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Abstract 

In the information age, messages conveyed through media are made as short as possible to effectively grasp the attention of the 
viewers. In this context, attention economy (a word coined by Nobel Laureate Herbert Simon) which has become one of the four major 
theories of Media Economics, becomes an important area of study. Attention Theory is a branch of Media Economics that studies the 
cause and effect of information overload in the form of content produced by news channels, media outlets, and other players in the media 
market who are seeking the attention of viewers or consumers of content and treats human attention as a scarce commodity and applies 
economic theory to solve various information management problems. This paper analyses the validity of the idea of Attention Economy 
with respect to social media and how it drives the growth of small businesses which rely on the internet. In addition, the paper also 
observed that there is a positive impact of growing internet usage on social media penetration indicating that it is the backbone of the 
attention economy. The paper adds to the existing literature by proposing ways to quantify the attention economy and also a novel way 
to understand the impact of social media dynamics on the overall economy.  
 
Keywords: Attention Economy, Economics, GDP, Social Media. 
 
1. Introduction  

The study of economics is about how a society uses its scarce resources and when the resource is ‘human attention’, it is, in a 
theoretical sense, known as ‘Attention Economy’. As the information available to the end consumer has been increasing (owing to the 
expansion of social media), human attention in the literal sense was seen to be decreasing sharply. The media industry and its 
counterparts are competing for attention and attempting to capitalize on this very resource. The key resource in the economy of 
cyberspace is not information, but attention. Information consumes our attention, making it a scarce resource and generates a trade-off 
between the former and productivity and time which otherwise could be spent on other activities.  The generation today has only so 
many hours that they feed on the infinity of information that the internet and applications have to offer. And hence, the world today is 
an attention economy where businesses (media platforms) succeed by getting people to spend the most time, allocating the attention to 
their services/ products. ‘Click baits’ on YouTube videos is one example. The dominant players, however, are the ones who are able to 
make consumers develop a habit of staying connected with the platforms. Social media platforms have evolved into data-driven media 
giants and have begun to capitalize now on the attention generated through their applications by designing ‘short’, ‘personalized’ and 
‘interactive’ content.  
 

It has been observed that by 2025, the number of social media users is projected to hit 4.4 billion indicating that social media 
penetration is increasing by the day across regions. Accordion to a 2022 report by Statista, internet users, on average, spend 144 minutes 
per day on social media and messaging apps, an increase of more than half an hour since 2015.   It is this increased usage of social media 
that acts as the engine which drives the attention economy. The effect pans out with the attention cycle between users and social media 
platforms being administered by advertisements which are further supported by Artificial Intelligence or Machine Learning algorithms 
where a large amount of data regarding user preferences are collected, classified, and sold to advertisers to generate maximum revenue 
in exchange for “user attention” which in simple terms refers to the time span of the users on the platform.  Such blatant use of user-
generated data has also led to concern regarding its privacy which was the sole reason many countries such as the US and the European 
Union had brought about Data Protection Laws to prevent misuse by large media organizations and social media giants such as Twitter, 
Facebook, and Snapchat.  
 

Therefore, in the economics of attention, it was observed that there was a cost to the attention generated in terms of loss of 
productivity and time and a hidden cost in terms of loss of data privacy through usage of the applications. The marginal benefits of 
attention focus can come in terms of knowing about new opportunities or new developments or new products (through advertisements) 
and this benefit would be distributed between the producers and consumers with the former gaining from reach of the market at a 
minimal cost and the latter, by being made to check the product out and therefore being exposed to a new market.  
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2.  Review of Literature 
With an effort to understand the academic discourse prevalent in the media economics discipline, majorly in the context of the 

