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Abstract 

The 21st century requires a new type of employee training; one which teaches, not merely 

process driven instruction, but the cultivation of internal strengths.  This research explores the 

modern struggles of Generation Z; namely, how media-multitasking may be contributing to their 

rising rates of stress, depression, and anxiety and decreased levels of attention.  As this 

generation joins the workforce and society continues its shift from Industrial to Knowledge 

work, ensuring employees possess the abilities (a) retain sustained focus on a problem and (b) 

self-regulate are of increasing importance.  Employing attention training (i.e. straightforward 

executive network tasks) and attention state training (i.e. mindfulness meditation), the 

instructional product (i.e. Mental Downtime) aims to enhance self-regulatory behaviors amongst 

learners.  The product serves as an example of what virtual education – designed to help learners 

cultivate internal strengths - might look like. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

An intrapreneur has been defined as one who is motivated by the desire to effect change 

and solve a problem (Ariail, Quinet, & Thacker, 2010).  They are characterized by their ability to 

diligently work through issues and overcome obstacles to achieve their goals.  Now more than 

ever, there is a need for companies to develop employees motivated capable of sustainable 

intrapreneurship.  As robots are now equip to perform the majority of industrialized labor, the 

skillsets we look to garner from employees in the 21st century are those of creativity, 

collaboration, and critical thinking (U.S. Department of Education, 2017).   

 Who better to develop into these intrapreneurial roles than members of Generation Z?  

This generation has been described by Francis & Hoefel (2018) as a “hypercognitive generation 

very comfortable with collecting and cross-referencing many sources of information and with 

integrating virtual and offline experiences,” (pg. 1).  Not only are members of this generation 

self-motivated, they are also incredibly creative with a need to individuate (Francis & Hoefel, 

2018).  They appear to find more meaning designing their own paths than walking that of 

another; suggesting they may be more motivated by intrepreneurship than by climbing the 

corporate latter. 

The intrinsic drive to autonomous problem-solve lays the foundation for an effective 

intrapreneur; however, the cultivation of internal strengths is also required for success.  As 

defined by Hanson (2014): 

Inner strengths are the supplies you've got in your pack as you make your way down the 

twisting and often hard road of life. They include a positive mood, common sense, 

integrity, inner peace, determination, and a warm heart. Researchers have identified other 
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strengths as well, such as self-compassion, secure attachment, emotional intelligence, 

learned optimism, the relaxation response, self-esteem, distress tolerance, self-regulation, 

resilience, and executive functions. (pg. 1) 

What is interesting about these qualities is that they are the same traits employees need to 

cultivate in order to effectively shift from 20th to 21st century work – or from an industrial to 

knowledge society.  They are also the same traits human beings need to cultivate to achieve an 

internal sense of well-being. 

Just as technological advancement has helped to automate jobs of the past, it can be 

leveraged to develop education of the future.  As instructional design is a relatively new field of 

study, the researcher seeks to educate business leaders as to how instructional design can be 

leveraged to support a new paradigm in business; one that teaches employees, not merely 

process-driven instruction, but how to cultivate internal strength. 

Statement of Purpose 

The instructional project (entitled “Mental Downtime”) was created to serve as an 

example of what virtual education - designed to help learners cultivate internal strengths - might 

look like.  Utilizing digital storytelling and brain-based learning strategies, Mental Downtime 

helps learners cultivate the internal strength of self-regulation by communicating (1) the concept 

of “multitasking” as a misnomer and (2) why taking regular breaks throughout the day is not a 

luxury, but a necessity.  Ultimately, the goal is to develop an entire curriculum to help budding 

intrapreneurs develop the internal strengths necessary for 21st century work and – of course - 

overall well-being. 
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Research Questions 

 Within this research, the following questions are addressed.  These questions are explored 

in detail within Chapter Two. 

1. Why should companies leverage instructional design to enhance the attentional abilities 

of their employee population? 

2. How can emotion be employed to engage selective attention? 

3. How can digital storytelling help to sustain attentional vigilance? 

4. How can enhancing self-efficacy help to enhance executive control? 

5. What is support is required from business leaders to ensure the success of instructional 

design initiatives? 

Rationale 

Since the launch of the first smartphone, Generation Z (the generation born between 1995 

and 2012) has grown up watching adults increasingly model multitasking behaviors (Kushlev, 

K., et al., 2016).  Not only is the behavior socially acceptable, its imagined benefits remain 

engrained in many business cultures.  According to BG Staffing (2016), multitaskers are 

identified individuals who are better able to handle stress, require less training, and more open to 

new opportunities.   

What’s confusing is that businesses say they want multitaskers, and yet, research 

continues to demonstrate the human brain as incapable of multitasking.  When we multitask, we 

are actually task-switching; a costly habit found to deplete the brain’s oxygenated glucose, or 

energy reserves (Kirschner & De Bruyckere, 2017).  According to Goldhill (2016): 

That switching comes with a biological cost that ends up making us feel tired much more 

quickly than if we sustain attention on one thing.  People eat more, they take more 
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caffeine. Often what you really need in that moment isn’t caffeine, but just a break.  If 

you aren’t taking regular breaks every couple of hours, your brain won’t benefit from that 

extra cup of coffee (pg. 1). 

It was Bandura’s Bobo Doll experiments to first validate the concept of social modeling; 

the idea that people learn by observing the actions of others in relation to the reinforcements, 

positive or negative, that person ultimately receives (Bandura, 1977).  With so much positive 

cultural reinforcement, it’s no wonder our youth views multitasking as a strength (Chillakuri & 

Mahanandia, 2018).  And yet, how business cultures define multitasking and how America’s 

youth define multitasking may differ dramatically. 

Whereas business cultures likely define multitasking as synonymous with productivity, 

efficiency, and the ability to manage multiple projects effectively, the term suggests the human 

brain as capable of performing more than one task at a time.  This false belief could be what is 

helping to contribute to the rise of media-multitasking amongst America’s youth.  According to 

Becker et al. (2012): 

Indeed, while overall media use among America’s youth increased by 20 percent over the 

past decade, the amount of time spent multitasking with media (simultaneously 

interacting with more than one form of media) increased by over 119 percent over the 

same period.  

This behavior – interacting with two or more outlets of media at once -  is concerning as 

media-multitasking has been linked to a reduction of grey matter in the brain (Loh, K., & Kanai, 

R., 2014), memory problems (Uncapher, M., et al., 2016), decreased productivity (Brooks, S., 

2015), and – as previously mentioned - increased depression, social anxiety, and stress (Becker, 

M., Alzahabi, R., & Hopwood, C., 2012).   
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Not only does promoting the ability to multitask hurt individuals, it also hurts the 

businesses they work for; resulting in lowered productivity and increased absenteeism, turnover, 

and health-insurance costs (Fryer, 2005).  For all of these reasons, businesses are encouraged to 

clarify what specific behaviors they are looking for when sourcing multitaskers (i.e. task 

switchers).  In addition, they are called to educate their employees – especially newly hired 

members of Generation Z – as to the dangers of media-multitasking and help them identify 

strategies for reversing its negative effects.  Mental Downtime was created for this purpose and it 

is suggested that businesses offer the program within new hire onboarding programs.   

Definition of Terms 

In their research, Posner and Rothbart (2009) found that attention training (i.e. 

straightforward executive network tasks) and attention state training (i.e. mindfulness 

meditation) can help to enhance self-regulatory behaviors.  This aligns with what mystics and 

religious traditions have espoused for centuries, as well as with what Killingsworth and Gilbert 

found in their study, “A Wandering Mind is an Unhappy Mind” (2010).  These two practices are 

employed within Mental Downtime and defined below. 

Attention Training 

Attention training refers to methods developed in Europe and the USA.  These practices 

include straightforward network tasks (Tang and Posner, 2009); i.e. asking the learner to practice 

focusing attention on a set of specific stimuli for a sustained period of time. 

Attention State Training 

 Attention state training refers to methods arising from Asian traditions.  These practices 

include integrative body-mind training (IBMT) and mindfulness (Tang and Posner, 2009); i.e. 
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asking the learner to focus their attention on physical sensation and observe the mental chatter it 

inspires (Tang and Posner, 2009). 

Overview of Following Chapters 

This project consists of five chapters.  In Chapter One, the researcher provided an 

overview, statement of purpose, rationale, introduced five research questions, and provided a 

definition of terms.  In Chapter Two, the researcher conducts a literature review to explore the 

five research questions posed in Chapter One.  Chapter Three describes the instructional product 

– i.e. Mental Downtime - in greater detail.  This chapter also outlines the evaluation model used 

to survey subject matter experts (SMEs).  In Chapter Four, an official description of the Mental 

Downtime is outlined and the learning theories that guided the development are discussed.  

