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Abstract
The attention economy has operated for three decades without a physics. Platforms,
advertisers, and content creators compete for human focus using methods that treat
attention as elastic, infinitely expandable, and free of conservation constraints. The result
has been a regime of escalating extraction: infinite scroll, compulsive notification streams,
algorithmic over-stimulation, and the systematic erosion of cognitive resilience across
populations. These are not design choices. They are symptoms of a missing framework.

This paper presents the Attention Resource Law, a set of four conservation principles that
govern the capture, allocation, and conversion of human attention in digital economies.
The laws establish that attention is a conserved and finite resource, that captured
attention carries inherent economic value, that the rate of lawful capture is bounded by
neurocognitive constraints, and that all capture must remain within a safety corridor to
prevent systemic harm. Together, these principles provide the foundation for a scientific-
legal treatment of attention equivalent in structure to the laws of thermodynamics.

As the industry matures during the AI era, and realizes that AI is a framing not truly
appropriate for this second industrial revolution, the need for invariant economic laws
becomes urgent. The mechanisms of attention capture are evolving faster than the
institutions designed to govern them. Generative systems, immersive interfaces, and
agentic architectures are amplifying the scale and speed of capture beyond anything
previous regulatory frameworks anticipated. Without conservation laws grounded in
human physiology and economic structure, these systems will continue to extract value
from a resource they neither measure nor respect.

This paper presents the theoretical framework only. The full implementation architecture,
optimization methods, governing formulas, protocol specifications, and commercial appli-
cations are held under the Auburn Patent Family and are available exclusively through
licensing. What follows is the physics. The engineering is reserved.
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The Four Laws

Preamble
Throughout history, societies have periodically discovered resources that were always
present but never formalized into law. Fire, once only an elemental force, became regu-
lated when it was bound into hearths, furnaces, and engines. Currency, once an informal
medium of exchange, became lawful when states imposed minting, measurement, and
standardization. Electricity, first observed as a curiosity, was transformed into infrastruc-
ture when its invariants were understood and codified. Each of these transitions required
a shift from cultural intuition into scientific formalism, followed by institutionalization
into durable legal structures.

Attention belongs to this lineage. It is not incidental or peripheral; it is a conserved and
measurable human resource. Every cognitive agent carries a daily reservoir of directed
focus, bounded by biological rhythms, metabolic energy, and neural repair cycles. Unlike
commodities that can be mined or manufactured, attention is constrained by human
physiology. It is a flow that can be redirected but never expanded beyond the natural
limits of time and endurance. Once this property is recognized, attention is revealed not
as a cultural construct but as a primary category of law.

The modern digital era has proven this truth empirically. Platforms that capture attention,
whether through communication, media, or sensory immersion, accumulate vast economic
and political weight. Their dominance has not arisen by accident but through systematic
exploitation of a conserved resource. The failure until now has been conceptual: treating
these phenomena as trends or technologies, rather than acknowledging that what has been
discovered is a permanent and universal law of human systems.

As the industry matures during the AI era, and realizes that AI is a framing not truly
appropriate for this second industrial revolution, the urgency of this recognition intensifies.
Generative systems, agentic interfaces, and immersive architectures are amplifying the
scale and velocity of attention capture beyond anything previous frameworks anticipated.
Without conservation laws grounded in physiology and economic structure, these systems
will continue to extract value from a resource they neither measure nor respect. The
window for establishing lawful foundations is not indefinite.

The purpose of the Attention Resource Law is to establish this codification formally. Like
the conservation of energy or the logic of information, it asserts invariants that govern
all possible domains in which human focus can be captured, allocated, or monetized. By
doing so, it provides the foundation for lawful engagement with the attention economy.
It transforms what was previously a series of industrial practices into a scientific-legal
framework, enforceable across contexts and eras. The Attention Resource Law does not
invent attention; it recognizes and regulates a resource that has always been present but
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never given lawful form.

This preamble establishes the context for the four primary components: conservation,
economic anchoring, saturation velocity, and the lawful attention corridor. Each will be
stated as a law with direct implications, ensuring that the treatment of attention as a
resource is not left to speculation, but is grounded in the same precision that underlies
the great laws of physics and information.

ARL–1: Conservation of Attention (Invariant Law)
The first principle of the Attention Resource Law is conservation. For every cognitive
agent, the daily reservoir of focus is finite and cannot be exceeded without distortion.
Just as energy cannot be created or destroyed, attention cannot be multiplied beyond the
biological limits that govern human life. It can only be redirected, allocated differently
across domains, or left fallow in periods of rest. This principle establishes attention as a
conserved quantity, subject to lawful measurement and regulation.

Formally, the law can be expressed as:

n∑
i=1

Ai(t) = Atotal(t),
dAtotal

dt
= 0 (1)

Here, Ai(t) represents the attention directed toward domain i at time t, while Atotal(t)
represents the bounded reservoir of attention available to the agent at that moment. The
equation asserts that the sum of allocations across all domains cannot exceed the total
reservoir, and that this reservoir itself remains fixed within the natural cycles of human
physiology. It can fluctuate slightly across days or lifespans, but it does not expand
without limit.