attention economy and social media, a set of papers were reviewed and research gaps in these specific papers have been duly noted to 
fine-tune the research objectives of this study with relevant research questions.  
(Zulli, Diana, 2017) was first revied to understand how Instagram and related social media networks focused on the look and glance to 
gain users’ attention and build on it. It argued for a departure from the conventional prism through which ‘glance’ is viewed as a mere 
phenomenological orientation and to now be viewed as the center of the attention economy. The key finding was that attention drove 
the enterprise and added that attention generated in return for a view created social capital by way of reach amongst users and economic 
capital by bringing down costs of branding through the internet. It however falls short by not explaining how there is a competition to 
gain attention and the way attention market economy functions with the advancement of the internet.  
(Julien Cloarec, 2020) focussed on specifics of how the personalization-privacy paradox is critical in the attention economy. The author 
explained why the personalization–privacy paradox persists, addresses the consumer liking of personalization and the simultaneous 
trend of exploitation of consumers’ personal information by marketers to provide such personalization. This raises privacy concerns due 
to which consumers refuse to share their personal information as a result of which, personalization is not possible. The paper proposed 
an investigation of this cycle (called the personalization–privacy paradox) at a macro level from the perspective of the attention economy 
by considering three variables, namely personalization, privacy, and attention.  
(Vikram R.Bhargava, 2020) addressed the problem of social media addiction. Referring to internet addiction as a major public health 
concern and quoting evidence for the same, the paper highlights how the attention-economy business model of social media companies 
has led to serious health and moral problems. According to the paper, social media platforms are designed to be addictive for users 
which leads to harmful exploitation of users. The paper also discussed implications for the theory and practice of attention economy 
with regard to ethics and concluded that the attention economy model of social media platforms (specifically social media companies) 
incentivizes them to be addictive and exploit the users for their personal benefit.  
(Lazaroiu, George, 2019) opined that there has been limited research done on this topic and used data o study the emerging trends 
along with incorporating survey data collected from 3400 respondents. Key variables that were used in the study which are found to be 
helpful in studying attention are as follows: Daily hours spent with social media per adult, internet usage based on active internet user 
data, etc. The main takeaway from this paper is that the change in average minutes per day of media consumption, particularly that of 
the internet, has gone up by 116% and that of the mobile by a whopping 283% between 2011 and 2018.  When observed from an 
economics point of view, the variables considered and the observations are indicative of the demand side of the attention market. 
However, it falls short of explicit presentation or relation is drawn to tapping the socio-economic capital accumulated by applications 
through attention. 
(Banks, 2021) published an even more interesting paper on how cities acted as social media influencers. The author argued that cities 
too are subject to attention economy and through the state governments, American cities are induced to adopt the attention-grabbing 
tactics of social media influencers. The link to attention economy is that the author argues authenticity ( in terms of identity) and social 
media interaction to create desires for consumption of identity performance and draws a similarity in terms of how ‘authentic’ cities and 
social media influencers’ content are. In this context, it was also understood that through social media, using the attention space through 
“click baits” and other trends, cultural accumulation is being promoted and this, in turn, is helping smaller cities compete in terms of 
authenticity and promote their uniqueness. While the paper steers clear of explaining the exact economic framework behind how 
attention generates a market for competition amongst cities, it provides a preliminary study and helps create a new area of research 
where culture is added to the attention economy. 
 
3. Research Objectives 

1) To analyze the validity of the idea of Attention Economy in the growth of social media platforms. 
2) To analyze how the concept of Attention Economy is contributing to the increasing scope of the media industry in India.  

 
4. Methodology 

The paper is exploratory in nature and is seminal in the sense that economic aspects being used to explain media issues or 
aspects of media economics is still a work in progress as observed in the research gap. 
 

Social media usage and related variables’ trend analysis was undertaken using secondary data available in the public domain 
to understand the ongoing trends. The paper also attempted to generate a linear model using the Ordinary Least Squares method to 
understand the attention economy. OLS was chosen as the data that is available was limited in its frequency and was easier to study 
causal relationships. In addition, the paper also prescribes how one can model ‘attention’ vis-a-vis economics sense. 
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5. Sources of Data  
The paper has relied on secondary data sets which were available in the public domain such as published public reports and 

datasets like Open Government Data (Government of India’s data repository), Statista, Datareportal.in, StatCounter and other public 
sources. The sources have been duly acknowledged in the paper. 
 

It is to be noted however that there are certain limitations in terms of data as some of the datasets are not updated nor are 
specific datasets available. This paper seeks to also highlight the data issues as well as enabling capture of new data to be made possible 
in the future. 
 
6. Analysis and Interpretations 
6.1 Social media penetration  

The first part involves understanding the link between the attention economy and social media’s growth.  use social media 
variables as a proxy for social media growth as the distinction is being narrowed as the digital space expands daily. 

 
(Statista, 2022) shows the following picture vis-a-vis penetration of social media as a percentage of the population. The percentage has 
gone up almost 3 times from 19.1% in 2015 to 54.5 % in 2021 indicating that over the years, usage of social media has increased due to 
its availability, ease of access, and necessity apart from the generic necessity to stay updated and connected with people across the 
world. 

