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Think about how much time you spend engaging virtually: nine to twelve hours in class, office 
hours, meetings with remote classmates, checking in with family and friends. That is a lot of life 
compressed into bits and bytes, sent over vast physical distances, and spit out as pixels and 
digital tones. Surprisingly, our brains are able to assemble these signals into a vivid 
representation of another living being which provides an unparalleled opportunity for global 
connection and collaboration. Organizations are taking advantage of this technology; remote 
work is on the rise and shows no signs of slowing down (Gallup, 2017). However, many people 
are unprepared for this kind of work because they don’t know how our brains process digital 
environments and are unclear about the behaviors that set them up for success. At Minerva, 
you have an opportunity to get a significant leg up in a workforce that is increasingly digital and 
remote; however, it is a wasted opportunity if you do not consciously make an effort to build 
strong digital habits.  
 
People need to make an effort to shape their behavior because digitally mediated 
communication is not natural for our brains. In the past 150,000 years, our environments have 
vastly changed, but our brains have not because we’ve put systems in place that help us avoid 
the pressures of natural selection. We have no business being able to read, drive, or use 
snapchat because written language, cars, and apps did not exist in our evolutionary past. 
However, with a little practice, we can get by just fine because evolution equipped us with 
cognitive capacities that are wildly flexible. Recent work has demonstrated that the brain seems 
to engage in cortical recycling, using combinations of evolutionarily old circuits to process 
newer, more abstract stimuli (for a review, see Dehaene, 2005). This system allows us to learn 
new things, but it takes effort and repetition for those things to feel natural. 
 
In the past, if we had a conversation or tried to collaborate, we were necessarily in the same 
physical space. Today, video conferencing allows us to bring many physical spaces together 
into one digital space and treat it as a compelling, shared reality for the extent of our time 
together. This is a remarkable feat of cognitive magic that casts a spell on our subjective 
experience, allowing our minds to suspend disbelief and buy into a shared digital reality. It 
works beautifully when everyone plays along. You see faces, hear voices, follow storylines and, 
on some level, your brain believes we are all sitting around a table because it is just making 
sense of the social inputs the best way it knows how (Looser, et al., 2012). However, the 
second you start doing other things, or your video is jumpy because of a bad wifi connection, or 
you start talking to someone off screen, the spell breaks. Our attention is hijacked toward the 
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weirdness of the disparate physical spaces. Distraction reveals the cracks in the digital facade 
and our shared reality dissolves. 
 
The magic spell is created, and can be broken, by where our attentional system guides our 
focus. Focus on why you disagree with what a classmate is saying or on a question the 
professor is asking, spell stays intact. Focus on your email or get distracted by your classmates' 
video stream while they wander around a coffee shop, spell breaks. This is because attention is 
a complex cognitive process that gives rise to your conscious experience (for a review, see 
Knudsen, 2007 and Carrasco, 2011). Our sensory neurons are bombarded by what William 
James called a “blooming, buzzing confusion” (p. 462, 1890). Attention makes sense of that 
confusion by filtering out the noise and sewing together a cohesive stream of consciousness. 
Importantly, attention comes in two forms: sustained or endogenous attention and transient or 
exogenous attention. Endogenous attention is effortful and selectively applied to chosen stimuli, 
like when you are thinking about a poll question or trying to follow a professor’s train of thought. 
Exogenous attention is reflexive and beyond our conscious control, like when your attention is 
captured by a flash of light or a loud noise; its job is to alert you to important things that may 
need your sustained attention. 
 
The interplay of endogenous and exogenous attention brilliantly balances the need for 
goal-directed behavior with the need to detect sudden and potentially dangerous stimuli. 
However, there is a wrench in the system: it evolved in a time when there were far fewer 
distractions. When something did break through our current focus and grab our attention, it was 
typically of the utmost importance. Think of a predator jumping out at you or a tree falling from 
overhead — these would be important to attend to RIGHT NOW. Exogenous attention is 
incredibly sensitive because its job was to help us survive in an unstable world. Notice the 
predator first and get a running start, someone else is lunch while you live to pass on your 
fancy, exogenous attention genes. Now fast forward hundreds of thousands of years to a 
relatively safe world swamped with popup notifications, bouncing icons, and counter badges 
telling us about all the great posts we are missing; our systems are on overdrive. Today, most 
things won’t kill us so things that need attention can wait 90 minutes, but our exogenous 
attention doesn’t know that; icon jumps, attention grabbed. The system is simply trying to keep 
us alive, but we have designed technology that maliciously overworks it.  
 
You might be thinking it would be better if we were not so distractible, if our exogenous attention 
just toned it down, took a beach vacation, had a drink. A quick walk through a busy street will 
demonstrate that this would be a terrible idea. There are still many things that rightly distract us, 
and our exogenous system does what it was designed to do, it keeps us out of harm’s way. 
Rather than trying to change our threshold for distraction, we have to exercise self-control to 
avoid unnecessary distractions. Thankfully, research shows that people who are good at 
self-control aren’t weirdos who do not want to do fun but maladaptive things or superheroes who 
resist temptation exceptionally well — they are just good at structuring their lives to avoid 
temptation in the first place (Galla & Duckworth, 2015). Instead of changing our attentional 
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systems, we need to change our environments to play nice with our brains. To that end, here 
are some ways to limit distractions that stop us from creating an immersive, shared reality when 
we are all on Forum together. There are probably other good tips and tricks, try some out and 
find what works for you! 
 
Set yourself up for success. Find a quiet physical space and reduce the noise in your digital 
space: close other windows and tabs, turn off notifications, quit messaging apps. Keep your 
phone out of sight. Close your email or try inbox pausing (http://inboxpause.com/). Hide or 
shrink your menus/docks — the icons act as little attention hijackers, especially when they 
bounce. Try full screening it; even the edge of a mostly covered window can be distracting. If it 
is hard not to multitask, try it for one class a day or even just one activity and increase your 
focus over time. Always remember that paying attention signals respect. 
 
Equally important, avoid distracting others. When your video is on, do not lie in bed, do not sit in 
the dark, do not be backlit, do not move around, do not talk to others off screen, do not sit in 
loud places with lots of things happening in the background of your video. Do not message 
classmates or the professor about things that can wait, do not interrupt someone when they are 
trying to focus. Ask your friends and colleagues to call you out on distracting things that you 
might have missed so you can weed them from your behavior. Hold each other accountable. 
The magic spell only works when everyone contributes. Your job is to create a digital presence 
in which the most noticeable things are your thoughtful nods and brilliant contributions. 
 
As technology mediates more and more of our professional relationships, the ability to 
collaborate in digital environments will increasingly be a competitive advantage. Understanding 
how the brain attends to things and creates your conscious experience allows you to establish 
behaviors that will enable focus and connection despite not being in the same physical space. If 
we can keep distractions to a minimum, our brains can perform an amazing magic trick, weaving 
digital components together into a compelling shared reality. However, if we are not careful, we 
max out our attentional system and the spell breaks. Minerva is a chance for you spend four 
years training like Olympic athletes for an increasingly digital world; don’t waste it.  
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