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INTRO 

You pick up your phone to check the weather. 

This is a reasonable activity. Responsible, even. You are an 
adult who needs to know whether a jacket is necessary. 
Forty-two minutes later, you know the weather, the name of 
an actor getting divorced, three things you should apparently 
never put in an air fryer, what a stranger thinks about a 
restaurant you will never visit, and why someone on the 
internet is furious about the redesign of a logo you had not 
previously noticed existed. 

You still have not put on a jacket. 

At some point during this journey, you may even look up 
from the screen and think, “What was I doing?” 

The phone knows. 

Your phone has become the place where almost 
everything happens. Messages arrive there. Work follows you 
there. Music lives there. Maps live there. Your camera, 
calendar, bank, news, entertainment, shopping, dating, 
weather, photos, reminders, tickets, podcasts, recipes, group 
chats, and an alarming number of people explaining how to 
optimize your morning routine all live inside the same glowing 
rectangle. 

This is convenient in roughly the same way that keeping 
your refrigerator, office, casino, television, shopping mall, 
mailbox, and entire social circle in your pocket would be 
convenient. 

Technically, yes. 

Peaceful, perhaps not. 
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The problem is not simply that you “use your phone too 
much.” That phrase is so vague it is almost useless. How 
much is too much? Four hours? Six? What if two hours are 
navigation, work calls, and texting your family? What if forty 
minutes are spent staring at short videos while your brain 
quietly abandons the project you promised yourself you 
would finish before lunch? 

Screen time alone does not tell the whole story. The bigger 
issue is what your phone does to your attention. 

You start a task and reach for it automatically. You stand in 
line for seventeen seconds and reach for it. You sit down to 
watch a movie and somehow watch the movie while also 
checking messages, looking up an actor, reading reviews of 
the movie you are currently watching, and briefly comparing 
prices of a cordless vacuum cleaner. 

The vacuum cleaner was not part of the evening’s 
entertainment. 

Your attention has learned that empty moments do not 
need to remain empty. Every pause can be filled. Every hint 
of boredom can be eliminated. Every uncomfortable thought 
can be replaced by a video, message, headline, notification, 
game, search, scroll, or completely unnecessary investigation 
into whether the cast of a sitcom from 2009 still talks to one 
another. 

And because the phone can provide something new almost 
instantly, your brain develops a very understandable habit: 
check. 

Nothing interesting? 

Check again. 

Still nothing? 
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Perhaps the internet has produced something during the 
eleven seconds you were away. 

This does not mean you are weak, lazy, undisciplined, or 
secretly incapable of functioning in civilization. Phones and 
apps are extremely good at giving your attention reasons to 
return. Some reasons are legitimate. Your boss may actually 
need an answer. Your partner may actually be trying to reach 
you. The map really may be preventing you from driving 
directly into a lake. 

Other reasons are slightly less urgent. 

“Someone liked your photo.” 

Civilization may continue. 

The difficulty is that useful and useless things arrive 
through the same device, often through the same screen, and 
sometimes separated by half an inch. You open your phone 
to answer a message from your dentist and somehow end up 
watching a man restore a rusty lawn mower in Ohio. 

The lawn mower looks excellent now. 

Your dentist remains unanswered. 

This is why simply deciding, “I should use my phone less,” 
usually works for approximately the same amount of time as 
deciding, “I should eat better,” while standing beside a plate 
of warm cookies. The intention is respectable. The 
environment has other plans. 

You might try willpower. You put the phone facedown. 

Then you turn it over. 

You put it across the room. 
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Then you remember something extremely important that 
absolutely cannot wait, such as whether penguins have 
knees. 

They do, by the way, but that is not the point. 

You may also try dramatic solutions. Delete every social 
app. Buy an alarm clock. Announce that you are beginning a 
“digital detox.” Place the phone in a drawer and spend the 
next twenty minutes thinking about the phone in the drawer. 

Technically, you are not using it. 

Spiritually, you are sitting inside the drawer with it. 

The good news is that you do not need to move to a cabin, 
communicate exclusively by handwritten letters, or start 
referring to smartphones as “the machines.” Your phone is 
useful. The goal of this book is not to make you hate 
technology. It is to stop technology from automatically getting 
first access to your attention. 

That distinction matters. 

You do not need a life without a phone. You need a life in 
which picking up your phone is more often a decision than a 
reflex. 

That means understanding what triggers the checking, 
which parts of your phone deserve easy access, which ones 
should require a little more effort, and why boredom is not 
actually a household emergency. It means rebuilding your 
ability to stay with one thing long enough for your brain to stop 
demanding a new thing every thirty seconds. 

It also means becoming suspicious of solutions that rely 
entirely on motivation. 
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Motivation is wonderful. It arrives occasionally, makes 
several ambitious promises, reorganizes your home screen, 
and leaves without providing a forwarding address. 

A better system assumes that you will sometimes be tired, 
distracted, stressed, bored, lonely, procrastinating, or 
standing in the kitchen waiting for the microwave. Those are 
precisely the moments when automatic phone use tends to 
win. So instead of demanding heroic self-control, we will 
make the unwanted behavior less automatic and the better 
behavior easier to continue. 