Chapter Five – the final chapter – is comprised of findings, conclusions and recommendations. In 

the appendix the reader will find references, IRB letter and approval, and the SME evaluation 

model including survey answers.  Mental Downtime is available to the public on the designer’s 

website; https://www.cmpdesign.org.  A PDF version of course has also been included within the 

appendix. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Considering Attention |   

 

7 

 
 
 

CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

For attention training or attention state training to take place, the engaged attention of 

the learner is required.  Within this section, the researcher looks to neuroscience to better 

understand how human attention operates.  Suggestions are then made as to how virtual 

instruction can work to capture, sustain, and enhance human attention.  In addition, arguments 

are made as to (a) why training attention is a value-add for business and (b) what support from 

leadership is required to ensure the success of corporate training initiatives. 

Three Varieties of Attention 

Within Attention to Attention, Ocasio (2011) collected, organized, and cross-examined a 

variety of studies from the field of organizational science and neuroscience.  First, he 

demonstrated the dramatic extend in which the definition of attention varied within 

organizational science, pending various metatheories and understandings of the construct itself.  

Next, he looked to the field of neuroscience to better understand the various brain mechanisms 

and processes responsible for individual level attention.   

What Ocasio (2011) found was that the human brain is not responsible for one, but three 

varieties of attention: (1) selective attention, (2) attentional vigilance, and (3) executive control.  

Selective attention grasps attention, attentional vigilance sustains it, and executive control 

manages planning, problem solving, conflict resolution, and decision-making.  With these 

definitions in mind, the researcher aims to address the research questions posed within Chapter 

One.  The first topic explored encourages companies to leverage instructional design to enhance 

the attentional abilities of their employee population; especially now, as Generation Z begins to 

join the workforce. 
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Consciously Directing Attention = Foundation of Self-Directed Learning 

As Learning and Development (L&D) departments in business organizations are 

designed to help their workforce reach their potentials, it is smart to ensure all employees are 

educated as to how they might enhance their attentional resources; especially with rates of 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) on the rise (Xu et al., 2018; Ra, et al., 2018; 

Garfield et. all, 2012).  Without the ability to direct one’s attention, no other abilities can be 

developed consciously.  Mastering this skillset truly is the foundation for self-directed learning; 

an activity intrapreneurs must embrace. Not only intrapreneurs, but the workforce at large. 

Drucker (1999) states that “the most valuable asset of a 21st-century institution (whether 

business or nonbusiness) will be its knowledge workers and their productivity” (pg. 144). 

Drucker (1999) is reminding us that – to succeed in the 21st century - one must possess skillsets 

vastly different from those required for assembly line work of the past.  If the modern workforce 

hopes to solve the complex problems of the future, develop innovative solutions, stay up-to-date 

on continuously evolving technology, or collaborate with an increasingly diverse employee 

populous, procedurally-bound muscle memory is not sufficient.  We need employees capable of 

identifying and retaining focus on problems worth solving. 

Unfortunately, developing future leaders capable of filtering out unnecessary distractions 

poses a problem to contemporary business.  Research suggests that smartphones distract us to a 

point wherein we are unable to achieve flow at work (Montag & Walla, 2016) and that 

smartphone addiction is becoming widespread (e.g. Duke & Montag, 2017; Kwon et al., 2013; 

Lanaj, Johnson, & Barnes, 2014; Lin et al., 2015).  This is concerning as frequent digital media 

use has shown to increase the risk of having symptoms of ADHD by about 10% (Ra, et al., 

2018).  This may help to explain why researchers noted a 66% increase in attention deficit 
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hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) from 2000 to 2010 (Garfield et. all, 2012).  Still, despite its 

ubiquity and increased utilization within the American workplace, many remain unaware as to 

how technology is impacting our individual abilities to focus.   

However, it’s not technology that is to blame.  Technology is not the problem.  The 

problem is how we use it.  Researchers within the cognitive sciences and psychology are finding 

that - pending its utilization - technology can have a positive and / or negative impact on our 

ability to focus (Ophir, Nass, & Wagner, 2009; Bavelier et al., 2012). 

Ophir, Nass, and Wagner (2009) find that individuals who regularly consume multiple 

streams of media at once (high media multitaskers) are more susceptible to breadth bias than 

those who single-task.  That is, high media multitaskers are more easily distracted than low 

media multitaskers; possessing less ability to filter out useless information from their internal 

and external environments.  Interestingly, this is not the first research project to confirm the 

negative impact multitasking has on human cognition.  In fact, Ophir et al. (2009) perform their 

research “in light of evidence that human cognition is ill-suited both for attending to multiple 

input streams and for simultaneously performing multiple tasks” (pg. 1). 

Whereas Cognitive control in media multitaskers demonstrates the negative impact of 

multitasking with technology, Neural bases of selective attention in action video game players 

demonstrates the positive impact of single tasking with technology.  In their research, authors 

Bavelier, Achtman, Mani, and Focker (2012) note that action video game players are better at 

filtering out irrelevant distractions than their non-video gaming counterparts.  Though they don’t 

call out single tasking as the specific reason as to why video gamers are able to retain focus on 

their central mission, it makes sense considering the following (Bond Chapman, 2013): 
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The longer we stay actively engaged in complex thinking and meaningful work, the more 

energized the brain is and the more cognitive reserves are being built, (pg. 28).   

Bond Chapman (2013) is talking about neuroplasticity; essentially, what we practice - 

both mentally and physically - we grow.  If we media-multitask – following the dopamine laden 

path to more and more information – we reinforce those mental behaviors; ultimately, resulting 

in breadth bias (Ophir et al., 2009).  However, if we practice filtering out distractions and 

retaining focus on the problem at hand, the more focused we become (Bond Chapman, 2013).  

This is why Bond Chapman (2013) tells us “single-tasking is one of the best ways to prime the 

mind for strategic attention” (pg. 1).  In conclusion, whereas media-multitasking with technology 

has proven scientifically responsible for decreasing attentional abilities, single tasking – whether 

virtually or in the real-world – can reverse these damaging effects. 

For this reason, the simple act of retaining focus on instruction – and disregarding 

distraction – can be considered attention training.  However, before attention is trained, it must 

be engaged.  Learners must notice the instruction, identify with it, and become curious to learn 

more.  For this reason, the topic of selective attention will now be discussed; specifically, in 

terms of how emotion can be leveraged as a mechanism for engagement. 

Emotion to Engage Selective Attention 

Working memory simply cannot process all the information coming at us every moment 

from our external and internal environments (Sweller, 1988), for this reason, the brain filters 

incoming sensory input based on goals, task demands, prior cognitive orientations, and top-down 

attentional processes (Ocasio, 2011).  This is a complicated way of saying that the brain attunes 

itself to the information that best serves its needs.  To better understand what exactly these needs 

are, we look to better understand the inner-workings of the human brain.  This – of course - is a 
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new area of study with much to be learned, however, neuroscientists have begun to provide some 

interesting insights. 

The human brain has been argued – from the perspective of neuroscience - as hardwired 

to seek three core needs: (a) safety, (b) satisfaction, and (c) connection (Hanson, 2016).  This 

idea explains the evolutionary objectives of the brain-stem, the limbic system, and the cortex; the 

three layers of the human brain.  If this is the case, it can therefore be assumed that selective 

attention attunes itself to information relevant to achieving and maintaining these core needs.   

Here’s where it gets tricky.  Though our goals our universal, our ideas as how to reach 

them are incredibly diverse.  For this reason, selective attention can be difficult to capture; as 

different ideas appeal to different individuals.  This challenge is intensifying as we find ourselves 

amidst the Age of Information.  No longer are Americans watching the same three channels.  The 

innate drive to differentiate coupled with the excess of information provided on the internet and 

it’s no wonder individualism is on the rise (Santos, Varnum, & Grossmann, 2017).   

We are certainly unique in the ways we seek to meet and maintain our core needs; and 

yet, we are all looking for the same things.  For this reason, Instructional Designers must also 

understand what core need they are addressing within their instruction.  That will be key in 

helping establish an emotional connection and engaging a diverse audience. 

Establishing an emotional connection is important as emotion – not cognition - drives 

human behavior (Lerner et al., 2015).  Our emotions appear to operate as an internal compass of 

sorts, guiding us towards whatever it believes will help us to meet and/or maintain our needs and 

away from perceived threats (Freud, 1991).  Essentially, if something evokes emotion in us, we 

are wired to pay attention.    
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To better understand how to best evoke emotion in potential learners, we look to the 

world of marketing.  Within their research, Teixeira et al. (2012) sought to understand the 

attentional impact of evoking emotions within advertisements.  They hypothesized that the 

emotions of joy and surprise would lead to increased concentration, with the effects of surprise 

being stronger (H1).  Additionally, they hypothesized that emotions of joy and surprise would 

lead to increased information retention, with the effects of joy being stronger (H2).   

