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The Stolen Hour has argued that your attention has been extracted from you by a machine designed to keep you from 

being present. It has argued that the damage is real, cumulative, and structural. It has argued that the renegotiation 

must happen at the level of systems — regulation, redesign, education — because no individual can out-discipline an 

environment engineered to break discipline.

All of that is true. And none of it answers the question you are now asking, which is: what do I do tomorrow?

You are 40 and your attention is not what it was. Or you are 25 and you cannot remember the last time you read 

a book without checking your phone. Or you are a parent watching your child disappear into a screen and you do not 

know how to pull them back. You have read this book and recognized yourself in it. You want to stop. Not completely 

— completely is not possible. But more than you are stopping now.

This protocol is for you. It is not a solution. It is a protocol — a set of practices, sequenced over time, with specific 

expectations for what progress looks like and what it does not look like. It assumes you must continue to function in 

a screen-based economy. It assumes you have a job, a family, a life that cannot be paused for a digital detox retreat. It 

assumes you are starting from where you are, not from where you wish you were. 

Week One: The Baseline

Do not change anything yet. Before you can retrain attention, you need to know what you are retraining from.

For seven days, keep a simple log. Not a journal. Not a meditation diary. A log. Every time you pick up your phone 

without a specific intention — you reached for it, you didn’t know why, you were already scrolling before you decided 

to scroll — make a tally mark. Do not judge the mark. Do not try to reduce the marks. Just count.

At the end of the week, you will have a number. It will be higher than you expect. That is fine. The number is not 

a grade. It is a baseline.

Also during this week, notice one thing: what happens in your body right before you reach for the phone. A 

restlessness. A boredom. An anxiety. A silence you do not want to sit in. The trigger is not the notification. The 

notification is the excuse. The trigger is the internal state. Learn what yours is.

***



Month One: The Small Reclamations

The goal of the first month is not to reduce screen time. It is to rebuild the capacity to be in a room with your own 

mind. 

Practice One: The Five-Minute Wait

Once per day, when you feel the urge to pick up your phone, wait five minutes. Set a timer if you need to. Do not do 

anything productive. Do not replace the phone with a book or a task. Just sit. The restlessness will rise. Let it rise. It 

will peak and then it will recede. It always does.

The five-minute wait is not about discipline. It is about demonstration. You are demonstrating to your own 

nervous system that the urge is survivable. The urge is not a command. It is a sensation, and sensations pass.

Do this once per day for the first month. Do not try to do it every time. You will fail at every time. Once per day is 

enough. 

Practice Two: The Phone-Free Meal

One meal per day, no phone in the room. Not face down on the table. Not in your pocket. In another room. If you eat 

alone, you eat alone with your thoughts. If you eat with others, you eat with them.

This will be uncomfortable. The discomfort is the point. You are rebuilding the neural pathways that allow you to 

be present with food, with people, with silence. The pathways atrophied through disuse. They will strengthen through 

use. But the strengthening feels like boredom at first. Boredom is the sensation of attention rebuilding. 

Practice Three: The Morning Pause

For the first thirty minutes after you wake, no screen. This is the hardest practice and the most important. The brain 

on waking is in a state of heightened suggestibility. The first input of the day sets the attentional tone for everything 

that follows. If the first input is a feed, the brain enters a reactive, scanning, novelty-seeking mode that persists for 

hours.

Replace the morning screen with something else. Coffee in silence. A walk. A notebook. Staring out a window. 

You do not need to meditate. You need to not-scroll. The content of the morning pause matters less than the absence 

of the screen.

***



Month Two: The Deepening

If you have done the month-one practices — not perfectly, but consistently enough that they have become habits 

rather than experiments — you are ready to go deeper. 

Practice Four: The Hour

Once per week, one hour with no screen, no speaker, no input of any kind. A walk without a phone. A chair in a room 

with a window. A park bench. The hour is not for productivity. It is not for thinking through problems. It is for letting 

the mind do what minds do when they are not being directed.

The first few times, the hour will feel long. Your mind will cast around for stimulation and find none. You will feel 

bored, restless, anxious, tired. This is withdrawal. It is not a sign that the practice is failing. It is a sign that the practice 

is working.

After a few weeks, something shifts. The mind stops reaching. It settles. A thought arrives — not a worry, not 

a replay, not a reaction. A thought. Then another. The default mode network, starved of external input, begins to 

activate. This is the state from which creative insight emerges. You cannot force it. You can only create the conditions 

and wait. 

Practice Five: The Single-Task Session

Once per day, twenty minutes of single-tasking. One activity. No switching. Reading a book. Writing. Drawing. 

Cooking without a podcast. Whatever the activity, the rule is the same: no interruptions. No checking. No “just 

quickly.” Twenty minutes of sustained attention on one thing.

Twenty minutes will feel harder than it should. You will want to switch. You will want to check. The impulse 

to switch is the atrophy revealing itself. Every time you notice the impulse and return to the task, you are doing the 

equivalent of a rep in the gym. The attention muscle strengthens through return, not through perfect focus. 