The implications of this law are direct. If attention is allocated to one activity, it is
withdrawn from others. To increase capture in a given domain requires reducing allocation
elsewhere. Attempts to deny this conservation principle result in distortion: overload,
distraction, or collapse of focus. Just as ignoring the conservation of mass leads to errors in
physical systems, ignoring the conservation of attention leads to failure in human systems.

The law of conservation anchors all further principles. Without recognition of finitude,
economic systems treat attention as infinite, encouraging designs that assume boundless
capture is possible. This leads to exploitative practices such as infinite scroll, excessive
notification streams, or compulsive interface design. Under the conservation law, such
practices are revealed as violations: they attempt to extract what cannot exist. True
lawful systems must respect the conservation principle, designing for allocation within the
fixed daily reservoir rather than breaching it.

The historical significance of this law parallels the first law of thermodynamics. Just as
industrial society required a recognition that energy could not be produced from nothing,
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the present era requires recognition that attention cannot be manufactured beyond the
human reservoir. This reframing provides clarity, moving the discourse from cultural
complaint to lawful structure. Conservation establishes the base upon which the rest of
the Attention Resource Law must stand.

ARL–2: Economic Anchoring (Budget / Capacity Law)
The second principle establishes the economic anchoring of attention. Conservation reveals
that attention is finite; economic anchoring demonstrates that every unit of attention
directed and stabilized carries inherent value. This value does not depend on culture or
medium but emerges from the fundamental fact that attention, once captured, enables
work, exchange, and transformation in any system that relies on human participation.

The principle affirms that captured attention has nonzero economic value, determined by
a context-dependent conversion efficiency. In education, this may represent the degree of
learning achieved per unit of attention; in commerce, the probability of transaction or brand
retention; in health, the therapeutic effect sustained by focused participation. Regardless
of domain, the principle affirms that the captured attention is never economically inert.

This law corrects a common misconception: that only monetized platforms create value
from attention. In reality, attention always generates value, whether or not markets
recognize it. A child focusing on language acquisition, a community engaged in dialogue,
or a patient dedicating attention to rehabilitation—each of these represents value creation
through lawful capture. When markets fail to account for such value, the result is
distortion: systems appear under-resourced not because the value does not exist, but
because the mechanisms to register and compensate it are incomplete.

The implication of this anchoring law is structural. Once conservation is accepted,
the economic weight of attention becomes unavoidable. To treat attention as infinite
is to misprice it at zero; to recognize finitude but deny value is to allow exploitation
without lawful exchange. Anchoring forces the recognition that attention must be valued
proportionally, and that capture without compensation is extraction.

Historically, this mirrors the discovery of labor as a measurable factor of production. For
centuries, the contributions of human effort were overlooked or undercompensated, until
codified in economic law. Attention is the next such factor: invisible until recognized, but
once anchored, impossible to deny. It binds human focus to economic value with the same
inevitability that tied labor to capital and energy to industry. Anchoring thus extends
conservation into the realm of exchange, ensuring that attention is not only conserved but
lawfully priced within every system that seeks to harness it.
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ARL–3: Saturation Velocity (Kinetics / Rate Law)
The third principle defines the kinetics of capture. If conservation establishes that the
total reservoir of attention is finite, and economic anchoring establishes that each unit
has value, saturation velocity defines the lawful rate at which attention can be redirected
or absorbed without collapse. It recognizes that human cognition adapts at a bounded
speed, and that exceeding this speed results in distortion, fatigue, or rejection.

The principle asserts that for any cognitive agent, there exists a maximum lawful capture
velocity—a ceiling determined by neurocognitive constraints, including working memory
limits, metabolic costs of neural activity, and the rhythms of adaptation and consolidation.
Beyond this threshold, attention capture becomes unstable: information may be presented
but cannot be meaningfully processed, absorbed, or retained.

The implications are direct. Systems that attempt to accelerate capture beyond the
lawful rate do not succeed in holding more attention; instead, they degrade the quality
of the attention they do capture. The result is cognitive overload, where users are
bombarded with inputs that exceed processing capacity, leading to distraction, anxiety, or
disengagement. Such systems may appear effective in the short term, as they generate
high-frequency interactions, but they erode focus and stability over time. The lawful
ceiling reveals why sustainable engagement requires pacing, structure, and rhythm rather
than relentless acceleration.

This principle is violated most clearly in designs such as infinite scroll, compulsive
notification systems, and algorithmic over-stimulation. These attempt to breach the
kinetic ceiling by forcing attention cycles to turn faster than cognition allows. The
immediate effect may be addictive engagement, but the long-term effect is collapse:
burnout, withdrawal, or rejection of the platform. By contrast, lawful systems design
within the kinetic threshold, structuring interactions in a way that respects the rate of
human absorption. This enables attention to accumulate value rather than fragment.

