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            “At a time when outsmarting A1 means becoming more innovative and creative – who better to guide than Dr. Srini Pillay? In this heartfelt book Srini uses his own experience and insights as a physician, psychiatrist, counsellor and musician to profoundly speak to the way we live our lives and narrate a way of being that will bring all of us to use our ‘beautiful brain’. A must-read for anyone determined to be inspiring, reflective and dynamic.”

            — Lynda Gratton, Professor of Management Practice, London Business School

            
                

            

            “I highly recommend this book to anyone looking to accomplish more by doing less. It shows why relentless focus and a cultish adherence to overwork are counterproductive. And it explains how innovation and insight are more in our control than we might think. Read Think Less to strengthen both your ability and your resolve to slack off, strategically.”

            — Christine Carter, PhD, author of The Sweet Spot

            
                

            

            “Dr. Srini Pillay’s new book will help you create a new, fun, more playful destiny and unlock your brain’s inner potential.”

            — Daniel G. Amen, co-author of The Brain Warrior’s Way

            
                

            

            “The story of how the brain takes the ‘ingredients’ of our lives – smells, sounds, experiences, memories – and spins them into new ideas, innovations, and creative inspirations is one of the most fascinating narratives I have read in some time. This book leaves me in awe of all that quietly goes on between our ears.”

            — John Assaraf, author of Having It All and chairman and CEO of NeuroGym

            
                

            

            “This brilliant book shows how to harness a hidden neurological process that taps into your creativity, reducing stress while simultaneously boosting your productivity at work. When you learn how to manipulate your brain to alternate between intense concentration and deliberate mind-wandering you’ll solve problems more quickly and experience more satisfaction in life.”

            — Mark Robert Waldman, co-author of How God Changes Your Brain

            
                

            

            “Srini Pillay describes important strategies for purposeful focusing and, conversely, ‘unfocusing’ of our minds to improve resourcefulness, creativity, optimism, and mental well-being. As a lifelong business and social entrepreneur and survivor of a recent brain injury, I can attest to the great value of these practices.”

            — David Shaw, biotech entrepreneur and founder of Idexx

            
                

            

            “Think Less, Learn More masterfully guides us to become the conductors of our own neural symphonies. By developing routines that deliberately oscillate between focus and strategic distraction, we become more fully present in the moments that matter most to us, decreasing our perceptions of stress and aligning the brain and body in healthy harmony.”

            — Heidi Hanna, author of The SHARP Solution and Stressaholic

            
                

            

            “Cognitive rest is the new exercise! This book is great medicine for those who have long suspected that multitasking and always being on the go aren’t all they are cracked up to be.”

            — Sara Gottfried, MD, author of The Hormone Cure

            
                

            

            “Celebrating the usually untapped power of the entire mind, as opposed to the mere focused mind, Dr. Srini Pillay offers a brilliant, deeply researched, and even more deeply imagined blueprint for using one’s full mental armamentarium, conscious, unconscious, and all the undiscovered rest! A fantastic book!”

            — Edward M. Hallowell, MD, co-author of Delivered from Distraction
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            This book is dedicated to all of those people in the world who dare to tap into their ingenuity and brilliance – and to those who defy the naysayers to explore their greatest and most heartfelt possibilities.
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            Introduction

            LEAVING THE CULT OF FOCUS

         

         
            “…For oft, when on my couch I lie

            In vacant or in pensive mood,

            They flash upon that inward eye

            Which is the bliss of solitude;

            And then my heart with pleasure fills,

            And dances with the daffodils…”

            William Wordsworth

“I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud”

         

         One Friday night in 1983, a man and his girlfriend were driving down California Highway 128 from Berkeley to Mendocino where he was building a cabin in the woods. It was late at night, it was a long drive, and he was feeling a little tired and spacey. As his girlfriend dozed in the passenger seat, the man’s mind wandered back to his work, in his case research on DNA.