Results garnered from the study confirmed exactly what Teixeira et al. (2012) 

hypothesized, highlighting two advertisements especially successful in predicting viewer 

concentration and retention.  In confirmation of H1, not only did the emotions of joy and surprise 

lead to increased concentration, the effects of surprise had an impact 3 times stronger than the 

effects of joy.  As for H2, the emotions of joy and surprise lead to increased information 

retention, noting joy with the stronger impact.  The two commercials noted for their exceptional 

engagement and retention rates came from Bud Light, and Apple/Mac.   

Conclusions drawn from Teixeira et al. (2012) encourage Instructional Designers to 

employ an emotional peak at the very beginning of the instruction; suggesting that emotions of 

joy and surprise are most effective in engaging selective attention (Teixeira et al., 2012).  

Though this technique has proven effective in capturing human attention, different techniques 

are required to sustain it.  For this reason, we now move to discussing attentional vigilance; 

specifically, how digital storytelling can be an effective technique in keeping learners focused 

throughout an entire course.   

Digital Storytelling to Retain Attentional Vigilance 

 If selective attention is responsible for grasping attention, attentional vigilance is 

responsible for sustaining it.  Attentional vigilance describes the ability to maintain concentration 
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on a particular stimulus (Ocasio, 2011).  In today’s world of information overload, there is no 

quick trick to sustaining attentional vigilance.  Instructional Designers are in competition with 

the rest of the world when it comes to capturing and sustaining human attention.  However, what 

Instructional Designers can do is leverage the power of a good story. 

Since the beginning of time, human beings have used storytelling to connect to each 

other, communicate new ideas, and relay complex ones (Issel, 2012).  In education, real-life 

stories – not to mention fables and fairy tales - are often used to help create feelings of empathy 

and drama to help relay the importance of various concepts, ideas, and challenges.  In fact, a 

good story is something the brain is wired for.  In the words of Brene Brown,  

We actually know that we're hardwired neurobiologically for story.  The brain absolutely 

recognizes the narrative pattern of beginning middle and end.  It relies on story to 

understand how when and why to protect us when we're not safe.  We have used story 

from the beginning of time it's how we teach it's how we express ourselves it's how we 

gather it's how we how we share a sense of belonging with each other. (15:02-15:42) 

Man craves meaning (Frankl. 1978) and stories establish meaning.  They do not require 

the audience to have any prerequisite knowledge of the characters, plot line, or world of the 

story; all of this information unfolds as the story progresses.  This is an important concept for 

Instructional Designers to embrace when crafting instruction. 

Instructional Designers must pay careful attention to establishing context.  They cannot 

assume that learners will interpret concepts or ideas in a particular way.  As expressed within the 

previous section, each learner is their own unique individual with their own goals, task demands, 

prior cognitive orientations, and top-down attentional processes (Ocasio, 2011); all of which 

influence the way in which the information is received.  The borrowing principle and 
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randomness as genesis principle from Sweller (2006) help to explain the mechanics behind this 

process. 

The Borrowing Principle 

The borrowing principle explains that almost all knowledge held in long-term memory is 

borrowed from the long-term memory of another individual.  This information can be garnered 

through listening to what another says, watching what they do, or reading what they have written 

(Sweller, 2006).  As individuals encounters different information and ideas throughout their 

lifetime, different interpretations can be garnered from the same piece of information.  It can be 

helpful to equate this process to sexual reproduction; just as parent’s genetic material combines 

to create a new offspring, information combines within the human brain to create a new 

understanding.   

As is the case with sexual reproduction, there is an element of randomness (as it is 

unpredictable exactly how two pieces of information will combine).  It is as if each individual is 

operating from their own personalized mental desktop.  Everyone has different information 

saved and filed into different folders.  This helps explain why context is needed before learners 

are able to effectively integrate new information.  First, they need to understand what folder to 

access from their mental desktop.   

The Randomness as Genesis Principle 

If relevant information does not exist within long-term memory, the borrowing principle 

fails to engage.  Instead, the brain falls subject to the randomness as genesis principle (Sweller, 

2006).  When this occurs, the brain randomly generates a move and tests it for effectiveness.  As 

it is unpredictable as to which piece(s) of pre-existing information will combine with the new, 

this process is subject to an even greater element of randomness.  To re-visit the sexual 
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reproduction analogy, the borrowing principle is akin to a woman becoming pregnant from her 

husband whereas the randomness as genesis principle is like a woman getting pregnant from an 

anonymous sperm donor.  In both cases, the exact characteristics of the baby cannot be 

predicted; however, they become even more difficult to predict in the latter scenario. 

If learners lack sufficient pre-existing knowledge, the randomness as genesis principle 

could 1) fail to assign new information to long-term memory, or 2) combine new information 

with irrelevant pre-existing knowledge and potentially lead to a misguided understanding 

(Sweller, 2006).  This is why storytelling is so effective.  A good story explains absolutely 

everything about the world in which it takes place as well as the characters and the aspects of 

their previous experience driving the plot line.  This approach mitigates the element of 

randomness in regards to how information is processed. 

Essentially, to retain the attentional vigilance of an audience, it is not enough to merely 

provide information; rather, the Instructional Designer must make sense of it.  The information 

must be woven into a narrative that helps to establish context and create meaning (Robin, 2005).  

The Center for Digital Storytelling (Robin, 2008) proposes employing the following seven 

elements for help in doing so: 

1. A point of view; a digital story should clearly delineate the perspective of the author. 

2. A dramatic question; a digital story should propose a question that is not answered 

immediately (helping to spark curiosity and engagement), yet is answered by the end of 

the story.  

3. Emotional context; a digital story should be set in a context that the learner is familiar 

with.  It should employ culturally relevant examples and language the learner can easily 

relate to. 
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4. The gift of your voice; narration helps to personalize the story and help the learners 

understand context. 

5. The power of soundtrack; digital stories should only use music when it is supportive of, 

and does not distract from, the storyline. 

6. Economy; digital stories should not overload the learner with too much information.  The 

story should be told in the simplest and clearest language possible.   

7. Pacing; the pacing should feel comfortable for the learner.  The digital story should not 

progress too slowly (as the learner may become bored) or too quickly (as the learner may 

become overwhelmed by too much information). 

Engaging selective attention and maintaining attentional vigilance in learners is critical in 

pursuit of the ultimate goal of enhancing executive control.   This is what we look to explore 

within the next section.  

Self-Efficacy to Enhance Executive Control 

 Executive control is central to planning, problem-solving, conflict-resolution, and 

decision-making (Ocasio, 2011).  When we talk about executive control, we are talking about the 

ability to hold multiple “schemas” – i.e. concepts, ideas, knowledge – and bring them together in 

working memory.  It is the ability to think critically, creatively, collaboratively, to find patterns, 

and to hold multiple – often opposing – ideas and beliefs in our head at the same time.  

While executive control attends to our intellectual success, it also manages interruptions 

(Ocasio, 2011) as well as personal well-being.  Executive control is essentially the director of 

working memory, the location in which both information and emotional processing take place 

(Schweizer et al., 2013).  An individual with high executive control is able to self-regulate, adept 
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at managing disruption (both internal and external), and retaining focus on the issue at hand 

(Ocasio, 2011).   

As cited above, information and emotional processing each take place within working 

memory (Schweizer et al., 2013).  For this reason, information processing can easily become 

derailed if the needs of the brain – safety, satisfaction, and connection (Hanson, 2016) – have not 

been met.  When the needs of the brain have not – or have perceived to have not - been met, it 

falls into reactive mode (Hanson, 2016): 

The reactive mode assumes that there are urgent demands, so it’s not concerned with 

your long-term needs. In this disturbed, allostatic state—which ranges from subtle to 

intense—bodily resources are depleted while building projects such as strengthening the 

immune system are put on hold, adrenaline and cortisol course through the blood, and 

fear, frustration, and heartache color the mind. (Hanson, 2016, pg. 46). 

In the reactive state, there is no time for learning.  The only additional information the 

brain has room for is information it believes will help it to immediately meet and/or maintain the 

core need (or needs) under threat.  For this reason, it is incredibly important that Instructional 

Designers do everything possible to make learners feel safe, satisfied and connected when 

completing instruction; helping settle the learner into responsive mode; i.e. the body’s natural 

resting state and the birthplace of curiosity and creativity (Hanson, 2016).   

To settle into responsive mode, one must possess a strong sense of self-efficacy.  

Essentially, the brain must understand that it is capable of meeting and maintaining its core 

needs.  Self-efficacy was initially defined by Bandura as one’s belief in their own abilities to 

succeed in a specific situation or accomplish a certain task (Bandura, 1977).  According to 

Bandura’s (2012) social cognitive learning theory (SCLT), self-efficacy develops through (a) 
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mastery experiences, (b) social modeling, (c) social persuasion, and (d) physical and emotional 

states. 