Historically, this mirrors the development of transport and communication systems. Speed
limits are not arbitrary restrictions but recognitions of material and human constraints.
A vehicle that exceeds structural tolerances will break apart; a network that transmits
faster than its nodes can decode will fail. Similarly, an attention economy that exceeds the
lawful rate collapses under its own acceleration. Saturation velocity therefore completes
the kinetic dimension of the framework, ensuring that conservation and anchoring are not
undermined by unlawful speed of capture.
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ARL–4: The Lawful Attention Corridor (Safety / Stop
Law)
The fourth principle defines the boundary within which attention can be lawfully captured
and converted without harm. If conservation establishes finitude, anchoring assigns value,
and saturation velocity sets the rate of lawful capture, the attention corridor sets the
safety limits. It identifies the bounded zone where attention generates value without
trespassing into exploitation or collapse.

The principle asserts two conditions. First, that for any cognitive agent, there exists
a maximum safe fraction of the daily reservoir that may be held by any given system
without producing systemic harm. Second, that a risk index—encompassing markers such
as cognitive burnout, addiction, erosion of autonomy, or broader social distortion—must
not increase over time under lawful operation. Systems that comply with the corridor
produce durable value; systems that breach it produce escalating harm.

The implication is that attention can only be treated as a lawful resource when bounded
within this corridor. Capture below the corridor underutilizes potential, allowing value
to dissipate. Capture above the corridor overloads the human agent, violating both
safety and proportionality. The lawful zone lies between these extremes: a corridor in
which attention is converted into durable value without incurring escalating harm. This
law transforms what is often treated as a design choice into a formal limit, with clear
boundaries between lawful and unlawful use.

Systems that violate the corridor manifest predictable patterns. When capture exceeds
safe limits, individuals experience distortion: narrowing of focus, compulsive use, loss of
autonomy, or breakdown of cognitive resilience. At the societal level, this breach amplifies
into polarization, degraded discourse, and diminished collective capacity. By contrast,
systems that remain within the corridor enable positive reinforcement: attention invested
leads to learning, productivity, or meaningful exchange, without exhausting the reservoir
or raising risk.

Historically, the attention corridor mirrors the concept of safe operating limits in engi-
neering and biology. Structures are designed to tolerate loads within corridors of stress
and strain; ecosystems are managed within corridors of temperature, nutrient cycles, and
biodiversity. When limits are breached, collapse follows. The same applies to attention: its
lawful use requires corridor discipline, respecting the boundaries that separate sustainable
value from destructive overreach.

With this principle, the four pillars stand complete: attention is conserved, economically
anchored, kinetically bounded, and lawfully constrained by a safety corridor. Together,
these laws provide the scientific-legal foundation for treating attention not as an incidental
phenomenon but as a primary resource governed by invariant structure.
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Implications of the Four Laws
The four laws are not independent prescriptions but a coupled system. Conservation
without anchoring allows mispricing. Anchoring without velocity limits allows exploitation
at speed. Velocity limits without a safety corridor allow chronic harm within nominally
legal rates. Only when all four operate together does a lawful attention economy become
possible.

The theory implies that any system designed to capture human attention at scale must
eventually contend with these constraints, whether or not it recognizes them explicitly.
Platforms that violate conservation will face declining marginal returns as user reservoirs
deplete. Systems that ignore anchoring will misprice their own inventory, leading to
advertiser dissatisfaction and creator attrition. Architectures that breach velocity limits
will produce burnout and churn. And any system that operates outside the safety corridor
will generate regulatory, reputational, and social backlash proportional to the breach.

One further implication deserves attention. The theory suggests that lawful attention
economies may require individual-level accounting of attentional state—a per-person
representation of capacity, allocation history, and proximity to corridor limits. Such
accounting would transform the relationship between users and platforms from passive
exposure to governed participation. The methods by which such accounting might be
implemented are beyond the scope of this paper and are held under the Auburn Patent
Family.

The laws themselves are universal. They apply to any platform, any medium, any
modality of attention capture. They do not prescribe specific implementations but define
the invariant boundaries within which all implementations must operate. In this sense,
they function exactly as thermodynamic laws function for energy systems: as constraints
that are always present, always binding, and indifferent to the intentions of those who
encounter them.
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Attention Economies in Context

Overview
The attention economy functions as a resource system defined by scarcity, allocation, and
measurable conversion. What distinguishes it from earlier economic regimes is that the
resource in question cannot be expanded through industrial or computational scale. Human
attention is bounded by physiological cycles and cognitive load. The Attention Resource
Law codifies this through conservation, anchoring, saturation velocity, and corridor limits
as the invariant boundaries of capture. Within these boundaries, platforms, advertisers,
and creators compete for allocation, while regulators and institutions increasingly confront
the externalities of systems that breach lawful limits.

The purpose of this section is to integrate scientific, historical, and economic perspectives
into a unified map of attention capture. It traces the trajectory from early digital networks,
which were oriented toward self-expression and static profiles, through the algorithmic
feed era, and into the immersive architectures of the present. At each stage, platforms
refined the ability to lower decision costs, increase signal density, and harness feedback
from behavioral traces. The result was exponential growth in engagement, but also the
steady erosion of cognitive resilience and collective coherence as systems optimized for
engagement minutes rather than lawful outcomes.