         As he put it, “My little silver Honda’s front tyres pulled us through the mountains. My hands felt the road and the turns. My mind drifted back into the laboratory. DNA chains coiled and floated. Lurid blue and pink images of electric molecules injected themselves somewhere between the mountain road and my eyes.”

         Like an enthusiastic puppy just unleashed, his thoughts darted to and fro, mulling, comparing and connecting fragments of information. Suddenly, something new fell into place for him. He pulled off to the side of the road—mile marker 46.58 to be exact, he found himself noticing—and began to connect the dots of his thoughts. Science would never be the same again.

         That man was Dr. Kary Banks Mullis—a biochemist who ten years later would win the Nobel Prize for chemistry for his invention of the polymerase chain reaction, also known as PCR. A way of making synthetic DNA, this has proven crucial in a wide range of disciplines, from obstetrics to forensics. It was on that restless, late-night journey that his mind collected ideas and put them together in new and strange ways. Later he would sort and hone what his wandering mind had pooled before him. The magic of that process—both the collecting and the sorting—is the stuff of this book.
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         As a physician, psychiatrist and executive coach, I am privy to people’s hope for change and their yearning for change strategies. In every consultation—whether in a boardroom or on the therapeutic couch, whether about work-flow and workplace efficiency, leadership, learning, parenting, marriage, or trying to lose weight—everyone wants to figure out how to get over a hurdle, reach their goals and get ahead. Most people I talk to are convinced that more focus—maybe in the form of better organisation, more detailed plans or even getting an advanced degree—will be the solution to their issues. They use focusing tools—timetables, to-do lists, calendar reminders and noise-blocking headphones—though they often come to see that these technologies don’t actually move the needle on the quality of their lives or productivity in quite the way they were hyped.

         Some have read about meditation and mindfulness and how very healthy and productivity-inducing the development of these kinds of here-and-now “mental muscles” can be. They try to fit them into their daily lives, although not always successfully. Others come to me with the vague sense that they have distractibility, procrastination, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) or follow-through issues. Many even hope I’ll make a formal diagnosis and prescribe medication to keep them on task. These people believe that their inability to focus and stay focused is what is getting in the way.

         Often focus appears to be exactly what’s needed (though medication is far too overused). Indeed, focus can be a tremendous change agent. It keeps you on target until a job is done, allowing you to coordinate your thinking, emotions and movement to execute and finish a job. Kids need it in quantity to sit through a traditional school day’s worth of instruction. Leaders need it to unify people around a mission or objective. Businesses need it to build and grow their market share. Try to thread a needle or follow a recipe or build “some assembly required” furniture without it.

         In the long run, focus can selectively—and often profitably—hone your interests. Except for polymath geniuses like Michelangelo (I have to pause to ask: would someone like him be medicated today?), having a wide range of interests may make you a jack-of-all-trades, but master of none. Focused specialisation gives you greater depth of understanding, insight, practice and experience. Over time, it gives you confidence in your abilities, and gives others confidence in you as well. If you had to have a heart bypass, wouldn’t you choose the surgeon who has performed the specific surgery 1,000 times, rather than one who has performed 300 bypasses, 300 gut resections and 400 brain surgeries? In the business realm, the company that focuses on one specific market need is often the company that meets the need best.

         Neurologically, focusing plays an essential role in keeping information online in your brain, a process that has far-ranging—almost unquantifiable—value. While you are completing a task, your brain is busy relaying and conveying information to your short-term memory, which is housed in a region called the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC). I like to call this region the “memory cup”, because it collects information that you will need to access as you are completing a task. Focus is one of the key determinants (along with emotion and intuition) of what gets deemed relevant, which, in turn, can make you better/faster/smoother/smarter at that task in the future.

         For all its “clear” benefits, however, I believe that too many of us have (unwittingly) bought into the idea of what I call the cult of focus: led to believe that focus is the capability above all capabilities, the core competency to strive for. In truth, focus, in isolation, will actually work against and disempower you.

