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ABSTRACT 

Purpose: This work provides directors and content creators with data-driven strategies to 

capture and hold viewer attention in 9x16 vertical short videos. The goal is to align creative 

choices with how the human brain naturally processes visual information on mobile screens. 

Methodology: The research is based on a review of 14 sources, including computational 

models of "salience" (what stands out), neuroimaging (brain scans like fMRI and EEG), and 

eye-tracking experiments specifically for vertical formats. The analysis focuses on how low-

level visual features—like contrast and size—affect a viewer's brain during the first 800 

milliseconds of a video. 

Findings: The study shows that the brain’s primary visual cortex quickly creates a "saliency 

map" that prioritizes large objects located in the center of the frame. The Thumb-Object Rule—

placing a main object larger than a thumb in the center of the frame—reduces the effort a 

viewer’s eyes must take to find the subject, which significantly lowers skip rates. This "neural 

pop-out" effect is strongest when the object lines up with the vertical midline of the phone. 

Unique contribution to theory, practice and policy (recommendations): 

This research turns complex neuroscience into a practical checklist for artistic and video 

directors to replace vague creative directions with measurable data. 

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice and Policy: Make the main subject take up 

approximately 8–12% of the vertical height. Second, should ensure the object is visually larger 

than a thumb on a standard smartphone screen. Place the subject in the central third (the vertical 

midline) of the 9x16 frame. Maintain this focused layout for the first 0.3–0.8 seconds to allow 

the brain to process the image before it decides to skip. Use color contrast, lighting, or small 

movements to make the object stand out. 

Keywords: Vertical video, Visual salience, Thumb-Object Rule, Neuro-design, Viewer 

retention, Artistic direction 
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1. Introduction 

This study connects cognitive neuroscience to digital content creation. It aims to aid 

directors, content creators, visual storytellers, and arts researchers making quick decisions 

about editing and framing for short vertical videos. The ideas come from the author's 15 years 

of directing entertainment and internet videos. Having led over 250 projects in different 

markets, the author-researcher found a 18–20% increase in profits by using science in visual 

composition. A key method is reducing mental strain on creative staff. Short-form vertical 

videos have become a dominant format across social media platforms. Visual design and 

structural clarity of such videos are increasingly considered crucial for audience engagement 

(Astani, 2018). The growth of short-form videos and their use in advertising campaigns is also 

mentioned by research on content virality and the choice of YouTube as a distribution platform 

(Saputra, 2019). By using data-based parameters instead of unclear directions (e.g., “make it 

look good”), production becomes more efficient. The Thumb-Object Rule is central to this. It 

suggests that the main object in the first frame should be bigger than a thumb on a phone screen. 

Since users often use thumbs to scroll through social media, a smaller object might be missed, 

causing viewers to skip. The Thumb-Object Rule comes from an analysis of fourteen sources, 

like computational saliency models (Itti et al., 1998), visual cortex mapping (Zhang et al., 2012; 

Liu et al., 2025), visual search (Nothdurft, 2002; Dolci et al., 2024), and eye-tracking studies 

of vertical frames (Baig et al., 2025). This paper translates these findings into advice for micro-

data video (Sallam et al., 2025). The brain quickly makes representations that decide where 

attention goes within 300–800 milliseconds. By using the vertical frame to focus on a main 

element, directors can cut down on search effort and raise pop-out (Baig et al., 2025; Thayer; 

Sprague, 2023). Because this paper is for practitioners and researchers, neuroimaging data is 

less important than clear choices in blocking, lighting, and editing. By matching creative sense 

with how people see, directors can make sure their work is noticed in fast digital environments. 

2. Methodology 

This research used a review method, bringing together fourteen papers from many fields 

to link brain science with filmmaking. The papers were picked to give a broad view of attention, 

from basic brain activity to how stories grab us. To keep things both careful and helpful, the 

papers were put into four groups: 

1.  Basics of Neuroscience and Models: Key papers on how we notice things (Itti et al., 

1998; Zhang et al., 2012) and recent brain scans showing that the first visual area (V1) is key 

for attention (Liu et al., 2025; Wang et al., 2022). 

2.  How Attention Works and Learning: Studies using behavior and brain waves to study 

how the brain picks what to focus on (Nothdurft, 2002), how we map different features (Thayer 

&amp; Sprague, 2023), and how what we've learned affects what we notice now (Dolci et al., 

2024). 

3.  Vertical Video and Its Design: Research on where people look on the screen in 9:16 

videos (Baig et al., 2025) and design tips for short videos on phones (Sallam et al., 2025; Amini 

et al., 2015). 
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4.  Media Analysis and Examples: Data on what competes for our attention (Nardo et al., 

2016), local info from Jurnal Ars on TikTok and ads (Ramadini et al., 2024; Fitaloka et al., 

2025), and thoughts on creative impact (Peng, 2025). 

The analysis was done in three steps. First, each paper was looked at with three questions 

in mind: (a) How do we pick what to pay attention to first? (b) What proof is there about the 

first 800ms of watching vertical videos? (c) How does this help a director on set or when 

editing? 