Figure 1: Social Media Penetration - As Percentage of Population 
Source: Statista (2022) 
 

What this growth also suggests is that the digital space which feeds on the internet has also grown in a big way. This indicates 
that the ‘attention’ space thrives on the usage of digital space and to prove this can consider the following numbers:  
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Figure 2: Broadband Subscribers per 10,000 - 2015-’19 
Source: Open Govt. Data (www.data.gov.in ) 

Figure 3: Internet Subscriptions as Percentage of Population 
Source: Open Govt. Data ( www.data.gov.in ) 
 

The two figures above show that the penetration of the internet has increased over the years. The impact of rising in internet 
access (a proxy for attention) on social media penetration can be studied through a simple linear model as follows: 
 

Share of Social Media Penetration (S)  =  α +  β. (Social Media )  +  γ. ( Int. Subs)  
 
6.2 The proposed model  

The equation is a preliminary equation which helps us estimate the extent to which internet subscription actually influences 
social media penetration (which further takes on as a proxy variable for social media). Assume that internet subscription is the basis for 
attention economy and therefore an increase in internet subscription shall be treated as an expansion in reach of attention economy. 
Upon generating a simple linear model using OLS method, the following result was obtained:  
 

SocialMedia =   −9.15 − 0.079 (Social Media )  +  1.034 (InternetSubscriptions) 
 

The model turned out to be significant with the F statistic being less than p-value of 0.05 and the R-square at 0.963 indicating 
a good fit (albeit the time period being short) of the model. What  obtain therefore is a proxy relation between attention and social media 
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expansion in the following manner: The Internet provides the base for the attention economy, as mentioned earlier and as the subscription 
for the internet or access to the internet grows, the scope for the attention-based economy through branding and generating more 
attention-grabbing opportunities for firms and applications would grow which in-turn generates a surge in social media penetration as 
more people join the b. It is precisely this process that is observed where a 1% increase in internet subscriptions as a percentage of the 
population results in 1.034 times increase in social media penetration (and re-establishes our initial hypothesis that social media 
penetration grows as internet subscription grows and as a final consequence, generates a boost for social media. 
 

Insofar as business models are concerned, ‘shorts or ‘brevity’ does fetch the media giants a lot of revenue. As per Datareportal, 
as of 2021, 90.9% of the total mobile phone users use their smartphones to access the internet and the share of traffic through mobile 
phones (as of Dec 2020) was at 76.6%. In addition to these facts, there are 6 million Instagram ‘reels’ (which are 15 seconds long) 
uploaded on a daily basis in India as per Facebook India. This indicates that it is through these short-length videos that much of the 
branding is taking place.  

 
Figure 4: Facebook Inc.’s Revenue 

 
Figure 5: Facebook users by country (2021) 

 
The advertising revenue which is the main source of revenue for applications like Instagram and Facebook naturally would see 

a rise in revenues upon the usage of ‘reels’ and Youtube ‘Shorts’, for promotions and this is more evident in a market like India whose 
contribution to Facebook’s revenue has gone up. It also has the maximum number of Facebook users worldwide indicating that the 
business models are undergoing a sea change from basic advertising on the platforms to using attention space and grabbing users’ 
attention through reels for various products.  
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Through Datareportal and ``We Are Social’s publications” (using GlobalbIndex data), it is clear that the way to generate 
revenue is to keep it ‘short’. This comes from the fact that in India, those between the ages 16-64 end up consuming the internet in the 
following means on a monthly basis:   

● 96.7 % watch Youtube Videos and while 60.7% watch vlogs (which are basically video logs where the publisher showcases his 
entire day/routine). 

● Total active social media users are 448 million (as of 2021) and 99.5 % of them access social media through phones which 
implies the only way to generate new ads is to remember the rule of brevity and grab the attention span by targeted content which 
is short, direct and appealing. 

● While Facebook’s largest user base in India, India’s social media application patterns suggest that it is Youtube that is the most-
used/watched platform (85.8% prefer it) and the next position is taken up by Facebook (75.7 %) followed by WhatsApp (74.6 
%), Instagram (70.6%) and Twitter (50.6%). This shows the attention market’s potential to generate new streams of revenue by 
short adverts is huge and is being tapped as the market grows. 