         Think of it this way: focus is your brain’s flashlight. When you need to pay attention to something specific, a bright, narrow beam of light cast straight out in front of you is terrifically helpful. But what about your peripheral vision? Often you need to be aware of something important in the areas around that narrow beam. But a focused mind doesn’t work like that. In the extreme, focus begets a kind of “blinker vision”, which psychologists call inattentional blindness, a syndrome wherein you are blind to some things because you simply cannot pay attention to everything; your brain makes a choice about what to focus on, sometimes to your detriment.

         For instance, in 1995, a police officer in Boston ran right past someone being viciously beaten while he was chasing a suspect in another crime. The officer claimed not to have seen the assault but jurors didn’t believe he could possibly have been so blinkered—they convicted him of perjury and obstruction of justice and he was sentenced to more than two years in jail, plus a fine.

         Interested in the possibility that the officer might have been experiencing inattentional blindness—in this case a kind of focus overload due to his zeal to catch a suspect—researchers simulated the scene and found that many test subjects would have missed the violence in their peripheral vision, too: at night only 35 per cent of experimental subjects noticed the fight; during the day 56 per cent noticed it.

         A more fun example of how focus can compromise your ability to take in relevant information is brought to life through what’s known as the invisible gorilla experiment. Look up “invisible gorilla” online and you can experience it yourself.

         Studying the concept of “selective attention”, researchers asked viewers to count how many times a group of people wearing white shirts on screen pass a basketball (there was also a team wearing black). You would be forgiven—and not at all unique—if you failed to notice a person in a gorilla suit walk right through the basketball drill. Focusing on the white shirts and on counting the passes preoccupies most people so much that they too miss seeing a man in a gorilla suit on the screen.

         If focus makes you miss seeing a gorilla, what else are you missing in life?

         Perhaps you are concentrating so hard on developing your company that you neglect to see the competition gathering momentum in the proverbial wings. Or you are so in love with someone that you don’t notice changes in their behaviour until they break up with you. Or, if you are a psychiatrist, you may be so consumed with uncovering the emotional root of your patient’s anxiety that you may neglect to investigate whether adrenal problems are causing it. As the saying goes, to the guy with a hammer (or medical speciality), everything looks like a nail (or biased diagnosis).

         Related to blinker vision and selective attention, there is the issue of too much focus, or hyper-focus. Hyper-focus can make you miss out on what truly matters to you. You may, for example, become so absorbed in your academic pursuits that you “forget” to socialise or date through college and then find it difficult to meet potential life partners. This is something that I see a lot as a therapist. There’s a scientific name for this too—it’s called long-term discounting; it’s your brain’s tendency to minimise the importance of things in the future because they are too far off. Many studies now show us that this is the brain’s default. In my opinion, it is one of the biggest reasons we come to regret things—not being able to shift into and out of the long-view as much as we need to.

         Another consequence of hyper-focus is what psychologists refer to as a loss of caring. In one study of this phenomenon, subjects were asked to focus intently while watching a video of a woman talking. They were asked to ignore the bottom corner of the screen where words appeared every ten seconds and, if they were distracted, to quickly start watching the woman again. Others watched the video normally and more casually (no instruction not to look at the words). Later, after the viewing, all the subjects were asked to volunteer to help victims of a recent tragedy. Researchers found that those in the hyper-focused group were less likely to volunteer. Why were focused people less generous with their help? When we hyper-focus, it depletes the brain’s prefrontal cortex (PFC), which helps us make moral decisions. In other words, hyper-focus can drain your brain of the resources needed to balance your own tiredness with helping others.

         Then there are ways that focus may stymie innovation. In an article in Harvard Business Review, business professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter pointed to some of the problems associated with limiting the scope of innovation or staying too focused. For example, she pointed out that the Gillette Company had a toothbrush unit (Oral B), an appliance unit (Braun), and a battery unit (Duracell) but failed to make a battery-powered toothbrush. Each division stayed too focused on its own products and practices. And yet our brains are wired to make these connections if we allow them to map similarities across apparently unrelated domains.