Mastery Experiences 

Self-efficacy can develop through mastery experiences; however, if one continuously 

encounters easy success and quick results, they can become discouraged after encountering a 

minor setbacks and/or failure. To develop resilient self-efficacy, one must have experience 

overcoming obstacles through determined effort and learn to manage their emotions; it is 

important that one’s failure be viewed as a learning opportunity. 

Social Modeling 

Another way in which self-efficacy can develop is through social modeling. In the same 

way that observational learning through modeling is effective in shaping behavior, it can also 

help to enhance self-efficacy. When one observes someone similar to themselves succeeding 

through determined effort, it helps to reinforce the observer’s ambitions and restore faith in their 

own capabilities. 

Social Persuasion 

Social persuasion is another way in which self-efficacy can develop.  When one exists in 

a positive environment and is persuaded by others to believe in themselves, they are more likely 

to overcome more obstacles through determined effort. Conversely, when one exists in a 

negative environment and is subject to constant criticism and/or perceived disapproval, they will 

be less likely to overcome the obstacles necessary to developing resilient self-efficacy. 

Physical and Emotional States 

Finally, physical and emotional states help to partially inform learner self-efficacy. 

Whereas anxiety and depression reduce self-efficacy, it can be increased by enhancing physical 
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strength and stamina. In addition, self-efficacy can increase when one is able to correctly identify 

the underlying reasons guiding perceived physical and/or emotional states.  

It should come as no surprise that research positively correlates high levels of self-

efficacy with high levels of academic performance (Vasile et al., 2011).  Working memory can 

only hold 5-9 pieces of information at a time (Kalyuga, 2012) and self-doubt takes up a lot of 

room.  What’s interesting is that social modeling and social persuasion are two key areas in which 

self-efficacy can be developed.  What this suggests is that – for optimal learning takeaway within 

the business setting – instructional and leadership messaging must be in alignment.  For this 

reason, we now look to explore the responsibilities of business leadership in terms of launching 

successful instructional initiatives. 

Business Leaders to Operate as Social Models 

Just as parents have influence over their child’s attitude towards school and learning, so 

do business leaders over their employee’s attitude towards learning and professional 

development.  As company culture has a major impact on whether or not employee learning and 

development is taken seriously, business leaders must work to champion cultures of continuous 

education by (a) possessing and advocating growth mindsets, (b) continuously championing the 

benefits of learning; and (c) making educational initiatives measurable. 

Though it focused on children within the academic environment, the study by Anderson 

and Neilsen (2016) demonstrated the interplay between growth mindsets and performance 

success.  Anderson and Neilsen (2016) hypothesized that “fixed mindsets” -- the idea that one’s 

intelligence and learning ability is innate and static throughout their lifetime -- are to blame for 

unsuccessful parent intervention programs.   They surmised that parents with fixed mindsets 

might feel as though their efforts do not have any impact in enhancing their children’s abilities, 
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leading to unconstructive interactions.  Authors concluded that their evidence “supports the 

theory that parents with fixed mindset are less able to support the academic progress of their 

children” (pg. 12113). 

According to Anderson and Neilsen’s (2016) research, leaders with growth mindsets are 

uniquely poised to help an employee population embrace educational initiatives.  Additionally, 

companies must be certain to reward effort, not just performance.  If companies solely 

acknowledge employee results and disregard effort, they may unintentionally foster fixed 

mindsets and render educational initiatives ineffective.  Unfortunately, many companies fail to 

reward the process of learning and merely incentivize employees with internal competitions and 

external motivators based on results.  When leaders fail to possess growth mindsets – focusing 

on continuous effort and relaying the benefits of the learning process itself -- they fail to inspire 

motivation for learning within their employee population. 

For this reason, business leaders must also educational initiatives are measureable.  

Ocasio (2011) makes this suggestion himself.  Within his research, he plotted fifteen 

organizational science studies of attention on one table and noted the variety of attention was 

addressed within each study.  Having reviewed and discussed key findings from all studies cited, 

Ocasio (2011) then crafted suggestions as to how these comprehensive understandings of 

attention can help support an organizations continuous need for adaptation and change.     

Not only do all suggestions made by Ocasio (2011) support the need for continuous 

education -- suggesting business leaders be mindful of foci driving them, be forward-looking, 

and working to attain similar levels of attentional engagement across all organizational channels, 

levels, and individuals – but also notes that when the attentional perspectives of top managers 

become measureable (i.e. cited within letters to shareholders), an organization is more likely to 
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overcome inertial tendencies and adapt to changing environments.  For organizations looking to 

develop cultures of continuous education, this means quantifying educational goals for an 

employee populous, ensuring they are achievable and ongoing. 

Ultimately, if business leaders hope to increase corporate IQ and raise the attentional 

abilities of their respective employee populous, they must ensure a culture of continuous 

education is part of top-down leadership messaging.  They must also be familiar with the 

instructional content being delivered to employees and work to social model the desired 

behaviors.  To do so, leaders must possess and advocate growth mindsets and make educational 

initiatives measureable.  These goals can be weekly, monthly, quarterly, so long as they are 

continuous and achievable.   

Discussion 

 Attention is an incredibly important resource and currently under threat.  Never before in 

human history have we faced such a challenge.  To prevent constant chimes, buzzes, and 

notifications from continuously hijacking employee attention and / or overstimulating their 

nervous systems, businesses are advised to (a) educate their employees as to the dysregulating 

effects of mismanaging technology and (b) help them cultivate the ability to self-regulate.  They 

can do so by offering attention training; asking learners to retain focus on a particular piece of 

instruction while disregarding distraction.  As discussed, the mere act of engaging in one task for 

a prolonged period of time primes the mind for strategic attention (i.e. enhances executive 

control). 

 To initially engage the learner, selective attention must be employed and it is suggested 

that emotion be evoked to help do so.  To retain attentional vigilance, it helps to offer the 

instruction in the context of a digital story with a clear beginning, middle, and end.  To enhance 
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executive control, Instructional Designers must, not only create a distraction-free virtual 

environment, but also, craft their messaging in a way that enhances learner self-efficacy; helping 

them to feel empowered and capable.  Finally, support from leadership is required if the 

instruction is to be successfully deployed to employees within a business organization. 

Recap and Overview of Following Chapter 

In Chapter One, the researcher provided an overview, statement of purpose, rationale, 

introduced five research questions, and provided a definition of terms.  Within this chapter, the 

researcher conducts a literature review to explore the five research questions posed in Chapter 

One.  The next chapter will describe the instructional product – i.e. Mental Downtime - in greater 

detail.  It will also outline the evaluation model used to survey subject matter experts (SMEs).   
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CHAPTER THREE 

DEVELOPMENT & METHODOLOGY 

Learning to self-regulate is like eating your vegetables.  Though not exactly a form of 

instant gratification, it is essential to physical and mental health and being a good group-member 

(Heatherton, 2011).  With enhancing self-regulatory behaviors as the goal (less media-

multitasking and more mental rest).  The tutorial Mental Downtime was designed to address four 

psychological components necessary for self-regulation (Heatherton, 2011): 

First, people need to be aware of their behavior so as to gauge it against societal norms. 

Second, people need to understand how others are reacting to their behavior so as to 

predict how others will respond to them. This necessitates a third mechanism, which 

detects threat, especially in complex social situations. Finally, there needs to be a 

mechanism for resolving discrepancies between self-knowledge and social expectations 

or norms, thereby motivating behavior to resolve any conflict that exists. (pg. 363). 

The four following sections discuss how these psychological components were considered 

throughout the development of Mental Downtime. 

#1:  People Gauge Behavior Against Social Norms 

Media-multitasking is a social norm and Mental Downtime calls into question how 

appropriate this really is.  In true digital storytelling fashion (Robin, 2008) – the tutorial adopts a 

point-of-view; arguing multitasking as addictive and self-perpetuating; citing research from 

Levitin (2015) and Ophir et al. (2009) to make the claim.  Before these arguments are made, 

learners are asked to consider their own media-multitasking behavior.  This choice was made 

under the assumption that – before hearing the “right” answer - learners working memory may 

be more open to honest self-reflection. 
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#2:  People Need to Understand Other’s Reactions 

The desire to “fit in” and refrain from violating social norms is a powerful motivator in 

terms of behavior (Heatherton, 2011).  A more cultivated or enlightened individual may not rely 

so heavily on other-esteem; however, seeking social acceptance has proven itself to be 

evolutionarily beneficial in terms of promoting collaboration (Harari, 2017) and – therefore - 

appears to be a default setting of the brain.  The desire to be viewed positively is especially 

prevalent at work; wherein social rejection has a direct impact on one’s livelihood.  For this 

reason, Chapter Two addresses the need for company leadership to reflect top-down messaging 

consistent with virtual instruction provided to employees. 