The framework serves two functions. First, it clarifies why current attention systems are
approaching unsustainable limits, as evidenced by burnout, churn, and regulatory backlash.
Second, it charts the lawful path forward: systems that measure attention in standardized
quanta, assess session quality through satisfaction and recall, and price markets in terms
of outcomes per unit attention rather than raw impressions or watch-time. The transition
from extraction to stewardship is not optional. It is dictated by the physics.

Historical Evolution of Attention Capture
The historical development of attention capture can be divided into successive phases, each
defined by a distinct architecture of engagement and each building upon the same deep
psychological invariants. While the tactics shifted from static profiles to algorithmically
generated streams, the underlying drivers of attention—status, reciprocity, belonging,
novelty, narrative, and utility—remained constant. What changed was the efficiency with
which platforms could exploit those drivers at scale.

The first phase, extending from the late 1990s to the mid-2000s, was characterized by
connection-oriented platforms. These systems functioned primarily as digital mirrors
of offline relationships. Engagement was session-based and intentional: users logged
in to update profiles, customize layouts, or communicate with friends. Attention was
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captured through self-representation and visible status hierarchies. The design remained
user-directed, with limited algorithmic mediation.

The second phase began with the introduction of the centralized news feed, most notably
in 2006. This represented a structural shift from profile-based browsing to continuous,
algorithmically sorted streams. The feed became the unit of engagement, and platforms
increasingly optimized ranking, visibility, and notifications to sustain scrolling behavior. In
this phase, attention moved from discrete visits to ambient streams, and the groundwork
was laid for continuous capture.

The third phase unfolded during the early 2010s as mobile adoption converged with
visual-first platforms. Camera-centered design, filters, and ephemeral formats reduced
the friction of creation and accelerated the feedback loop of posting and validation.
Notifications became persistent triggers, drawing users into multiple short sessions across
the day. Attention was no longer confined to desktop sessions but integrated into every idle
moment. This phase deepened the dependence on reinforcement loops while simultaneously
expanding the supply of user-generated content.

The fourth phase was defined by the shift from engagement counts to watch-time as
the primary optimization target. Recommendation systems pivoted to maximize total
consumption rather than individual clicks, producing autoplay, infinite feeds, and al-
gorithmic curation designed to extend sessions indefinitely. Short-form video formats
amplified this further, creating engines of rapid-cycle content consumption with near-zero
decision cost. These architectures demonstrated extraordinary capture efficiency, but
also revealed the consequences of operating without conservation constraints: burnout,
declining satisfaction, and cohort-level churn.

The fifth phase, now emerging, is defined by generative and agentic systems. Content
is no longer solely created by humans or curated by recommendation algorithms but
synthesized on demand. Conversational interfaces, agentic assistants, and immersive
environments can capture and hold attention with unprecedented personalization and
adaptability. This phase represents the greatest opportunity for lawful design—and the
greatest risk of unlawful extraction—because the systems are powerful enough to respect
or violate every conservation law simultaneously.

Mechanisms of Capture Across Layers
The evolution of platforms demonstrates that attention capture is not the result of a single
mechanism but of a layered architecture, where each component reinforces the others.
These layers can be described as structural levers that determine how users encounter,
interact with, and return to content. By understanding these layers, it becomes clear how
attention systems evolved from intentional use to continuous capture, and why sustainable
design requires rebalancing each layer under the Attention Resource Law.
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The first layer is feed architecture. Early systems relied on chronological presentation,
which placed the burden of discovery on the user. The introduction of ranked feeds shifted
this burden to algorithms, which began optimizing for proxies such as engagement counts,
dwell time, and completion rates. Infinite scroll and autoplay removed natural stopping
cues, replacing discrete sessions with open-ended consumption. This architectural change
was foundational, as it transformed user behavior from intentional selection into passive
continuation.

The second layer is notification regimes. Initially limited to email alerts for significant
updates, notifications became persistent, mobile-first triggers that demanded immediate
response. Platforms engineered notification timing and frequency using behavioral data,
ensuring that alerts arrived at moments of vulnerability or habitual checking. In effect,
notifications externalized the compulsion loop, pulling users back into the system regardless
of their initial intention.

The third layer is ranking objectives. Algorithms began with simple recency and affinity
signals but evolved to incorporate complex models trained on billions of interactions.
These systems increasingly favored content that maximized predicted engagement, often
by surfacing emotionally charged or sensational material. The shift from click-through
optimization to watch-time optimization, and later to satisfaction surveys, reflects the
ongoing search for reliable proxies. Yet each objective carried trade-offs, amplifying some
forms of content while suppressing others, often distorting the informational environment.

The fourth layer is social proof. Visible counters for likes, comments, shares, and followers
transformed interaction into quantified status. These metrics amplified mimetic behavior,
concentrating attention on content that had already received attention, and creating
winner-take-all dynamics that marginalized smaller creators. Social proof is among the
most powerful capture mechanisms because it exploits fundamental human sensitivity to
group consensus.