         So how, exactly, do we do this? What’s the sweet spot between focus that galvanises and focus that calcifies or exhausts your thinking? How do you achieve a workable balance between a “zoomed-in” perspective and a more panoramic view of the world? The answer lies in developing the capacity for what I call unfocus.
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         When I raise the idea of unfocus to clients and patients I often automatically get a little push-back: they think it means they should relax their standards or flit around aimlessly. They don’t want to become (or continue to be) dilettantes; they want to be producers and problem-solvers. And in order to fulfil this desire, they feel that they have to think more and try harder. They prize grit, determination and perseverance above all. The mere mention of thinking “less” sounds lazy, unproductive and too “restful”. At its best, it simply sounds like taking a break.

         In this context, unfocus sounds like a negative. But disregard semantics for a moment and come back to the metaphor of a flashlight. Focus and unfocus are two different settings. Focus is the close and narrow beam that illuminates the path directly ahead. Unfocus is the beam that reaches far and wide, enabling your peripheral vision. Either beam in isolation is helpful only up to a point. Combining these settings will keep your battery charged the longest.

         Many important discoveries have come from what appear to be unfocused career trajectories. If, for example, you wanted to emulate Dr. Mullis’s path through life leading to his discovery, you might expect that, logically, you would need to do well enough at school to obtain a PhD in biochemistry, and then systematically approach the question of DNA duplication. Yet there is little in Dr. Mullis’s history to suggest that this was how he arrived at his eureka moment. If anything, the journey to his goal was marked by deviations from the straight and narrow.

         After obtaining his PhD, he left science to write fiction. Following that, he became a biochemist. Then he left to manage a bakery for two years. When he returned to science, he was anything but focused. Earlier in his life, he tried to make rockets before he made DNA. Much of his life has been an emotional rollercoaster. He is currently on his fourth marriage. These are the parts of the story that we leave out, yet they are probably as important to his insights and intellectual development as his actual work in biochemistry. You couldn’t mimic this. But in you, there is an unfocused story waiting to be told if it has not been told already.

         Every experience contributes to your brain development. Deviations from the straight and narrow path can offer unanticipated insights, different perspectives on the same issue, and build the character you need to gain the fortitude to pursue your passions. There’s no saying what would have happened if Dr. Mullis had become a biochemist sooner, stuck with his first marriage and never worked in a bakery. But there are few, if any, successful people who have such linear paths to their goals even if it seems that way in retrospect.

         Nor may such a focused career path even be desirable. As London Business School professor Lynda Gratton points out in her book The 100-Year Life, in this age of longevity, we have to rethink how we build our lives. Focus may be a quick and dirty way to make sense of how people get to their goals. But in many cases, it is a powerful and persuasive fiction.

         Learning to unfocus and focus will make you more effective, productive and nimble as a thinker and problem-solver. Getting into a new and conscious rhythm with them both is the key to the creativity, ingenuity or general happiness you seek. Indeed, one of the ironic byproducts of learning to unfocus is that doing so will sharpen your focus when you need it. And that’s because they are two sides of the same mental coin. (By the way, if you’ve come to this book seeking validation for already being quite unfocused—perhaps it’s the very thing people criticise you for the most—it’ll likely be music to your ears that unfocus is a valuable skill. The key for you will be to learn to hone and harness it instead of letting it run quite so rampant in your life.)

         Consider an orchestra. Each member has to practise (focus) to master his own individual part. But at concert time, orchestra members must be able to blend their expertise and sound into the greater whole (unfocus). They have to focus just enough to perform their music and keep track of the score, while also being unfocused enough to interact with and hear the other musicians (not to mention keep an intermittent eye on the conductor). Letting go of tight focus and melding your sound with others around you is indeed a skill.

