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Abstract

Background and Obijective: In the attention economy era,
employees' attention has become the scarcest organizational capital,
and digital fatigue resulting from excessive use of technology
threatens their cognitive health and productivity. This study aims to
design a human resource management model in the attention economy
era, focusing on strategies to sustain focus and reduce digital fatigue.
Methodology: This is an applied qualitative study using grounded
theory methodology. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 20 experts selected through purposive sampling.
Findings: The findings revealed a comprehensive model including
causal conditions (technological pressure, always-on culture, poor
process design, and lack of digital literacy), contextual conditions
(centralized structure, cultural norms, and rigid regulations), and
intervening  conditions  (managerial  support,  technological
infrastructure, and reward system). The core phenomenon, “attention
erosion and digital mental fatigue,” manifested through six
components, and multi-level strategies were proposed including
macro-level (protective policies, job redesign), meso-level (aware
leadership development, communication re-engineering), and micro-
level (individual empowerment, focused environment design).
Consequences emerged at individual level (burnout, work-life
conflict), organizational level (elite exit, operational dependency),
and institutional level (social capital erosion, injustice normalization).
Conclusion: The proposed model demonstrates that effective
employee attention management requires transformation in
governance policies, cognitive load-based job redesign, and
development of attention-conscious leadership.
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Background and Objective: In the digital transformation era, organizations face a fundamental

paradox: while information technologies have enhanced productivity and connectivity, the
overwhelming volume of digital stimuli has transformed human attention into the scarcest
organizational capital. The "attention economy" has emerged as a framework in which attracting
and maintaining employee attention has become the primary organizational challenge.
Consequently, digital fatigue—resulting from excessive and continuous technology use—
threatens employees' mental health, cognitive focus, and work performance. Despite growing
research on technostress and digital fatigue, most existing studies have focused on identifying
causes and consequences rather than providing an integrated, actionable framework for human
resource management. Moreover, limited attention has been paid to the unique cultural, structural,
and technological characteristics of Iranian organizations, including high power distance,
centralized administrative systems, relationship-oriented culture, and technology restrictions due
to international sanctions. This study aims to design a comprehensive and indigenous human
resource management model for the attention economy era, focusing on strategies to sustain
employee focus and reduce digital fatigue.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed grounded theory methodology. The interpretivist

philosophy recognized that digital fatigue is subjectively constructed through employees'
experiences within their digital work environments. The target population consisted of experts in
human resource management and information technology with at least five years of relevant
experience. Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling, continuing
until theoretical saturation was achieved. The final sample comprised 20 experts: 8 university
professors, 7 HR managers, and 5 IT specialists (14 males, 6 females; average age 41 years;
average work experience 11 years). Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth
interviews lasting 45-65 minutes each, covering experiences with digital fatigue, causal factors,
management strategies, and policy recommendations. Field notes and organizational documents
were used for triangulation. Data analysis followed three-stage coding (open, axial, and selective)
using qualitative analysis software. Rigor was ensured through credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability criteria.

Findings: The analysis revealed a comprehensive model organized around six main categories.

Causal conditions included: technological pressure and constant connectivity (e.g., 24-hour
message bombardment), always-on culture (e.g., valuing online presence over output), poor
process design (e.g., endless unnecessary meetings, ambiguous goals and expectations), pressure
for multitasking, and lack of digital literacy (e.g., no attention management training). These
operated within a contextual environment comprising: centralized and hierarchical structure (tall
decision-making walls), risk-averse and conservative culture (organizational pact of silence),
socio-cultural norms (physical presence over remote work), rigid national regulations and legal
framework (inflexible labor laws, sanctions-induced technological deprivation), macro political-
economic conditions, and workplace-geographical characteristics (long working hours, traffic).
The core phenomenon—"attention erosion and digital mental fatigue"—manifested through six
components: gradual and invisible expansion of job boundaries with loss of autonomy,
institutionalization of job creep and internalization of compulsion, gradual and hidden job creep
process, qualitative and responsibility creep, cognitive distress and mental fatigue, and digital
anxiety with work-life imbalance and emotional exhaustion. Multi-level strategies were identified:
macro-level (protective attention policies, cognitive load-based job redesign), meso-level
(attention-conscious leadership development, communication and work process re-engineering),
and micro-level (individual attention management empowerment, focused work environment
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design). Implementation of these strategies was influenced by six intervening conditions:
managerial support and commitment, technological infrastructure, team social capital, managerial-
political stability, individual boundary-setting skills, and transparent reward and compensation
system. Consequences emerged at three levels: individual-level (emotional burnout and reduced
job commitment, work-life conflict and professional regret), organizational-level (elite exit and
organizational silence, operational dependency and bottleneck creation), and institutional-level
(social capital and institutional legitimacy erosion, spread of dysfunctional patterns and
normalization of injustice). Feedback loops indicated that negative consequences reinforced the
vicious cycle of digital fatigue.

Conclusion: This study successfully designed a comprehensive human resource management

model for the attention economy era. Digital fatigue in Iranian organizations is primarily acute,
context-dependent, and manifests through cognitive, physical, and emotional components. Unlike
early studies equating digital fatigue with burnout, this research reveals fundamental differences:
digital fatigue is reversible upon short-term technology disengagement, whereas burnout is
chronic. The causal chain is: high cognitive load — digital fatigue (acute) — if sustained —
burnout (chronic). The model contributes to literature by introducing indigenous concepts such as
"long arm of regulations," "organizational pact of silence," and "captivity in place and time," and
by discovering a broader spectrum of coping strategies including macro-level legal and structural
interventions. Practical implications include developing "right-to-disconnect" charters,
redesigning jobs based on cognitive load, creating focus sanctuaries, shifting performance
evaluation from online presence to output quality, and providing digital attention literacy training.
Policy recommendations include increasing labor law flexibility to accommodate remote work and
supporting domestic technological infrastructure. Despite contextual limitations, this study
provides a robust indigenous model of digital fatigue, offering a practical roadmap for
organizations to enhance productivity while improving employees' quality of life.

Keywords: Attention Economy, , Employee Focus, Digital Fatigue, Human Resource Management
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