we get more often is someone giving a summary or talking about it completely.” (Nelson, Brazil)

Desensitization to news content as a consequence of overexposure
Participants also described how the constant availability of news can gradually dull emotional responses to it. The continuous flow of updates sometimes produced a sense of saturation in which news became repetitive, overwhelming, or emotionally exhausting.

“I think people are becoming less and less interested as there's more and more news. And especially, like I mentioned, about the Donald Trump stories, there's multiple stories about the same thing every day. Whereas I suppose when we were having proper newspapers, there would just be one story about something and you would read that and you would read through the paper and you maybe wouldn't get any further news until you watch the evening news or caught up with the newspaper the following day. But I think it's constantly available with constant updates, and I think people are starting to have enough of it, much like I did with notifications going off and things like that. I think it just becomes too much and you get desensitized.” (Emma, UK)

“It's just there's too much choice, you know, in that sense. And that's, that's also very, um, uh, and it's also a very strange thing to say because people people need choice. You know, we're not we're not we're not a communist country. We like to have choices. But sometimes there's the balance is just doesn't seem to be out of out of whack. You know, we're not we're not we're not sure where we are. Um, you know, it's it's much more complicated, um, living now than it ever used to be”. (Hao, UK)

“This is too much information and there's too much you can't fact check. People are seeing things and reading it as if it is 100% true and it's just not real. And I think that's just going to get more and more troublesome with AI and chatbots and things like that. It's going to be really hard to work out what the difference is.” (Louise, UK)

Avoidance as a response to disrupted attention and emotional overwhelm. 
For some participants, the cumulative effect of compulsive exposure, shallow engagement, and desensitization eventually led to deliberate attempts to limit or avoid news consumption altogether. Participants described actively regulating their attention in order to reduce emotional strain: “Sometimes you open the news and it’s just violence. It’s just tragedy. That’s why I stopped watching the news. There are just a few topics there and I’d rather not be involved in that stuff… you open one thing here, another there, and you end up seeing those things.” (Flavia, Brazil).
Simon (UK) described how the volume and negativity of news eventually led him to disengage from notifications altogether: “I found it became a little bit bombarding… the negativity of news can get me down sometimes. It’s just been someone else has been murdered, someone else has been murdered.” He later reflected more broadly on the consequences of constant information flows:
“I think the world’s gone too far where there’s too much going on… there’s too much being reported. It’s bombarding and overloaded with things that I don’t know where the importance should lie anymore.”
For some participants, experiences of saturation and repetition fed into broader reflections about the informational conditions of contemporary digital life describing it as both indispensable and mentally taxing. Reflecting on the constant availability of information online, she suggested that disengagement from the digital environment might even be beneficial, while simultaneously acknowledging how difficult such withdrawal would be:
“I love the internet, though. Like, I track my everything I do, and I see things that I would never see in real life. So I do love it. And it was Tim Berners-Lee was British, wasn't he? The guy who created the World Wide Web. So we should be proud of of what he achieved. But also, this is too much information and there's too much you can't, um, check you can't fact check things. And people are seeing things and reading it as if it is 100% true and it's just not real. And I think that's just going to get more and more troublesome with AI and chatbots and, and ChatGPT and stuff like that. It's going to be really hard to work out what the difference is. But unless we live, I guess, in a communist state where we have one thing and that's it, but then that's not that could be wrong.  If I had to live without the internet from tomorrow, I would do it. It would be an adjustment, and I would probably be better in my head. But the thought of not having access is probably a bit scary.” (Louise, UK)

Simon (UK), ) expressed a similarly dissapointed view of the contemporary digital information landscape, as he described feeling that the constant stream of updates had made it increasingly difficult to determine what truly mattered. As he reflected:
“It's such a it's such a sad state of affairs that we're all communicating with our heads down and not engaging eye to eye anymore.  So I wouldn't… I certainly wouldn't look into anything further than that. If anything, I would like to remove myself from what's happened, kind of go back to the caveman era.” (Simon, UK)

Discussion
--
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