         So it is in sports. To be a great tennis player, for example (and assuming a good level of fitness), you need to practise a number of specific, focused skills: how to grip the racket for each kind of shot and where to follow through; the position of your feet in relation to your body; how high to toss the ball up when serving; how much power to put behind your strokes in order to place the ball where you want it to go. And you have to play the game repeatedly to develop a sense for ball placement in the first place. It takes hours and hours of focused practice to programme this, but all those hours of focus create a blueprint in your brain and if you trust it, at match time you simply need to watch the ball and let your body do what it has learned to do. This is you allowing unfocus to take over. And it’s in that state of mind that your body will carry out the many tiny adjustments you will need to get the ball where it should go without you having to actively think them all through.

         In the basest and broadest sense, unfocusing is the process of relaxing your brain so that it can be ready, recharged, coordinated and innovative when you need it to be. This isn’t wishful thinking; its proven neurology. Unfocusing reduces amygdala activation and creates calmness. It activates the frontopolar cortex and enhances innovation. It increases anterior insula activity and strengthens a sense of self. It limits the grip of the part of the brain called the precuneus, the “observing ego” that makes you self-conscious (this, essentially, is the getting-out-of-your-own-way ability I’m talking about for the violinist or tennis player). It restores prefrontal cortex activity so that we can become re-energised in our thinking and have less burnout. It improves long-term memory and retrieval of relevant experience. And perhaps its most consistent and profound effect is that it increases activity in the default mode network (DMN)—a collection of brain regions that are active during rest and usually deactivate during focused tasks. We will also call the DMN the “unfocus network”, although it is vitally important for focus too—if, for example, this network did not deactivate during focused tasks, it would interrupt your ability to focus.

         This, tragically, is what happens in diseases like Alzheimer’s disease. Patients with this disease have a DMN that is not synchronised—its various components metaphorically shoot randomly in the dark. Reduced connectivity in the unfocus network has also been linked to problems in thinking in several other neurological and psychiatric disorders including autism, frontotemporal dementia, multiple sclerosis and vegetative states when people have severe brain damage and can be partially aroused but not aware. Studies indicate that if you build cognitive reserve by training your brain with both focused and unfocused activities, you have a backup should something go wrong. Simply put: unfocus can protect your thinking brain over the course of your life. And if you change your lifestyle and train your brain so that unfocus serves you, you are likely to see the changes sooner than you think.
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         In my opinion, there is nothing—absolutely nothing—more beautiful than the brain in action shifting between focus and unfocus. And in unfocus, when you’re thinking less, the brain is more dynamic and active than ever. In fact, it consumes huge amounts of energy continuously, whether you’re diligently balancing your budget or surfing the internet.

         Brain scanners can photographically capture the flow of blood to and between engaged circuits and brain regions, the sure sign that the billions of neurons are working extra-hard. Think of neurons as modern dancers—moving around and coming together in unexpected ways, pushing off one another, and changing directions suddenly. Instead of just two arms and two legs, however, these lithe and shapely dancers have millions of limbs, exponentially multiplying the ways in which they can connect and interact. With each new thought or action, a burst of electricity more dazzling than the most extravagant fireworks display is discharged. And with this discharge, information is mobilised and transported across your brain circuits. The shifts in blood flow light up the images like a sparkly, starry night. The picture is utterly mesmerising.

         Arranged largely by function, some brain circuits perceive information, others retrieve it, and still others conceive of what might be. Yet, separate though these functions may be, they come together when you are thinking—being creative, learning, doing many things at once, or problem-solving. These functions make the neuronal “arms” and “legs” reach out and intertwine with one another in acts of agile grace. Sometimes the dancers in your brain take turns to carry out their functions, conserving energy and relying on one another. Each new moment of sensing, responding and acting changes neuronal communications and connection, the choreography.