The fifth layer is creator incentive structures. Monetization models tied to watch-time,
ad revenue share, or tipping systems created feedback loops between creator behavior
and platform optimization. Creators adapted their output to algorithmic preference,
producing content designed to maximize metrics rather than value. This layer closes
the loop: platforms shape demand through ranking, and creators shape supply through
incentives, producing a system that optimizes for its own metrics rather than for lawful
outcomes.

Ephemeral Tactics versus Deep Invariants
Not all mechanisms of capture sustain their hold across time or across platforms. Some
tactics generate short-lived spikes in engagement but quickly decay as users habituate or
as competing systems replicate the feature. Others represent deep invariants of human
psychology, persisting across eras, formats, and technologies. Distinguishing between the
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ephemeral and the invariant is essential for designing lawful systems. Ephemeral tactics
create temporary advantage but cannot guarantee long-term stability, while invariants
define the durable substrate of attention capture.

Ephemeral tactics include visible streak counters, novelty widgets, and transient interface
flourishes. These features exploit novelty, scarcity, or gamified reward, but once the novelty
diminishes or the scarcity loses relevance, the behavior dissipates. Ephemeral tactics can
be effective in generating rapid adoption or in differentiating a platform temporarily, but
they carry little compounding effect. Over-reliance on them forces continuous invention,
leading to instability and fatigue in both design teams and user communities.

Deep invariants operate differently. These are the drivers of human focus that repeat
across cultures, media, and centuries of communication. Status and signaling form one
such invariant: individuals direct attention toward cues that enhance or threaten their
social rank. Reciprocity is another: engagement that yields visible response creates
obligation loops that compel return. Belonging and identity, rooted in the need for group
membership and self-definition, ensure that systems which scaffold community retain
attention more effectively than those that isolate. Narrative tension, whether in oral
storytelling or serialized digital content, compels continuation until closure is achieved.
Novelty combined with safety, the balance between the familiar and the surprising,
generates exploration without overwhelming cognitive resources. Mastery and competence,
achieved through skill acquisition or visible progress, sustain participation by aligning
attention with growth. Utility, in the form of problem-solving or decision support, ensures
that attention yields tangible outcomes. Co-presence, embodied through live interaction
or synchronized experience, adds social weight that solitary consumption cannot replicate.

The distinction between ephemeral tactics and deep invariants has direct implications for
lawful design. Systems built on invariants are naturally more sustainable because they
align with enduring human needs rather than manufactured urgency. Systems built on
ephemeral tactics are inherently fragile, requiring constant reinvention and increasingly
aggressive capture to maintain engagement. The Attention Resource Law provides the
framework to distinguish between the two: invariants operate within conservation and
corridor limits; ephemeral tactics frequently breach them.

Psychological Architecture of Attention Systems
Behind every mechanism of capture lies a psychological substrate that determines why
attention is allocated, how it is reinforced, and when it is withdrawn. Modern platforms
are not accidental in their design; they are architectures that target known cognitive
and affective pathways. Understanding the architecture is necessary to distinguish lawful
engagement from compulsion and to design systems that generate durable value rather
than exhaustion.

Reinforcement learning is the most fundamental layer. Platforms deploy variable ratio
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reinforcement schedules, where rewards such as likes, comments, or new content appear
unpredictably. This mirrors the psychological dynamics of gambling systems. The
unpredictability of reward stimulates the brain’s dopaminergic circuits, making the
behavior resistant to extinction. Pull-to-refresh, infinite scroll, and randomized notification
timing are implementations of this principle. Without lawful pacing, reinforcement learning
drives compulsive checking and breaches corridor limits.

Prediction error forms the second layer. Human cognition is wired to detect deviations from
expectation, and small violations of prediction generate heightened attention. Platforms
exploit this by introducing novelty at regular intervals, ensuring that content is neither
fully predictable nor wholly random. Rapid mixing of genres and the insertion of unfamiliar
content into familiar feeds illustrate this design. Properly calibrated, prediction error
sustains salience; poorly governed, it overwhelms and produces cognitive noise.

Cognitive load and arousal operate as the third layer. Performance and memory follow
an inverted-U relationship with arousal. Too little stimulation produces boredom; too
much produces anxiety and withdrawal. Platforms that overload feeds with high-intensity
stimuli breach this balance, creating fatigue. Lawful systems must throttle delivery to
remain within optimal arousal ranges. Sessionization, rest cues, and pacing controls
become structural tools to enforce this balance.

Mimetic desire is the fourth layer. Humans model their desires on those of others. Social
proof counters, trending content, and viral challenges channel mimetic behavior at scale.
When governed, mimetic dynamics promote discovery and community; when ungoverned,
they produce herding, polarization, and extractive competition for visibility.

Loss aversion constitutes the fifth layer. The fear of missing out—on content, on status
updates, on social inclusion—drives compulsive return. Streak counters, ephemeral content,
and real-time feeds exploit this tendency. Loss aversion is among the most potent capture
mechanisms because it operates below conscious decision-making, producing habitual
engagement that users often report regretting.