Practice Six: The Bedroom Boundary

The phone no longer sleeps where you sleep. It charges in another room. Buy an alarm clock. They are cheap and 

widely available.

This practice is non-negotiable. The phone in the bedroom destroys sleep architecture. It interrupts the transition 

to sleep. It fragments sleep cycles. It is the first thing you reach for in the morning and the last thing you touch at 

night. Removing it from the bedroom is the single highest-impact change you can make. It is also one of the hardest. 

Do it anyway.

***



Month Three: The Reorientation

By the end of month two, you will have noticed changes. The five-minute wait will feel less urgent. The morning 

pause will feel natural rather than enforced. The hour of silence will feel less like deprivation and more like relief. 

Your baseline of attentional capacity will have shifted — not dramatically, but measurably.

Month three is about reorienting your relationship to the screen from passive consumption to active use. 

Practice Seven: The Intention Check

Before you open any app, ask: what am I doing here? If you cannot answer, do not open it. If the answer is “I’m bored” 

or “I don’t know” or “just checking,” close the phone. You are not checking. You are feeding a compulsion, and the 

compulsion has been fed enough.

The intention check is not about abstinence. It is about agency. The screen is a tool. A tool is something you pick 

up for a purpose and put down when the purpose is complete. The screen has become something else — a companion, 

a pacifier, a slot machine. The intention check restores the distinction. 

Practice Eight: The Feed Replacement

Identify the one feed that consumes the most of your attention — the social media app, the news site, the video 

platform — and replace it with something that requires sustained engagement. A book. A long-form magazine. A 

documentary. A course. The replacement must be specific. “Read more” will fail. “Read one chapter of a book every 

evening instead of scrolling Twitter” can succeed.

The feed will pull at you. The replacement will feel effortful at first. That asymmetry — effortless consumption 

versus effortful engagement — is the signature of the extraction machine. The machine is designed to make the feed 

easier than the alternative. The protocol is designed to reverse that. 

Practice Nine: The Social Reclamation

Tell one person what you are doing. Not for accountability — accountability apps and partners add friction, and 

friction fails. Tell them because attention is social. The norms that govern attention are collective. When you change 

your attentional habits, you change the expectations of the people around you. Your spouse notices you are more 

present at dinner. Your child notices you look up when they speak. Your friend notices you respond to messages in 

batches rather than instantly.

These changes are small. They are also contagious. The person who sees you reclaim your attention may begin to 

reclaim theirs. The renegotiation spreads through example, not argument.

***



Month Six and Beyond: The Long Game

Six months in, the protocol will have become less a set of practices and more a way of being. You will still check your 

phone. You will still scroll. You will still have days when your attention feels scattered and your screen time spikes and 

you wonder if anything has changed.

It has. The difference between the person who practices attention and the person who does not is not perfection. 

It is recovery time. The practiced mind returns faster from distraction. It notices sooner that it has been pulled away. It 

spends less time in the scroll before it remembers itself and puts the phone down. 

At six months, you can expect:

•	 The morning without the screen will feel normal, not ascetic.

•	 The hour of silence will feel restorative, not punitive.

•	 The single-task session will be twenty minutes you look forward to rather than endure.

•	 The phone will have migrated from your pocket to a specific place in your home — a charging station, a desk, a 

drawer — where it lives when it is not in use. It will no longer follow you from room to room.

You will still lose hours to the screen sometimes. But the lost hours will be fewer, and you will notice them sooner, 

and you will not hate yourself for them. Self-hatred is not attention. It is just another form of distraction.

***

What Not to Expect

This protocol will not restore your attention to what it was before the screen. That attention is gone. The neural 

pathways that supported it were pruned by years of reinforcement for a different way of being. You can rebuild, but 

you cannot unbuild. The brain does not run backward.

This protocol will not make you immune to the extraction machine. The machine is too powerful, too well-

funded, too optimized. You will still be extracted from. The goal is not immunity. The goal is reduced extraction — 

enough reduction that the capacities that matter are preserved.

This protocol will not fix the structural problem. The auction will still price your attention. The platforms will 

still optimize for engagement. The children will still be handed phones before their brains can handle them. The 

protocol is personal, and the personal is necessary but insufficient. The renegotiation requires structural change. The 

protocol buys you time and capacity to participate in that change.

***



A Final Practice

Once a month, sit in a room with no screen for two hours. Do not bring a book. Do not bring a notebook. Do not 

bring a goal. Sit and let your mind go where it goes.

At the end of the two hours, ask yourself: what did my mind do when I let it? The answer will change over time. At 

first, it will have scrambled for stimulation and found none and panicked. Later, it will have wandered. Later still, it 

will have had thoughts you did not know you were capable of having.

That capacity — the capacity to be alone with your own mind and not find it unbearable — is what the extraction 

machine took from you. It is also what the protocol can give back. Not completely. Not permanently. But enough.

***

There is no graduation from this. There is only practice, and the practice is the point.
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