 
6.3 Validity of the model and additional linkages 

The final section deals with the attention economy's linkage with the overall economy. The popularity and acceptance of User 
Generated Content (UGC) have given way to numerous social media companies, motivated content creators who grow as entrepreneurs 
in various fields. This increased the scope of social media platforms for revenue generation and further added to the prospects of growth 
of the media industry and its contribution to the overall economy. 
 

The media & entertainment industry is undergoing continuous changes due to the pandemic, technological advancement, 
consumption patterns of the population, and the evolving generational behaviors. will continue to evolve the social media and 
entertainment industry, leveraging the power of the attention economy, is riding a wave of tremendous opportunity in unprecedented 
times of trouble. In the digital world, the streaming video industry is evolving beyond subscriber counts to find profitability amid the 
global competition while social media is leading companies to leverage the popularity and power of the creator economy to boost overall 
awareness and revenues with strategic partnerships.   
 

The media economy which is fueled by attention, branding, rising consumer demand, and significant advertising revenues, is 
a sunrise sector for the Indian economy. This is evident in the FICCI-EY report of 2021 which highlights that the advertising to GDP 
ratio is expected to reach 0.4% by 2025 from 0.38% in 2019. Another interesting stance in the FICCI- EY report is the projection of the 
Indian media and entertainment (M&E) sector to grow to Rs. 2.23 trillion (~US$ 30.6 billion) by 2023 and it is attributed to the 
accelerating digital adoption among users across geographies. On the other hand, the Indian Brand Equity Foundation (IBEF) report had 
observed that the digital ad revenue has increased from 16% in 2019 to 23% in 2020. The growth of the digital sector, specifically, can 
be attributed to the widespread usage of platforms such as YouTube. It was expected to drive the paid OTT music sector to reach ~5 
million end-users by 2023, generating revenue of approximately Rs. 2 billion (US$ 27 million). Instagram too has been playing a similar 
role of driving entertainment content across media with the “reels” and “memes” trends, for which occasionally promotions of products, 
events, and places are done at a large scale. 
 

In the above context, what was evident is the attention economy-driven media industry can further fuel growth in the economy 
by generating self-driven content creators and enhancing their self-employment prospects. In addition, this would result in a creator-
based economy by creating another source of income other than their normal streams of income. To model it or quantify it would be a 
challenge and in this context, the authors have decided to pitch in/ suggest a possible means of study in the future. 
 

Any model to study the attention economy requires stronger proxy variables than just social media penetration and internet 
subscriptions. So, a more relevant metric would be attention economy as a weighted aggregate of social media platforms’ users using 
the share of the platforms as a percentage of total usage. 
 
Size of Attention Economy =∑((Market Share of Player) ∗ (No. Of Subscriptions Annually) + 
(Weight in Usage) ∗ (Annual Revenues of Players)) 
(Wherein i = application/platform) 
 

Flowing from the above equation is exploring the linkage between economic growth (overall) and attention which can be 
presented and studied in the form of a linear model with the following variables being considered: 
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GDPt = f (Internet Subscriptions as % of the population, Value of Social Media Market over time, % of social media in terms of the 
total media market, advertisement revenue of social media/streaming platforms (as a proxy for attention economy), No. of Regulations 
concerning media(-ve), No. of Employed in Media Industry) 
 

The above is a representation based on which future studies can be done in a direction where GDP over time is expressed as a 
function of the total number of people employed in the media industry, internet subscriptions as a percentage of the population, and 
other variables as outlined above. Thus, in the manner presented above, an attempt to draw a relation between attention economy and 
economy in the overall terms. 
 
7. Conclusion  

With the media market becoming more and more attention-oriented and with the rise of digital platforms for content, several 
major changes have been observed in the way content is presented in these spaces.  The paper first explores the various aspects of the 
attention economy and how there are distinctions drawn regarding attention and goes on to study the existing literature on the issue. 
Some use ‘glance’ and ‘gaze’ as keys to the attention economy where the market is centered around consumer’s attention, to sell products 
and services, and capitalizing on it presents new revenue streams as the social media penetration goes up on account of increasing 
internet usage which forms the bedrock of the whole economy.  
 

The paper adds to the existing literature by presenting a basic econometric model, as an effort towards explaining the exact 
economic framework behind how attention generates a market for competition in the present-day media context. The paper also proposes 
a framework for a model to understand how attention (specifically through social media) drives new business models and contributes to 
the expanding economy of the country. The paper thus attempts to expand the cross-sectoral linkage between economics and media by 
factoring in how attention drives both and presents a new approach to applied economics.  
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