It is suggested that Mental Downtime be offered to employees during new-hire 

orientation; however, if leadership fails to endorse the suggested behavior – or models the 

opposite - the course will fail to be effective.  As many business leaders may be tempted to 

media-multitask and hesitant to endorse regular breaks throughout the work-day, the course takes 

a moment to acknowledges the financial incentive of businesses promoting balance within work 

hard, play hard grit-devoted cultures.  To avoid information overload, this point is made quickly 

and does not operate as a central theme.  For this reason, additional presentations may need to be 

developed to educate business leaders of the value of promoting self-regulation amongst their 

employee populous. 

#3:  People Need to Detect Threat 

Media-multitasking is a threat; and yet, its increasing prevalence (Becker et al., 2012) 

makes its threatening nature difficult to detect.  To avoid confusing media-multitasking with the 

ability to juggle multiple projects - the hypothesized business definition of multitasking - Mental 
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Downtime was developed.  The course aims to help learners recognize the dysregulating (i.e. 

threatening) effects of media-multitasking and identify mental rest as a self-regulating remedy. 

To establish emotional context – another component of a digital story (Robin, 2008) – the 

language employed is simple and culturally relevant examples are included.  For example, the 

following quote from Naval Ravikant (2019) helps make Mental Downtime’s central warning 

abundantly clear: 

These are addictive - Facebook, Instagram, Twitter - these are weaponized.  You have 

social statisticians and scientists and researchers and people in lab coats - literally the best 

minds of our generation figuring out how to addict you to the news.  And if you fall for it 

- if you get addicted - your brain will get destroyed. 

#4:  A Mechanism is Needed for Conflict Resolution 

It’s not enough to merely identify a threat.  Learners must understand what behavior to 

adopt instead.  For this reason, Mental Downtime provides learners with the opportunity to 

engage in attention state training in the form of a 20-minute nervous system reset.  This 

experiential learning tool asks learners to attend to physical sensation; helping them to practice 

interoception.   

It has been demonstrated – through science and ancient tradition – that enhancing 

interoceptive awareness enhances emotional regulation (Füstös et al., 2013; Pollatos et al., 2013; 

Sullivan et al., 2018).  In fact, the benefits of interoception have given rise to new therapeutic 

practices like somatic experiencing and trauma-sensitive yoga; two exercises which have shown 

to combat the negative impacts onset by media-multitasking, overwork, and chronic stress 

(Epayne et al., 2015; West et al, 2017).  Though the developer of Mental Downtime is not 

certified as a somatic experience practitioner, she is a certified yoga instructor educated in 
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trauma-sensitive yoga by David Emerson and Jenn Turner at the Kripalu Institute in Boston, 

Massachusetts.   

Target Audience 

 Mental Downtime’s target audience includes newly hired employees in the business 

environment; specifically, members of Generation Z.  This is because Generation Z - often 

described as the “always-on generation” - are touted for their ability to multitask.  In fact, many 

publications and media sources assume Generation Z – referred to as “digital natives” - to be 

experts in the matter (e.g. Clark & Ernst, 2009; Dochy et al., 2015; Skiba & Barton, 2006).  This 

theory is at odds with scientific research demonstrating the human brain as incapable of 

multitasking.  When we multitask, we are actually task-switching; a costly habit found to deplete 

the brain’s oxygenated glucose, or energy reserves (Kirschner & De Bruyckere, 2017). 

 Ultimately, learners should be individuals who attempt to multitask regularly - who find 

focusing attention to be an issue - as well as those with Type A personalities who feel the need to 

go-go-go and have forgotten how to relax.  Ultimately, the course aims to serve anyone 

struggling with a dysregulated nervous system (i.e. those with addiction issues, depression, 

anxiety, eating disorders, etc.) 

Subject Matter Experts 

 The following users have been asked to review Mental Downtime so as to source a wide 

variety of perspectives.   

1. A professional Instructional Designer (so as to collect feedback from someone 

actively working in the field.) 

2. An HR Director (so as to collect feedback from someone well versed in the business 

world). 



Considering Attention |   

 

27 

 
 
 

3. A Director of Learning Strategy & Design (so as to collect feedback from someone in 

the professional field of Instructional Design). 

4. A member of Generation Z who struggles with anxiety and depression (so as to 

collect feedback from whom this course is intended). 

5. A Sales Manager (so as to collect feedback from someone who has recently 

welcomed a member of Generation Z to their team). 

6. A Trauma-Sensitive Yoga Instructor (so as to collect feedback from someone with 

experience facilitating what is offered within the 20-minute nervous system reset).  

Instruments 

 Participants were asked to evaluate Mental Downtime, and provided with an evaluation 

form upon review (Appendix A).  The evaluation form was constructed utilizing SurveyMonkey; 

an online survey development cloud-based software (SurveyMonkey, 2019).  This specific tool 

was chosen as it is free and automatically analyzes survey results for the user.  The questions 

posed were qualitative in nature in the form of multiple-choice and short-answer.    

 Without access to a paid account, SurveyMonkey limits surveys to 10 questions 

maximum.  The developer wished to include two rating scale questions - asking to rate overall 

enjoyment of the course itself as well as the nervous system reset - but what unable to do so.  

Instead, questions about behavioral change were prioritized.  First, participants were asked to 

identify self-regulatory behaviors prior to completing.  To judge effectiveness, participants were 

then asked how they plan to approach these same behaviors now – after having completed 

Mental Downtime.  The final two questions asked participants to identify their favorite and least 

favorite aspects of the prototype.  The developer included these unguided short-answer questions 

in hopes of garnering un-biased and constructive feedback. 
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 In addition to the qualitative survey issued, participants who operate within the field of 

Instructional Design – the Instructional Designer and Director of Learning Strategy & Design – 

were provided with a second evaluation form (Appendix B).  This form was adapted from the 

Alessi and Trollip (2001) survey example to fit the specifications of Mental Downtime.  It was 

provided to subject matter experts (SMEs) as an interactive PDF created utilizing Adobe 

InDesign; a software application that can be used to create flyers, brochures, ebooks, etc. (Adobe 

InDesign, 2019). 

Procedure 

 An email was sent to SMEs asking if they would be willing to complete an evaluation of 

Mental Downtime (Appendix C).  Within the email brevity was prioritized and instructions 

regarding how to complete were identified.  Hyperlinks to Mental Downtime - available at 

https://www.mentaldowntime.org – and the evaluation forms were included.  SMEs were given 

two weeks to complete their evaluation.  Survey results were analyzed after the date provided.  

 Recap and Overview of Following Chapter 

In Chapter One, the researcher provided an overview, statement of purpose, rationale, 

introduced five research questions, and provided a definition of terms.  In Chapter Two, the 

researcher conducted a literature review to explore the five research questions posed in Chapter 

One.  This chapter described Mental Downtime in greater detail as well as outlined the 

evaluation model used to survey subject matter experts (SMEs).  In the next chapter, an official 

description of Mental Downtime is outlined and the learning theories that guided its development 

will be discussed.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INSTRUCTIONAL PRODUCT 

Mental Downtime was created to serve as an example of what virtual education - 

designed to help learners cultivate internal strengths - might look like.  (Ultimately, the goal is to 

develop an entire curriculum to help budding intrapreneurs develop the internal strengths 

necessary for 21st century work and – of course - overall well-being.)  The course reviews (1) the 

negative impacts of media-multitasking, (2) why task-switching is a more appropriate term for 

multitasking, and (3) why we should take more breaks throughout the day.  At the end of the 

instruction, a 20-minute nervous system reset is provided; a yin-inspired class designed to shift 

the nervous system from fight-or-flight to rest-and-digest. 

Product Description 

Goal 

The main goal of Mental Downtime is to enhance learner’s self-regulatory behaviors; 

specifically, less media multitasking and more mental rest.  The secondary goal of Mental 

Downtime is to provide virtual education wherein learning – as well as attending to physical 

sensation - is experienced as enjoyable and intrinsically rewarding. 

Objectives 

 Upon completion of Mental Downtime, learners should be able to: 

1. Define multitasking as “task-switching”. 

2. Understand and explain the value of mental rest. 

3. Differentiate between physical sensation and mental chatter. 
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Learning Tasks 

  As the average American is said to receive over 100 newspapers worth of information a 

day (Hilbert, 2012), Mental Downtime was built under the assumption that learners are already 

overloaded with information.  The instruction works to target those most in need of mental rest 

and so the course was consciously designed to reduce cognitive load as much as possible.  To 

retain engagement without demanding unnecessary mental work from the learner, the course 

delivers one piece of information at a time; asking the learners to continue to learn more.  (Social 

media platforms like Instagram served as inspiration for this keep scrolling method.)  Aside from 

(1) selecting continue, (2) pressing play for a video, and – perhaps – (3) clicking to explore a 

linked asset, nothing is required from the learner until the end of the course. 

 At the end of the course, a 20-minute nervous system reset is provided.  Just as the entire 

course is intended to be provided as voluntary, so is this exercise.  Learners are given the option 

to participate if they find body awareness challenging - or are open to something new.  The 

instruction works to distract learners from the chatter of the mind by focusing them on the 

sensations of the body.  This learning task was selected on the basis that “as our sensory 

appreciation improves, we may find that we are getting clearer messages about our true needs” 

(Gelb, 1994, pg. 56).   