         Whether you are focused (studying for a test) or unfocused (daydreaming or imagining how you would like to be graded) the rhythm of focus and unfocus determines how, where and when the dancers in your brain will rise or fall, rest or run, connect or pull away. And focus/unfocus determines which set of neurons will take centre stage.

         In this mystical and magical brain dance, logic finds a home. Here you learn how to bake bread, deal with a lover’s rejection, pursue an interest that has captured your imagination, believe in God, or build the business of your dreams. Mysteriously, we don’t know how these processes are coordinated, but the brain has some control over the shunting of blood to and from different regions; in the end, you are the choreographer.

         When you learn to switch back and forth from focus to unfocus, something profound will change in how you manage stress and risk and in how you understand life. You will find formidable parts of yourself that you never knew you had. You will even stop hating your unfocused mind. Learning how to do this will require you to be purposeful and skilled in how you unfocus and how you include it in your daily activities. You may already be doing it accidentally—stumbling upon a creative idea, perhaps when you don’t mean to—but this book will teach you how to actively control or at least steer the process.

         When people have tried out even a few of these methods in workshops, or in my private therapy and coaching practice, they often suddenly feel relieved, or they have the kind of ah-ha moment I mention above. There is hardly a single person in the world whose mind has not once in a while found itself floating out through a window in the middle of a day—if you knew how to harness this tendency for something positive, wouldn’t it be amazing? Ah-ha indeed!
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            THE BEAT OF YOUR BRAIN

         

         
            “Thought is the labour of the intellect, reverie its pleasure. To replace thought with reverie is to confound poison with nourishment.”

            Victor Hugo

         

         In the years prior to my second year at medical school, I was an excellent student. During that year, however, in the context of an escalating workload, my grades suddenly slumped.

         Even though I burned the midnight oil, I wasn’t able to make headway. I sat for hours studying human anatomy, trying to memorise where muscles attached, and where in the body nerves and blood vessels travelled.

         On more than one occasion, I ran myself ragged, only to wake up with my head buried in a pile of bones.

         Nobody could have spent more time than I did studying and working, yet the harder I focused, the worse I seemed to do. Little did I know that I was operating my brain like a teenager driving a car for the first time, taking off at breakneck speed, then jerkily screeching to an abrupt halt. The result: too much wear and tear on the brake pads and gears!

         I struggled to wrap my head around what was happening. And I didn’t register that I was physically exhausted until the penny eventually dropped during the vacation between my second and third years. That’s when I decided to make a few changes.

         I was desperate and determined to start working smarter instead of just harder. I saw my failings as a code I had to crack, so I started to change my habits and lifestyle. Even though it went against my work ethic I took short breaks every 45 minutes while studying. I made an effort to spend more time away from work and with my friends. I committed to ensuring that I got enough sleep before any big stretches of studying I planned to do. And because I had always heard such great things about the restorative power of it, I started to meditate for 20 minutes, twice a day.

         My grades improved. My energy levels rose. Eventually, I was at the top of my class again.

         Looking back, I can see I was none the wiser about how exactly my lifestyle hacks had worked but I was certainly happy with the results, so I strove to include these strategies throughout the rest of medical school, with great results.

         But I didn’t really learn the lesson I should have from that episode. During my subsequent residency in psychiatry, I started off with a bang, burning the proverbial oil anew. Eager to immerse myself in my cases, I spent hours with patients in the hospital. And when I got home, I threw off my work clothes, ate my dinner, and started reading books and psychiatric journals voraciously. After my first clinical rotation, I looked forward to my feedback session with my supervisor. But the meeting went very differently to how I had expected.

         “You are a really dedicated doctor,” he said. “It must be a little frustrating that your knowledge base is far more developed than your peers’. You probably can’t have the conversations that you want to, right?” I didn’t really feel that way, but I thought I heard positive feedback and took it gladly. Then came a comment that I will never forget for the rest of my life.