These layers interact dynamically. Reinforcement learning creates the habit; prediction
error sustains novelty; mimetic desire scales the behavior socially; loss aversion punishes
departure; and cognitive load determines the breaking point. Lawful systems must account
for all five layers simultaneously, designing pacing, ranking, and delivery to remain within
the corridor where each pathway generates value rather than harm.

Sustainability Assessment Through the Four Laws
The Attention Resource Law provides a framework to assess whether current attention
capture systems are sustainable. By applying its four principles, it becomes possible to
evaluate not only the immediate performance of platforms but their long-term viability.

Conservation establishes that the total daily reservoir of human attention is finite. Plat-
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forms that assume elasticity, attempting to continuously increase time on device, operate in
violation of this law. Evidence of declining marginal returns in user minutes across mature
markets illustrates this breach: average session times cannot expand indefinitely without
displacing sleep, work, or other necessary functions. Conservation requires recognition that
growth must come from higher value per unit attention rather than increased extraction.

Economic anchoring demands that captured attention generate proportional value. Sys-
tems optimized purely for engagement minutes often fail this test. Short-form video
platforms, for example, capture vast amounts of time but deliver shallow utility to users
and uneven monetization to creators. Advertisers also face diminishing returns when
impressions are abundant but poorly aligned with outcomes. Anchoring corrects this by
requiring markets to shift from selling raw minutes to trading outcome density.

Saturation velocity defines the maximum lawful rate at which attention can be captured
without degrading processing or memory. Platforms that accelerate feeds beyond the
ability of cognition to absorb information breach this boundary. Symptoms include
compulsive scrolling, low recall, and post-session regret. By contrast, lawful systems
implement pacing: sessionization, rest cues, and prioritization of high-utility content
when kinetic pressure approaches its ceiling. This ensures that attention capture remains
sustainable rather than degenerating into noise.

The lawful corridor is the final constraint. It defines the bounded zone in which atten-
tion capture produces value without harm. Breaching this corridor leads to burnout,
polarization, and systemic erosion of cognitive health. When all four laws are applied
simultaneously, a clear picture emerges: the extraction model is not merely ethically
questionable but physically unsustainable. It is attempting to withdraw more from the
reservoir than the reservoir contains, at a rate faster than cognition permits, outside the
corridor where value can be lawfully created. The transition to lawful systems is therefore
not a matter of preference but of structural necessity.

Definitive Drivers of Long-Term Engagement
Sustainable engagement does not arise from superficial tactics or temporary novelties but
from structural alignment with durable psychological and social drivers. By privileging
these attractors over ephemeral tricks, platforms can build engagement architectures that
endure across formats, devices, and cultural cycles.

Status and signaling represent the first driver. Individuals consistently allocate attention
toward signals that elevate or protect their relative position in a hierarchy. Recognition,
visibility, and authority cues sustain engagement because they map to deeply rooted social
instincts.

Reciprocity is the second driver. Engagement that produces visible response compels return,
whether in the form of comments, direct replies, or creator acknowledgments. Reciprocity
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transforms one-time interactions into loops of obligation and reward, embedding users
within ongoing cycles of participation.

Belonging and identity form the third driver. Attention is most resilient when aligned
with group membership, shared language, and collective rituals. Communities that
provide identity scaffolding—roles, norms, and symbolic markers—retain participants
more effectively than transactional networks.

Narrative tension constitutes the fourth driver. Humans are narrative beings, compelled to
seek closure once an arc is opened. Serialized content, episodic updates, and live unfolding
events exploit this tendency lawfully when structured with pacing and intentional design.

Novelty balanced with safety is the fifth driver. Predictive error sustains salience, but it
must remain within tolerable bounds. Platforms that provide continuous but bounded
novelty prevent habituation without overwhelming users.

Mastery and competence define the sixth driver. Skill acquisition, visible progress, and
achievement recognition align attention with growth. When platforms facilitate genuine
competence building, engagement becomes self-reinforcing and corridor-compliant.

Utility is the seventh driver. Problem-solving, decision support, and practical outcomes
ensure that attention yields tangible returns. Utility-driven engagement is among the
most corridor-compliant because it generates clear value per unit of attention.

Co-presence represents the eighth driver. Shared live experience, synchronous participation,
and ambient social awareness amplify engagement through social weight that solitary
consumption cannot replicate. Co-presence is also among the most naturally paced
mechanisms, as live events carry inherent temporal structure.

These eight drivers constitute the durable substrate of attention capture. Systems aligned
with them can generate compounding engagement without breaching conservation, velocity,
or corridor limits. Systems that rely instead on ephemeral extraction will continue to face
diminishing returns, rising churn, and growing regulatory exposure.

Lawful Future Directions for Attention Economies
The trajectory of the attention economy makes clear that extraction-based models are
reaching their limits. Minutes cannot be expanded indefinitely, engagement proxies distort
value, and users increasingly report fatigue, regret, and distrust. To remain viable, the
future of attention economies must shift from raw capture to lawful stewardship, guided
by the principles of the Attention Resource Law. This transition reframes competition:
not who can harvest the most minutes, but who can generate the greatest outcomes per
unit attention within corridor limits.