Instructional Strategies 

Those familiar with Instructional Design may find it surprising that Mental Downtime 

rejects nearly all behaviorist methods.  Though value-add and typical of most virtual learning 

courses – i.e. expressed learning objectives, knowledge-checks, and real-time feedback – these 

techniques are not employed.  This decision was made after considering reciprocal determinism; 
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which – in theory - suggests those who have suffered negative educational experiences may 

avoid interacting with anything that comes across as too academic.   

Reciprocal Determinism 

Reciprocal determinism states that personality is not the product of behavior alone, but of 

one’s (1) behavior – skills and actions -- as well as their (2) environment – social and physical 

surroundings -- and (3) personal characteristics – thoughts, emotions, expectations, beliefs, goals, 

etc., (Pastorino & Doyle-Portillo, 2013).  As all three systems interact, a change in one will 

influence a change in the others.  The constant interaction among these three factors as reciprocal 

determinism, (Pastorino & Doyle-Portillo, 2013).  

Considering the theory above – and the fact that academics was recently cited as the #1 

stressor for teens (Horowitz & Graf, 2019) - Mental Downtime was careful to avoid any methods 

that may remind learners of overly structured and rigid academic environments.  This approach - 

which considers the internal reality of a learner – provides one example as to how cognitivism 

was employed within the instructional product.   

Cognitivism 

Whereas behaviorist methodology places emphasis on observable behavior, cognitivism 

works to explain the prior knowledge and mental processes inspiring said behavior (Yilmaz, 

2011).  Cognitivists view (1) learning as an active process “involving the acquisition or 

reorganization of the cognitive structures through which humans process and store information” 

and (2) the learner as an active participant in the process of acquiring and integrating new 

knowledge (Yilmaz, 2011, pg. 205). 

The list below denotes additional ways in which cognitivist principles were employed 

within Mental Downtime: 
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1. The Subject Matter.  Helping learners become self-regulated is – in fact – a 

strategy suggested by cognitivists to help learners process information more 

efficiently and effectively (Yilmaz, 2011). 

2. Chunking Content.  Understanding that short-term memory is limited in the 

amount of data it can process simultaneously (Sweller, 1988), information within 

Mental Downtime is presented in short bursts; introducing one idea at a time. 

3. Scaffolding Material.  The content provided within Mental Downtime links new 

material with information previously reviewed; helping to (1) repeat information 

without being redundant and (2) weave the information into a larger narrative. 

4. Modeling.  Mental Downtime suggests that learners take breaks throughout the 

day.  To help model what this might look like, a 20-minute nervous system reset 

is provided at the end of the course. 

Constructivism 

Constructivism is all about constructing meaning from experience (Merriam, Bierama, 

2013).  The decision to include the 20-minute nervous system reset – the final (and only) activity 

within Mental Downtime – is constructivist in nature; designed to provide learners with a hands-

on experience; feeling for themselves what it’s like to self-regulate. 

Not only does the nervous system reset allow learners time to process the information 

they’ve just received – an effective technique in enhancing learning takeaway (Chen et al., 2017) 

- it is specifically designed to help connect learners to the physical sensations of the body.  Not 

only does this qualify as attention state training – a practice that has shown to increase self-

regulation (Posner and Rothbart, 2009) – it is an exercise called for by John Dewey himself; one 

of the influencers behind the constructivist movement.  Within his introduction to F.M. 
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Alexander’s Constructive Conscious Control of the Individual (1994), Dewey stressed the 

importance of accurate sensory appreciation when he wrote the following: 

In all matters that concern the individual self and the conduct of its life there is a 

defective and lowered sensory appreciation and judgement, both of ourselves and our 

acts, which accompanies our wrongly adjusted psychophysical mechanisms…We have 

become so used to it that we take it for granted.  It forms, as [Alexander] has clearly 

shown, our standard of rightness.  It influences our every observation, interpretation, and 

judgment.  It is the one factor which enters into every act and thought. (pg. xxi)  

Dewey is reminding us that the way in which we habitually respond to physical sensation 

is not always appropriate.  He reminds us that if the information we receive from our sensations 

is distorted, so will be the ideas that follow.  As stated within Mental Downtime, “when we pay 

focused attention to our bodily sensations, we can recognize the ebb and flow of our emotions 

and, with that, increase our control over them” (Van Der Kolk, 2015, pg. 210).  In providing the 

nervous system reset, learners have the opportunity to directly experience what it feels like to 

notice and attend to physical sensation; a simple and effective self-regulation technique (Epayne 

et al., 2015; West et al, 2017). 

Media Selection 

 Mental Downtime was created utilizing Articulate Rise 360; a responsive e-learning 

authoring tool selected for its ease of use and minimalist design.  Utilizing its pre-built lessons 

known as “blocks” dramatically reduced the time typically needed to manually program 

navigation and course interactions.  In effect, the designer was able to allocate more time to 

script development and content curation.  
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 Mental Downtime was designed to look less like a typical online learning course and 

more like a digital storybook (following the guidelines of Digital Storytelling as outlined within 

Chapter Two).  To create the illustrations, Vyond – a cloud-based, animated video creation 

platform (Vyond, 2019) – was employed.  Vyond’s stock assets were utilized to create 4-second 

GIF animations to accompany course content.  In one instance, Vyond did not have any relevant 

stock assets and Adobe Illustrator was employed to craft the desired image.  In addition to the 

GIF animations, Vyond was also utilized – along with Adobe’s Premiere Pro and Avid’s Pro 

Tools – to create three of the four videos embedded within Mental Downtime.  The fourth video 

(the first to appear within the instruction) was sourced from YouTube. 

 Mental Downtime is hosted and available on a website designed utilizing Squarespace; a 

software that utilizes pre-built website templates and drag and drop elements to create and host 

webpages (Squarespace, 2019).  The program could also be hosted on a learning management 

system (LMS) so that detailed interaction data could be collected from each learner.  This would 

provide valuable feedback for the designer and would be necessary – for tracking purposes - if 

offered by a company to its employees. 

Personnel Analysis 

As this tutorial was developed as a master’s thesis project, all of the planning, 

design, and development was done by a single individual.  During the development phase, the 

designer consulted with a computer programmer to resolve an issue preventing the course from 

being made available on a specific URL.  In addition, the designer approached several subject 

matter experts to participate in testing and evaluating the alpha and beta versions.  Table 1 

(Appendix D) shows the tasks involved in each phase, along with the estimated number of hours 

per task, and major deadlines. 
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Production Work Plan 

Design and development of Mental Downtime took place over the course of two 

academic semesters (January 2019 – August 2019).  Preliminary planning took place over the 

course of the previous two years; including conducting needs and learner analyses as well as 

content research.  Table 2 (Appendix E) estimates project start and completion dates.  Permission 

to complete this research was awarded by the Master of Science in Instructional Design and 

Technology Program Director at CSUF, copies of the request for an IRB waiver letter and 

approval letter are in Appendix F and Appendix G. 

Estimated Budget 

 Mental Downtime was developed as a master’s thesis project and so all time spent was 

done on a voluntary basis.  However, the approximate cost of this product has been assessed and 

outlined within Table 3 (Appendix H). 

Recap and Overview of Following Chapter 

In Chapter One, the researcher provided an overview, statement of purpose, rationale, 

introduced five research questions, and provided a definition of terms.  In Chapter Two, the 

researcher conducted a literature review to explore the five research questions posed in Chapter 

One.  Chapter Three described Mental Downtime in greater detail as well as outlined the 

evaluation model used to survey subject matter experts (SMEs).  Within this chapter, an official 

description of the instructional product was outlined and the learning theories that guided the 

development of Mental Downtime were discussed.  The next and final chapter is comprised of 

findings, conclusions and recommendations.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FINDINGS, RECOMMENDATIONS, & CONCLUSIONS 

On June 11, 2019, an email was sent to SMEs asking if they would be willing to 

complete an evaluation of Mental Downtime.  Six individuals participated; however, not the 

original six as identified within Chapter Three.  Ultimately, the HR Director, the Director of 

Learning Strategy and Design, and the Sales Manager were unable to complete.  As these three 

individuals were selected for their close ties to the business world, this was a loss.  To fill the 

gap, the perspectives of three additional Instructional Designers were sourced. 

Findings 

 The feedback garnered was extremely encouraging; 100% of participants stating that they 

(1) were motivated to spend less time media-multitasking and (2) plan to schedule mental breaks 

throughout their days after having completed the course.  According to this feedback, the main 

goal of the instruction – inspiring less media-multitasking and more mental rest - was achieved.  