         “We’re a little concerned that you spend so much time on the inpatient units. If you keep this up, I’m afraid you’ll have a ton of information in your head but you won’t receive a superior education. I presume that’s why you wanted to come to Harvard in the first place?”

         The question was ironic and chilling, to say the least. I realised I had gone back to my old bad habits. I was living my life trapped by the wrong assumptions about ambition, exhausting myself both physically and mentally all over again.

         My supervisor continued to explain that taking breaks to allow thoughts to congeal was one of the most important aspects of a true education. He prescribed walking through the woods in the middle of the day, spending more time on the park benches with my colleagues, and even going into therapy to see if I could develop insights that could help me unpack my day.

         Now, having studied how our brains manage focus and unfocus, I understand what my supervisor already knew: there was no nuance to what I call my cognitive rhythm.

         When you think of great rhythm, you likely think first of music, say Michael Jackson, or Elvis Presley’s dancing, or you conjure the amazing riffs of guitarists like Jimi Hendrix, Kurt Cobain or Keith Richards. In all of those instances, there is a run of notes or movement that repeats with regularity—a defining beat with “on” and “off” moments. Play “Voodoo Child”, “Come as You Are” or “Jumpin’ Jack Flash”, and you’ll connect instantly with their extraordinary rhythm.

         But rhythm is not only a musical concept. It’s essential in your body as well. Your heart has to expand and contract on time. You have to breathe in and out with great regularity. Then there is the circadian rhythm of sleep-wake cycles; while cognitive rhythm is the ability to intermingle focus and unfocus (the “on” and “off” moments) in the most effective way.

         On any given day, you have to be prepared for and respond accordingly to the tumult of life: the constant starting, stopping, negotiating of “bumps” and changing direction. As I discovered in medical school, if the only tool that you have in your thinking toolkit is focus, you will quickly become fatigued. Your brain will shut down prematurely. That’s far from optimal. It’s better if you learn to proactively wind down your focus at times, to prevent the brain from crashing. Furthermore, even though you aren’t aware of it, studies show that close to half of your day is spent in mini-mental journeys away from the task at hand. In other words, even when you are concentrating wholly on one task, it is impossible to remain 100 per cent focused; your mind needs downtime.

         Like the difference between a light bulb blowing a fuse and dimming the lights to save energy, there’s a huge difference between running out of power and putting your brain on one of its dimmer modes. In the latter case, you can metaphorically turn the light back on to bright again when you need or want it. In the former, you’re finished for the time being!

         Surfing Your Brainwaves

         Although a brain cell’s resting voltage is less than that of an AA battery, when electricity passes across the cell membrane, it generates a massive force—about 14 million volts per metre, more than four times the force required to produce lightning during a thunderstorm. Multiply that by 100 billion brain cells and that’s the magnitude of your brainpower! It’s impressive to say the least.

         From the moment of birth, your brain is generating these electrical impulses across its complex landscape. The impulses occur as waves, and every thought, feeling and behaviour corresponds with a different combination of waves in your brain. Attention is no exception. It’s useful to think of the waves of attention as different musical notes—a combination of the low-pitched notes of a trombone, the high-pitched notes of a flute and everything in between. Even at baseline, your brain’s attention fluctuates, aiming for a harmony between these different notes with astounding speed, power and accuracy. These “notes” can be detected with an EEG (electroencephalogram), in much the same way that the heart’s rhythm can be captured with an ECG (electrocardiogram). When we observe all the waves that people can generate, we see them on a continuum from more to less frequent—in effect, faster to slower.

         Beta waves are your “focus” waves. They would show up on an EEG when your eyes are glued to a task. Following beta, going down the “musical scale”, you have alpha, theta and delta waves, each respectively slower than the last, generated during different states of unfocus from relaxation to meditation and deep sleep. Gamma waves are the odd ones out. They are faster than beta waves but come on both when you’re focused and unfocused, indicating that focus and unfocus are not as separate in the brain as we might think they are.