You will learn how to notice the moments when your phone 
steals attention before you consciously decide to give it away. 
You will separate useful phone use from reflexive checking, 
reduce the number of invitations your device sends you, and 
create practical boundaries that do not collapse the first time 
someone sends a group message containing the words “Did 
you see this?” 

You will also learn what to do with the empty space that 
appears afterward. 

This part matters more than people expect. If you remove 
twenty minutes of scrolling and replace it with twenty minutes 
of sitting on the couch whispering, “I must not scroll,” your 
new lifestyle has limited commercial potential. 

The goal is not deprivation. It is recovery. 

Recovery of the ability to read without checking something 
halfway through. To work without breaking your own 
concentration every few minutes. To have dinner without 
maintaining a second, smaller dinner with the internet. To 
watch a movie and experience the radical old-fashioned thrill 
of knowing only what happens in the movie. 
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You may even stand in line someday and simply stand 
there. 

Nothing will happen. 

This will initially feel suspicious. 

Most importantly, you will learn how to make these 
changes without turning phone management into another 
exhausting self-improvement project. You do not need 
eighteen rules, a color-coded spreadsheet, and a Sunday 
evening review meeting with yourself. 

Your phone already has enough apps. 

We are going to make this simpler. 

You will still use your phone. You will still get distracted 
sometimes. There will still be days when you open one 
harmless notification and twenty-five minutes disappear into 
the digital wilderness. 

The difference is that you will know how you got there. 

And how to come back. 

Your attention is not gone. It has simply become very easy 
to rent out in tiny pieces. 

It is time to raise the price. 
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Chapter 1 - Your Phone Is Not the 
Problem 

At 9:07 a.m., you sit down to do something that actually 
matters. Maybe it is work. Maybe you need to pay a bill, write 
an email, study, finish a proposal, or finally make the 
appointment you have been “about to make” since 
approximately the Bronze Age. You open the laptop. You 
know what needs to happen. 

Then your phone vibrates. 

You look. 

It is a notification from an app informing you that something 
exists. 

Excellent. 

You dismiss it and return to the task. Thirty seconds later, 
you pick up the phone again—not because it made a sound 
this time, but because your hand apparently operates an 
independent consulting business. You check your messages. 
Nothing new. You check email. One promotional message. 
You delete it. Since the phone is already in your hand, you 
check the news. 

This seems efficient. 

Seven minutes later, you have learned that a celebrity 
bought a house, a company changed its logo, and rain may 
occur somewhere within a three-state radius. Your original 
task remains open on the laptop, looking increasingly like a 
disappointed parent. 

The obvious conclusion is that the phone is the problem. 

It is not. 
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The real problem is the loop you have built around it. 

The phone is simply extremely good at completing that 
loop. 

Most unwanted phone use begins with a trigger. 
Sometimes the trigger comes from the device: a buzz, 
banner, red badge, sound, vibration, or glowing screen. 
Sometimes it comes from inside you: boredom, uncertainty, 
stress, awkwardness, fatigue, curiosity, procrastination, or 
the sudden terrifying possibility that nothing interesting may 
happen for twelve consecutive seconds. 

Then comes the action. 

Check. 

After that comes some kind of reward. Maybe there is a 
message. Maybe something changed. Maybe something is 
funny. Maybe you find useful information. Maybe there is 
absolutely nothing worthwhile, but checking still gives you a 
tiny break from whatever you were doing. 

Your brain remembers the break. 

That is important because people often imagine their 
phone habit is powered only by pleasure. It is not. Sometimes 
you check because the phone gives you something 
enjoyable. Just as often, you check because it temporarily 
removes something uncomfortable. 

Bored? 

Check. 

Stuck on a difficult paragraph? 

Check. 

Waiting for someone to reply to an email? 

Check. 
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Conversation becoming slightly awkward? 

Check. 

Need to decide whether you should start cleaning the 
bathroom? 

Suddenly the geopolitical situation feels urgent. 

This is why telling yourself to “have more discipline” tends 
to disappoint. Discipline enters the story after the trigger has 
already appeared, the habit is already familiar, and the 
alternative may involve doing something less pleasant. You 
are asking one tired human brain to defeat a behavior that has 
been rehearsed thousands of times. 

Sometimes it wins. 

Sometimes it watches twenty-seven videos about kitchen 
renovations even though you rent an apartment and have no 
intention of renovating anything. 

The useful question is not, “Why am I so bad at controlling 
myself?” 

The useful question is, “What keeps starting this 
sequence?” 

That is a much better question because triggers can be 
changed. 

Imagine that every time you walked past your kitchen, 
someone handed you a warm chocolate chip cookie. You 
might eventually discover that you had become surprisingly 
interested in walking through the kitchen. You would not need 
a doctoral thesis on your lack of character. 

There is a cookie there. 

Phones work similarly, except the reward changes 
constantly. Sometimes it is a useful message. Sometimes it is 