 The second goal of the instruction was to provide virtual education wherein learning – as 

well as attending to physical sensation - was experienced as enjoyable and intrinsically 

rewarding.  Though the survey did not include a question asking learners to rate their level of 

overall enjoyment, a question asked learners to state how they felt after having participated in the 

20-minute nervous system reset.  Their responses (Appendix A) were universally positive and 

reflective of the designer’s intention to help learners to feel balanced, calm, centered, and 

recharged.  In addition, four of six respondents cited the 20-minute nervous system reset when 

asked about their favorite aspect of the course. 

 When asked about their least favorite aspects of the course, answers varied.  Half of the 

respondents merely reiterated their enjoyment of the course; the additional three responses 



Considering Attention |   

 

37 

 
 
 

providing some helpful suggestions.  One respondent stated they “don't always have 20 

minutes,” and that they would be “interested in shorter 5-7 min exercises” (Appendix A).  

Ultimately, it would be beneficial to have a library of nervous system resets so that learners 

could define the time they spend participating in the practice.  Ideally, this library would be 

categorized so that learners could define – not only the time they spend – but also, if there’s a 

particular part of the body they wish to focus on. 

Another respondent mentioned the ads in the first video and how distracting they were.  

As the video was curated content sourced from YouTube, the ads cannot be removed.  (Let us 

take a moment to acknowledge the irony of a distracting video on the internet about distractions 

on the internet.)  This same respondent also noted in the final video - when introducing the 

nervous system reset – that the video and audio were out of sync.  Attempts were made to align 

these components. 

In addition to the evaluation provided to the six SME’s, an additional survey was 

provided to one of the Instructional Designers for a more thorough review of the course.  All 

feedback garnered was extremely positive (Appendix B); the respondent citing that “the course 

made [her] want to make adjustments in [her] day to day life.”  This feedback suggests that 

Mental Downtime successfully stimulated behavioral change; however, one has to question if it 

simply inspired (a) a burst of motivation or (b) actionable follow-through.  Follow-up surveys 

would be required to find out how learner behavior did or did not change after completion of the 

course. 

 

 

 



Considering Attention |   

 

38 

 
 
 

Recommendations 

The researcher posed five research questions in Chapter One.  These questions were 

explored in detail within Chapter Two.  Within this section, specific recommendations are 

outlined. 

Research Question One 

The first research question posed asked why should companies leverage instructional 

design to enhance the attentional abilities of their employee population.  Within Chapter Two, 

the ability to consciously direct attention was defined as the foundation for self-directed learning; 

a skillset intrapreneurs – and the workforce at large – must embrace.  With rates of attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) on the rise, company leadership is called to better 

understand this attentional crisis and implement strategies to combat its negative impacts.  To do 

so, the researcher poses the following suggestions: 

1. Model single-tasking behaviors.  As single-tasking has shown to reverse the 

negative impacts of multitasking, leaders are encouraged to dedicate their entire 

attention to whatever task and / or conversation is at hand. 

2. Stop praising “multitaskers”.  We now know that multitasking is a misnomer.  

Not only that, the attempt to multitask drains the brain of energy much more 

rapidly than focusing on one thing at a time.  For this reason, company leadership 

is asked to specifically define what they are looking for when requesting 

multitaskers.  

3. Educate the employee population as to how media-multitasking enhances breadth 

bias.  Mental Downtime was designed and developed to help address this need.  
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Company leadership is encouraged to offer the course as optional instruction to 

newly hired employees. 

Research Question Two 

The second research question investigated how emotion could be leveraged to engage 

selective attention.  Within Chapter Two, Instructional Designers were encouraged to engage 

selective attention by initiating emotional peaks that inspire joy, surprise, or even curiosity at the 

onset of the training (Arnone, Small, Chauncey, & Mckenna, 2011).  There are many ways in 

which to do so and Instructional Designers are encouraged to look to the fields of marketing and 

entertainment for inspiration.  Within Mental Downtime, the following choices were made: 

1. Ask a question / introduce an idea and don’t address it right away.  Television 

and movies often switch to different storylines without resolving the issues from 

the previous scene; resolving all loose ends by the end of the program.  Within 

Mental Downtime no learning objectives were included, and the idea of taking 

mental breaks (i.e. “Mental Downtime) was not addressed until the fifth section of 

the course. 

2. Be mindful of aesthetic.  A powerful image, background soundtrack, or themed 

typography can do wonders when it comes to creating a particular mood within a 

course.  Within Mental Downtime, a particular mood was created by employing 

GIF animations with a consistent look and feel. 

3. Use emotive language.  Emotional language and formatting can be extremely 

effective in helping make sense of information presented and potentially motivate 

learners to pay closer attention.  For this reason, emotionally charged quotes were 

included within Mental Downtime to help drive home key ideas. 
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Research Question Three 

The third research question investigated how digital storytelling help to sustain 

attentional vigilance.  Within Chapter Two, the seven elements of digital storytelling– as defined 

by the Center for Digital Storytelling (Robin, 2008) were proposed.  Mental Downtime 

employed these principles; designed to operate as a “digital storybook”.  Without being asked 

specifically about these elements, comments garnered from the Mental Downtime evaluation 

suggest they were effective.  Three of these comments – as well as the digital storytelling 

element they speak to (i.e. pacing, economy, and a point of view)– are cited below: 

1. Pacing.  “The pace of the audio/voiceover was spot on.” 

2. Economy.  “I didn't feel overwhelmed and my attention didn't wander as I moved 

through each chapter.” 

3. A Point of View.  “I’ve never thought of my phone as an addictive slot machine 

before but it does make sense based on how it’s designed. It’s also crazy how 

humans basic reward system can be taken advantage of so easily it’s almost 

scary.” 

Research Question Four 

The fourth research question asked how enhancing self-efficacy can help to enhance 

executive control.  This topic was addressed within Chapter Two – identifying (a) mastery 

experiences, (b) social modeling, (c) social persuasion, and (d) physical and emotional states as 

four key areas in which self-efficacy develops.  To help ensure learners did not find themselves 

distracted by feelings of inadequacy of low self-worth, Mental Downtime made the following 

choices: 
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1. Don’t tell the learner how to feel.  Within Mental Downtime, it was noted that the 

nervous system reset was “designed to shift the nervous system from fight-or-

flight to rest-and-digest” rather than “designed to make you super relaxed.”  The 

latter could potentially stress someone out (if they have trouble relaxing) or make 

them feel like they’re doing it wrong (if they cannot relax).   

2. Does not shame those who media-multitask or struggle with rest.  There should be 

zero tolerance for shaming when crafting and / or curating instruction.  There 

should be no shaming of those who don’t know how or can’t perform the behavior 

requested.  Failure should be embraced as part of the journey and perseverance 

should be celebrated.  Within Mental Downtime, threats are acknowledged, but 

the course never blames those threatened.  

3. Celebrate failure.  The introduction to the nervous system reset stated “this might 

be difficult if you’re used to go-go-go.”  This subtle acknowledgement intended 

to remind learner’s that it’s okay to struggle with the practice. 

4. Employ Simple Language.  Within Mental Downtime, a conversational tone was 

taken and all technical terms were defined.  (This choice was made as academic 

language can trigger frustration and feelings of unworthiness.) 

Research Question Five 

The fifth and final research question addressed the support required from business leaders 

to ensure the success of instructional design initiatives.  Within Chapter Two, business leaders 

were encouraged to champion cultures of continuous education by (a) possessing and advocating 

growth mindsets, (b) continuously championing the benefits of learning; and (c) making 
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educational initiatives measurable.  Within the context of providing virtual instruction, the 

following recommendations are made: 

1. The behavior requested is specifically defined.  When offering virtual instruction, it 

should be crystal clear as to what behavior is being requested.  Within Mental 

Downtime, efforts were made to encourage less media-multitasking and more 

conscious rest.  These behaviors are not easy, but they are simple.  When it comes to 

learning, simplicity is key.  In the words of Albert Einstein, “if you can’t say it 

simply, you don’t understand it well enough.” 

2. Why the behavior is being requested is specifically defined.  To motivate behavioral 

change, learners must not only understand what they need to do, but why they need to 

do it.  Within Mental Downtime, neuroscientific research was presented so that 

learners could understand how media-multitasking and gritting through fatigue 

negatively affect the body and mind. 

3. Model desired behavior.  As human beings, we are notorious for holding ourselves 

back from the behaviors we need most due to fear of social rejection.  If looking to 

achieve a behavior change amongst an employee populous, leaders must ensure a 

culture supportive of the behavior requested. 

Conclusions 

Though members of Generation Z show incredible intrapreneurial promise, they face a 

major obstacle; their emotional well-being.  According to the American Psychological 

Association (2018), Generation Z - people ages 15 to 21 – reported the worst mental health of 

any generation; only 45% reporting excellent or very good mental health.  In 2018, the oldest 

members of the generation graduated college.  As they prepare themselves for the workforce, the 
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workforce must prepare themselves for Gen Z.  So, what is it they need?  Well, according to 

nearly three-quarters of the generation (73%), they need emotional support (APA, 2018).   