Second, the review focused on operational translations. When papers gave numbers—like 

how important being in the middle is for vertical videos (Baig et al., 2025)—these were used 

to set exact numbers and times (like the 8–12% height rule) in the framework. 

Third, differences were kept in mind. The author knew that lab tests (using simple things 

to look at) are not the same as the busy visuals of today's short videos. This was used to make 

the Thumb-Object Rule a suggestion for creative teams to test, not a hard rule. This way, the 

method is based on science, helpful, and fits what today's digital design needs. 

3. Results and discussion 

This study suggests that having a big, centered, and visually distinct object in the first 

frame greatly raises the chance of early viewing and lowers the chance of early skipping. This 

idea is backed by findings from studies of computations, the brain, and perception. 

The model of visual importance (by Itti et al., 1998) gives us a way to talk about this 

framework. This model says that simple traits, like brightness, color, and direction, come 

together to form a saliency map. A director can use this to control attention by mixing these 

traits. When something is big, different, and in the middle, it makes a strong point on the 

saliency map that the brain notices. 

Brain scans show how fast this happens. Detailed fMRI and EEG data show that the top 

layers of the primary visual cortex (V1) create these saliency maps very quickly. Then, they 

send them to the parietal cortex to guide attention (Zhang et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2025; Wang 

et al., 2022). This automatic process happens in the first 300–800ms of seeing something. For 

a director, this means Frame Zero is a key time: the traits chosen for the very first moment 

decide if the brain's automatic systems start working or if the viewer skips. 

Action studies link these brain tendencies to pop-out effects. These effects mean we notice 

important things no matter how complex the scene is (Nothdurft, 2002). This effect is stronger 

in the 9:16 vertical format. Because the vertical frame is thin, the middle line is very important. 

Eye-tracking data for vertical content shows that putting things in the center (Central AOI) 

makes people look at them faster and pays attention better (Coefficient K) than putting them to 

the side (Baig et al., 2025). By centering the object, the director helps the viewer avoid looking 

around the screen, which saves time for understanding the story. 

But importance works with statistical learning (Dolci et al., 2024). While basic importance 

(size and center) grabs the viewer at first, seeing things repeatedly helps people learn common 

patterns. This means series creators should use a two-part plan: use the Thumb-Object Rule to 
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hook viewers at the start, then add some variety to keep things interesting (Thayer; Sprague, 

2023). 

The Thumb-Object Rule is a simple way to use these ideas. Field studies of TikTok and 

micro-data videos (Ramadini et al., 2024; Sallam et al., 2025; Amini et al., 2015) agree with 

the research: clear visuals at the start lead to more viewer involvement. When something takes 

up 8–12% of the vertical space and is bigger than the thumb used for scrolling, it becomes a 

clear visual anchor. 

This rule is especially important in crowded spaces. Studies of natural videos show that 

when many things compete for attention, each important thing matters less (Nardo et al., 2016). 

So, the director needs to make sure the opening is very focused, like a close-up in the center, 

before showing more complex scenes. 

To use this idea in practice, directors should plan the first 0.8 seconds carefully. This 

means: 

Blocking: Put the main object in the center, either vertically or horizontally. 

Scaling: Make sure the object looks bigger than a thumb on a normal phone screen. 

Reinforcement: Add other cues like small movements or focused lighting. 

Directors can test this by comparing a Thumb-Object version with a normal version. They 

can measure how quickly people look at it in a lab and how often people skip it in real life. 

Even small tests can give good data for specific viewers (Baig et al., 2025). 

In the video by Zack D. Films (Peng, 2025), the director puts the performer in the center 

against an empty background, making a strong vertical shape that the brain notices easily. In 

commercial design (Fitaloka et al., 2025), putting the product in the center with strong contrast 

makes it stand out, helping the Informing-Persuading-Reminding process that keeps customers 

coming back (Ramadini et al., 2024). 
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Illustration 1. How Thumb-Object Rule works 

4. Conclusion 

Evidence from models of computational salience, brain mapping of the visual cortex, and 

eye-tracking studies suggests a rule for video production: to keep viewers watching, the initial 

object in a 9x16 short video should be big, centered, and easy to see. This Thumb-Object Rule, 

shown in Illustration 1, links early production choices to how the brain quickly processes visual 

info and how people watch videos on phones. By treating the first few tenths of a second of a 

video as key for grabbing attention, producers can use this simple trick to lower the chance that 

people will skip the video. 

The Thumb-Object Rule provides a data-driven production framework for vertical video, 

recommending that directors place a visually distinct subject—highlighted by color, lighting, 

or motion—directly in the center of the 9x16 frame for the first 300–800ms. To maximize 

engagement and minimize skip rates, this central object should occupy approximately 8–12% 

of the vertical frame, ensuring it is large enough to be seen behind the viewer's scrolling thumb. 

While current research is limited by small sample sizes and requires broader cultural validation, 

this approach serves as a practical tool that moves filmmaking beyond guesswork by aligning 

creative choices with the brain’s rapid visual processing systems. Ultimately, this method helps 

creators produce clearer, high-impact openings that are more likely to succeed on modern 

mobile platforms. 
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