The first direction is sessionization. Lawful systems must abandon infinite scroll and
perpetual autoplay in favor of bounded sessions with visible starts and ends. Sessionization
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respects conservation by acknowledging that attention reservoirs are finite, and it supports
corridor compliance by pacing consumption. Platforms that implement session-level
summaries, progress markers, and suggested next steps can deliver value while preventing
compulsion.

The second direction is outcome-aware market design. Advertisers will no longer compete
for impressions or watch-time alone but for verified outcomes per unit of attention
consumed. Market mechanisms must integrate session quality and corridor compliance as
inputs, allocating inventory to creatives that achieve goals at the lowest attentional cost.
This raises efficiency, protects user well-being, and creates a healthier marketplace.

The third direction is per-person attentional accounting. The theory implies that each
user should be represented by some form of individual attentional state—tracking capacity,
allocation history, and proximity to corridor limits. This transforms the relationship
between users and platforms from passive exposure to governed participation. The specific
methods by which such accounting might be achieved are beyond the scope of this paper
and are held under the Auburn Patent Family.

The fourth direction is provenance and trust infrastructure. As generative systems flood
information environments, lawful economies must attach verifiable identity, origin, and
intent metadata to content. Provenance ensures that attention is directed toward authentic
sources rather than synthetic distortion. This layer becomes essential as the boundary
between human-created and machine-generated content dissolves.

The fifth direction is creator economy redistribution. Under extraction, income distribu-
tions are Pareto-heavy: a small number of creators capture the vast majority of revenue
while the majority earn little. Lawful systems, by pricing attention against outcomes
rather than raw consumption, redistribute revenue toward consistent contributors who
generate durable value. This produces healthier ecosystems and reduces the incentive for
sensationalist or exploitative content strategies.

The sixth direction is regulatory alignment. Governments and international bodies are
increasingly scrutinizing attention capture, but current regulatory frameworks lack the
vocabulary to distinguish lawful engagement from exploitation. The Attention Resource
Law provides this vocabulary, offering measurable indices and enforceable boundaries that
can inform legislation without requiring platform-specific mandates.

Design Principles for Lawful Platforms
The transition from extraction to stewardship requires the translation of the Attention
Resource Law into concrete design principles. These principles serve as the operational
foundation for systems that can sustain engagement while protecting the cognitive resource
upon which their markets depend.

The first principle is conservation. Platforms must design with the assumption that

18 CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



Auburn Patent Family Fields

human attention is finite. Infinite scroll, autoplay, and unchecked notification cascades
deny this finitude and lead to overdraw. Conservation requires session boundaries, visible
completion cues, and tools that allow users to allocate their attention deliberately.

The second principle is anchoring. Every unit of captured attention must yield propor-
tional value. Lawful systems therefore measure attentional return on investment, linking
exposure to outcomes such as satisfaction, recall, decision quality, or well-being. Anchoring
transforms advertising markets by requiring bids to be expressed in outcome density rather
than impressions alone.

The third principle is pacing. Saturation velocity establishes that attention cannot be
accelerated indefinitely. Lawful platforms must monitor kinetic indices and throttle
content delivery when users approach cognitive limits. Pacing mechanisms include rest
cues, slowed delivery, or graceful session termination. Rather than maximizing minutes,
lawful pacing maximizes the value of attention within safe rates of processing.

The fourth principle is corridor compliance. No session, campaign, or algorithmic strategy
may push a user beyond the safety corridor. Corridor compliance requires real-time
monitoring and enforcement, ensuring that risk indices do not escalate over time. This is
the stop law: the obligation to cease capture before harm begins.

The fifth principle is transparency. Users must have access to information about how their
attention is being allocated, what value is being generated, and where they stand relative
to corridor limits. Transparency does not require disclosure of proprietary algorithms but
does require honest accounting of attentional cost and outcome.

The sixth principle is proportionality. The value extracted from attention must be
proportional to the value returned to the user. Systems that extract disproportionate
commercial value while delivering diminishing user experience are operating outside the
corridor and will face both regulatory and market correction.

Together, these principles define the operational standard for lawful attention economies.
They do not prescribe specific technologies or architectures but establish the constraints
within which all lawful implementations must operate. The specific engineering, optimiza-
tion methods, and protocol architectures by which these principles can be realized are
held under the Auburn Patent Family.
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Theoretical Results
The Attention Resource Law gives rise to a set of formal results that characterize the
behavior of lawful attention systems. These theorems establish that the guarantees of the
framework are not aspirational but are predictable mathematical consequences of operating
within the four laws. The full proofs, explicit constants, and implementation-specific
derivations are held under the Auburn Patent Family. What follows are the statements of
the results and their economic implications.

The Signal-to-Noise Theorem
This theorem establishes that in lawful attention systems governed by the four conservation
principles, the ratio of meaningful outcomes to total captured attention is strictly higher
than in extraction systems. By enforcing conservation and saturation velocity, lawful
pacing ensures that content delivered at the margin is less likely to be noise and more
likely to produce verifiable outcomes. The practical implication is that platforms operating
under the Attention Resource Law deliver higher outcome density per session, benefiting
users through improved satisfaction, advertisers through improved return, and the system
as a whole through reduced waste.