To help address this need, the researcher proposes a curriculum for intrapreneurs 

designed to help them cultivate the inner strengths they will need to succeed in the 21st century.  

It is suggested that each course focus on a particular internal strength (self-compassion, secure 

attachment, creativity, emotional intelligence, etc.) and end with a constructive exercise wherein 

learners can practice the cultivation of said strength.  As this can be an extremely personal 

practice, Instructional design provides an ideal method for delivering this type of instruction.  

Rather than requiring learners to attend a crowded lecture hall, learners can practice in the safety 

of their own homes; lowering feelings of self-consciousness and – in effect – creating more 

space within working memory. 

Mental Downtime was created to serve as an example of what this type of instruction 

should look like.  The feedback collected from the SME evaluation forms give the researcher no 

reason to doubt the information presented within the course or effectiveness of the strategies 

employed.  One comment in particular – sourced from the member of Generation Z – helps 

confirm that the information presented within the course is value-add: 

 I spend a lot of my time drawing while also listening to podcasts or YouTube videos and 

normally how I would take a break is to eat and watch anime or lay down and scroll on 

Twitter. I would only meditate if I felt extremely stressed out but not for regular breaks. 

Plus, most of the time I find myself working for long periods of time with only taking 

breaks to eat.  

The respondent is saying that – prior to completing the course - he associated scrolling 

through social media with rest.  In reality, this behavior depletes the very cognitive reserves one 
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is attempting to recharge.  This helps to confirm the researcher’s hypothesis that - without 

sufficient education - Generation Z is primed to default to a behavior that has shown to increase 

depression, social anxiety, stress, and burnout (Becker, Alzahabi, & Hopwood, 2013).   

Ultimately, the world is changing and education must change along with it.  With so 

much entertainment and distractions abound, it is easier than ever to disregard the subtle ways in 

which the digital revolution threatens personal well-being.  Not only is media-multitasking a 

threat, so is remaining relevant.  The skillsets needed from employees of the future are not the 

same skillsets needed from employees of the past.  And yet, internal strengths never go out of 

style.   

Summary 

This project and the product (Mental Downtime) that accompanied this paper were 

written and produced between Fall 2018 and Summer 2019.  In Chapter One, the researcher 

provided an overview, statement of purpose, rationale, introduced five research questions, and 

provided a definition of terms.  In Chapter Two, the researcher conducted a literature review to 

explore the five research questions posed in Chapter One.  Chapter Three described Mental 

Downtime in greater detail.  It also outlined the evaluation model that was used to survey the 

SMEs.  In Chapter Four, an official description of the instructional product was outlined and the 

learning theories that guided the development were discussed.  Chapter Five – the final chapter – 

was comprised of findings, conclusions and recommendations. In the appendix the reader will 

find references, IRB letter and approval, and the SME evaluation model including survey 

answers.  Mental Downtime is available to the public on the designer’s website; 

https://www.cmpdesign.org.  A PDF version of course has also been included within the 

appendix. 
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Appendix A 

Completed Subject Matter Expert Evaluation Forms 

 An additional form was completed by an Instructional Designer after the response 

deadline had passed.  This 7th feedback form is included within this appendix (continued on the 

next page). 
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Appendix B 

Completed Instructional Design Evaluation Form 
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Appendix C 

Subject Matter Expert Email Request 

 

Hello [Subject Matter Expert] 

 

Mental Downtime - the course I’ve created in pursuit of my Master of Science in Instructional 

Design and Technology (MSIDT) degree - is ready for SMEs for review. 

I would absolutely LOVE to have you as an SME.  As [Insert Comment Unique to Individual], 

your feedback would be extremely beneficial.   

Understand I make this request with no expectations. 

 

SMEs would be required to complete the following by Wednesday - June 26th.  

• Complete Mental Downtime - roughly one hour 

• Complete 10-Question Evaluation Survey - roughly 20 minutes 

 

Thank you for your consideration, 

Christa Pozzi 
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Appendix D 

Table 1: Personnel and Task Analysis 

 

TASK PERSONNEL ESTIMATED HOURS 
Phase 1:  Planning 

Needs analysis Instructional Designer 8 
Learner analysis Instructional Designer 8 
Content research Instructional Designer 80 

Scope, goal, and objectives Instructional Designer 8 
Evaluation form Instructional Designer 4 

Phase 2:  Design 
Create mood board Instructional Designer 4 

Write script Instructional Designer 20 
Curate content (linked assets) Instructional Designer 8 

Draw flowchart Instructional Designer 4 
Create storyboard Instructional Designer 12 

Phase 3:  Development 
Create animated GIF images Instructional Designer 30 

Record V.O. Instructional Designer 8 
Edit V.O with background music Instructional Designer 8 

Edit MP4 Videos Instructional Designer 18 
Develop interactions Instructional Designer 4 
Test alpha version Instructional Designer 4 

Debug alpha version Computer Programmer 8 
Update alpha version Instructional Designer 8 
Publish beta version Instructional Designer 3 

Create evaluation survey Instructional Designer 3 
Provide beta version to SMEs Instructional Designer 2 

Evaluate beta version Subject Matter Experts 2x6 
Collect and review evaluations Instructional Designer 4 
Study feasibility of proposed 

changes Instructional Designer 4 

Make recommended changes Instructional Designer 8 
Publish final tutorial Instructional Designer 4 

Total Hours 
 Instructional Designer 264 
 Computer Programmer 8 
 Subject Matter Experts 2x6 
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Appendix E 

Table 2: Production Work Plan 

 

TASK PROJECT 
STARTED 

PROJECT 
COMPLETION 

Content Research 06/01/17 12/31/18 
Learner Analysis 06/01/17 08/30/17 

Project Proposal and Preliminary Flowchart 02/24/19 03/03/19 
Planning Documents 03/05/19 03/15/19 

IRB Approval Request 06/05/19 06/10/19 
Alpha Prototype Development 01/01/19 05/01/19 

Alpha Prototype Evaluations and Revisions 05/01/19 05/15/19 
Beta Prototype Evaluation by SMEs 05/15/19 06/30/19 

Beta Evaluation Review 06/30/19 07/07/19 
Final Tutorial Development 07/07/19 07/30/19 

Final Tutorial Published 08/01/19 08/10/19 
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Appendix F  

IRB Request 

 

From:  Christa Pozzi                                                               Date: 06/11/19 
 
To:  
        MSIDT Faculty  
        California State University, Fullerton 
        MSIDT Faculty  
 
 

The purpose of this letter is to request that my project titled Mental Downtime be given 

exempt status from review by the CSUF institutional review board (IRB).  I am submitting this 

letter so as to expedite the IRB process. 

 

As a student in the Master of Science in Instructional Design and Technology Program at 

CSUF, I am required to submit a digital learning product that demonstrates the knowledge and 

skills that I have acquired in the program. The MSIDT program focuses on the application of 

technology for teaching, learning and curriculum development used by professionals. A 

requirement for completion of the program is the development and evaluation of a digital 

learning product that can be used to meet an instructional need. 

 

Along with this letter, I am submitting an abstract that describes my digital learning 

product in detail.  Once this digital learning product has been developed, I will need to conduct 

an evaluation that will evaluate the digital learning product’s effectiveness with a group of 

Subject Matter Experts.  This evaluation will also provide me with information that will help me 

improve the instructional product.  The evaluation is qualitative in nature and as such will not be 
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generalizable to other situations.  The results of the evaluation will only appear in my Master’s 

project.  

If you have any questions or concerns please do not hesitate to contact me at the following 

address: 

 

Address:  14 38th Place, Long Beach CA 90803 

Cell phone:  626-840-9767 

Email:  christapozzi@gmail.com 

Cohort #:  50 

 

I appreciate your help with this matter, as this will facilitate the completion of my final 

digital learning product for the MSIDT program. 

 

Sincerely  
 

Christa Pozzi 
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Appendix G 

IRB Approval 
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Appendix H  

Table 3: Estimated Budget 

 

ELEMENT ESTIMATED 
HOURS 

COST PER 
HOUR 

TOTAL 
COST 

Phase 1:  Planning 
Research 80 $75 $6,000 
Planning Documents 24 $75 $1800 
Software Purchase - - $300 
 
Phase 2:  Design 
Instructional Designer 60 $75 $4500 
 
Phase 3:  Development 
Instructional Designer 100 $75 $7500 
Computer Programmer 8 $50 $400 
    
SME Evaluations:    
Beta Version    

SME 1 2 $100 $200 
SME 2 2 $100 $200 
SME 3 2 $100 $200 
SME 4 2 $100 $200 
SME 5 2 $100 $200 
SME 6 2 $100 $200 

    
Total Cost   $21.700 
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Appendix I 

PDF Copy of Instructional Product 
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