         Each of these brainwave “settings” correlates with different brain functions. Being a peak performer at anything—a parent, teacher, CEO, chess player, researcher—requires knowing when and how to switch between the different settings. And most importantly, it requires understanding that these waves work together to create the best brain states to perform the task at hand.

         Your Circuits in Sync

         There are those people who have astounding lucidity. They impress us with their seemingly tireless productivity and their clarity of mind. Georg Philipp Telemann, for example, composed 200 overtures in a two-year period, and Benjamin Franklin invented the lightning rod, a flexible catheter, bifocal eyeglasses and umpteen other things. These are the masters of the frontoparietal circuit, or what I call the focus circuit. Always on task, they have focus on demand.

         Part of a larger “central executive network” (CEN), the focus circuit keeps you on task even when you are not as extreme as Telemann or Franklin. Whether you are following a recipe or complex procedure, filling out your tax forms, or listening carefully to your GPS as you make your way through unknown territory, your focus networks are like a flashlight, always lighting up the path just ahead.

         Yet this faculty by itself is woefully insufficient, and, on its own, razor-sharp clarity can feel shallow. It’s like a piano player playing all the right notes, without “heart”. To be sure, if you have ever played or heard the music of Telemann, you would know that he relies on much more than “focus” to create his music. In so many areas of life, we see this shallowness manifest in those who, unlike Telemann, only stick to focus: the bureaucratic boss, the one-dimensional bottom-liner, the workhorse colleague whose reports are precise, yet lack depth—these are the people whose pronouncements are clear, yet leave you wanting more nuance. To extend the GPS metaphor—you want to know what awaits you further along your trip. You want to at least know the mid-term future, or be able to anticipate your next hour, rather than only focus on the immediate road ahead.

         Nuance and depth require diffusing the beam of the focus flashlight so that you can see important objects and details in your periphery as well. There is a brain circuit that allows for this broadening of vision: the default mode network (DMN) or what I call the unfocus circuit. Before science understood its true function, the DMN was thought of as the “Do Mostly Nothing” circuit.

         But over time, we have come to see that the DMN is one of the greatest consumers of energy in the brain, and it is extensively connected with the focus circuits so there is a kind of brainwave overflow and integration. Focus and unfocus are like a good bolognese: it’s hard to tell if the meat is flavouring the sauce or if the sauce is flavouring the meat. They simply work together.

         In the brain, a mix of brainwaves enters and leaves each circuit with a preponderance of one type of wave for any particular function. For instance, at the peak of unfocus, you might see the slower alpha waves in the DMN, but they are not the only type of wave you see. You might also find other slow waves like delta waves in certain unfocus regions, and they may be mixed with the faster beta waves too, because focus and unfocus circuits are constantly “talking” to each other in the brain. Similarly, you may find more beta than delta waves in the focus circuit, to orient your focused attention. But it’s rarely just one type of wave alone. Which is why talking about focused and unfocused circuits is a false dichotomy. They are both acting at the same time and designed to work together. It’s we who stop this natural connection in our brains when we overfocus.

         Take musicians, for example. When singers like Adele, Ed Sheeran or Sam Smith pull at your heartstrings, they are not just focusing on the lyrics and music. They are also connecting to an emotional memory, internally accessing past experiences of sadness, betrayal, joy or whatever they are singing about. When they do this, you feel connected to them, and you feel free to superimpose your own memories on the song too. Unfocus circuits bring on this rich complexity and authenticity. What’s more, they can be nurtured and trained.

         Fritz Reiner, born in Hungary in 1888, is known as one of the greatest conductors of all time. Many attribute the world-class ascent of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra (CSO) to his leadership. And it must have been entertaining to watch him at work: using his entire body, Reiner would usher in the strings with his hands, then puff out his cheeks when it was the brass section’s turn, and when a section had to stop to his right while he was looking left, he would kick out a foot. As a testament to how great the CSO was under his direction, after a performance in Boston, Arthur Fiedler, the conductor of
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