The intuition is direct: extraction systems extend sessions past the point of diminishing
returns, filling marginal attention with low-value content that degrades recall, satisfaction,
and advertiser effectiveness. Lawful systems truncate exposure before negative marginal
returns dominate. The result is a higher signal-to-noise ratio across every measurable
dimension.

The Churn–Minutes Tradeoff Theorem
This theorem demonstrates that sessionization and corridor compliance reduce user churn
rates even as marginal minutes decline. Under extraction, platforms pursue maximum
session length, but extended sessions accumulate cognitive fatigue and regret, which in
turn increase the probability of departure. The theorem formalizes this relationship: churn
probability rises with cumulative regret, while lawful pacing suppresses the risk index
that drives regret.

The economic consequence is counterintuitive but robust: platforms that voluntarily
reduce session length can improve long-term retention, lifetime value, and cohort stability.
The loss of marginal minutes is more than compensated by the reduction in churn hazard.
This result has direct implications for platform valuation, as retention-driven models
produce more predictable revenue streams than extraction-driven models.

20 CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



Auburn Patent Family Fields

The Creator Middle-Class Theorem
This theorem formalizes how outcome-based compensation reshapes income distributions
in creator economies. Under extraction, creators are rewarded by raw consumption metrics,
producing a Pareto-heavy tail distribution: a small number of creators capture the vast
majority of revenue while the majority earn little. This concentrates incentives toward
sensationalism and volume over quality.

The theorem establishes that when compensation is weighted by session quality and
outcome density rather than raw consumption, variance compresses and the median
income rises. The distribution shifts from winner-take-all toward a sustainable middle
class of creators who generate consistent, corridor-compliant value. This stabilizes the
supply side of attention economies, reduces creator burnout, and improves the overall
quality of content available to users and advertisers.

The Auction Health Theorem
This theorem demonstrates that market mechanisms which incorporate corridor compliance
and attentional return eliminate adverse selection in advertising markets. Under extraction,
auctions allocate inventory to the highest bidder regardless of whether the resulting
exposure produces meaningful outcomes. This creates adverse selection: advertisers who
overpay for fatigued attention achieve poor returns, while those who underbid receive no
exposure at all.

The theorem establishes that when auction scoring incorporates outcome density and
corridor compliance alongside bid price, allocative efficiency improves, advertiser trust
increases, and revenue stability rises. The lawful auction model eliminates the perverse
incentive to bid for exhausted attention, instead directing spend toward high-quality
sessions where outcomes are most likely. This produces a healthier marketplace for all
participants.

Together, these four theorems demonstrate that lawful attention economies are not merely
ethical aspirations but mathematically superior operating regimes. They predict specific,
measurable improvements in signal quality, retention, creator sustainability, and market
health. The full proofs and explicit constants are proprietary and are held under the
Auburn Patent Family.
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Conclusion
The laws presented in this paper are not proposals. They are descriptions of constraints
that already govern human attention, whether or not the systems built to capture it
recognize them. Conservation, anchoring, saturation velocity, and the safety corridor
operate with the same indifference as thermodynamic laws: they do not require agreement
to be binding.

For three decades, the attention economy has operated as if these constraints did not
exist. The result has been a regime of escalating extraction that has degraded cognitive
resilience, distorted information environments, polarized public discourse, and produced
a generation of users who report regret, fatigue, and diminishing satisfaction even as
their screen time increases. These are not cultural complaints. They are the predictable
consequences of violating conservation laws.

The transition to lawful attention economies is not optional. Platforms that continue
to operate outside these constraints will face declining marginal returns, rising churn,
regulatory intervention, and eventual irrelevance. Platforms that recognize and respect the
physics will achieve structurally superior outcomes: higher signal quality, better retention,
healthier creator ecosystems, and more efficient advertising markets. The mathematics is
unambiguous.

This paper has presented the laws and their implications. The engineering—the opti-
mization architectures, protocol specifications, governing formulas, market mechanisms,
and implementation pathways—is held under the Auburn Patent Family and is available
through licensing. The physics is public. The engine is not.

As the industry matures during the AI era, and realizes that AI is a framing not truly
appropriate for this second industrial revolution, the question is not whether these laws
will be recognized, but when, and by whom first.
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Intellectual Property (IP) Declaration
The methods, logic structures, and “Certified Constant” registries contained in the
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Public License (Non-Commercial)
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives
4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) license.

• Academic Use: Researchers may share and use this framework for non-commercial
academic purposes, provided full attribution is given to Ryan Fields.

• No Derivatives: No modifications or “remixes” of the “Certified Constants” or
logical proofs are permitted without express written consent.

Commercial Prohibition
Commercial use of this framework is strictly prohibited. This includes, but is not limited
to:

• Use within proprietary high-frequency trading (HFT) risk models.

• Integration into commercial high-assurance AI governance software.

• Use by private financial institutions for “tail-risk” auditing of prime distribution
variance.

Contact for Commercial Licensing
Entities seeking to license this framework for commercial applications, or to integrate the
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