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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS Busy, but Not Productive

“I get a lot less done these days than I used to, but I’m more tired than ever,” my friend Pete says, sighing. We’ve met up in our favorite bar in Amsterdam and he’s sipping his beer with a blank stare.

Pete is one of the smartest people I know. He has a dual degree and was an incredible athlete. Things were always easy for him, but recently he seems to have lost his spark.

“It’s incredibly frustrating to be busy all day long, only to find out that you didn’t actually get much done at the end of the day,” he continues. It’s a common complaint we hear in our trainings: busy, but not productive, like you’re stuck in first gear.

We often try to solve this issue by speeding up or by planning our time more efficiently, but let’s be real: this time management approach is a thing of the past.

Work has become a lot more complex, priorities change all the time, and one important email is all it takes to completely destroy our carefully crafted plans.

This book can help. These days, it’s more about focus management: knowing how to shut yourself off from all the stimuli around you, switching between projects more easily, and learning how to actually recharge your brain.

We need it more now than ever before. Since the 1980s, the number of stimuli we’re bombarded with every day has quintupled, equal to about 174 newspapers’ worth of information daily.1 We can’t really blame ourselves for struggling to focus.

On the one hand, all these stimuli make life thrilling. We’re challenged to push ourselves to the limit; it gives us a rush of sorts. But on the other hand, when was the last time you could really dive deep? Read a book without being disturbed? Actually manage to ignore your inbox?

Lots of people have seen their concentration levels drop in recent years, matched by an increase in stress. Working through distractions costs a lot of energy and, worst-case scenario, can leave you burned out.

It shouldn’t be like this. You likely chose your job because you wanted to have an impact and make a difference, not to barely survive while playing a constant game of catch-up. Constant work stress isn’t right. It’s not normal that one in seven people suffers from burnout symptoms.

In this book, we want to show you how you can find your focus. You’ll become more resilient against stress and get more done as a result. It’ll even help you when you’re not at work: when you’re more focused, you’re more present during conversations and have more control over your thoughts, which, in turn, makes it easier to relax and fall asleep. Over the course of the book, we’ll be working toward calm, clarity, and control.

While writing Focus On-Off, we endeavored to apply scientific studies to real-life problems. Our solutions come from recent research in neuropsychology and the experience Oscar and I gained through training and supporting well over one hundred thousand professionals. We have, to the best of our knowledge and abilities, presented scientific research in an understandable way and illustrated how the results can be applied in practice. The results of these studies and the conclusions drawn from them are supported by most scientists, but we realize that some have different opinions. We’re always open to discussion and would like to hear about any and all new insights.

We have listed all the references. If we failed to mention anyone who can be shown to have discovered or created a particular line of reasoning or technique, please let us know.

One more thing: To help you decide which themes to tackle first, we’ve developed a free introductory training course. In a short series of videos, you’ll learn how distraction works in your brain and where it often goes wrong. Our AI assistant, Courtney, will ask you a few questions and help you identify your biggest concentration leaks. At the end, you’ll receive a personal report with practical tips to regain control. It takes about fifteen minutes. Go to focusacademy.com/introduction.

Let the journey begin!

Mark & Oscar

PS: Although we created everything together, the book is written in the first person for a smoother read. The “I” in this case refers to Mark.





INTRODUCTION Getting a Grip on Focus

    Before we dive deep, you should know it’s not all that strange that we get distracted so easily. From an evolutionary perspective, our brains weren’t designed to concentrate on a single task. Just imagine: If you focused fully on peeling nuts in prehistoric times, you might not notice the hungry tiger lurking behind you. Game over. Maybe we should blame natural selection for our inability to focus.I Since it’s not very likely that we’ll fall victim to a tiger attack at the office, and we’ve replaced peeling nuts with slightly more complex tasks, shutting ourselves off from all those stimuli has become a useful skill. The question is how?1

Some people think the key is to block out the outside world in its entirety, and check your inbox only once a day. This doesn’t seem like a realistic option to me, and it definitely won’t make you very popular in the office. Besides, it’s not necessary. You don’t need to become a hermit or relocate your desk to the middle of nowhere to focus on your work.

A major myth is that concentrating is hard. That’s why most people rely on deadlines and caffeine to focus. Although these tools do make it easier to shut yourself off from stimuli, they often come at the price of loads of stress. Stress may be a welcome driver when you’re at work, but it can keep your head spinning when you’re at home and make it more difficult to fall asleep at night. In the long run, it’s just not sustainable.

There’s an alternative: understanding how your mind works. In the twenty-one years that Oscar de Bos and I studied this issue, we identified four concentration leaks that cause us to lose focus. In this book, you’ll discover exactly what these leaks are and how you can fix them to become more resistant to distraction, get more done, and experience less stress. Before we explain how you can plug these concentration leaks, let’s first find out how focus works and what distraction does to our minds.


HOW FOCUS WORKS

All the information that enters our brains through our eyes or ears gets filtered first. And thank goodness for that, because otherwise our thinking brain—the prefrontal cortex—would be completely overwhelmed. Think of the prefrontal cortex as the brain’s control room; it’s where we analyze information, make decisions, and draw up plans. It’s also the part of the brain enabling you to understand these sentences right now. This process used to be called short-term memory, but I’ve always considered this term somewhat misleading because the prefrontal cortex doesn’t really store any information. I prefer calling it our thinking brain.

The part of the brain responsible for filtering information is called the thalamus. The best way to explain how it works is to think of it as your very own personal assistant.

Imagine you’re at a party and you’re chatting away with people. Suddenly, you hear someone saying your name. Snap! Now that’s all you can focus on. Know what I mean? Psychologists have given this phenomenon a very scientific name: the cocktail party effect.

The funny thing is that your name wasn’t said any louder than the rest of the conversation. So why did your brain pick up your name, of all things? It’s because your brain recorded your neighbor’s entire conversation, and your “personal assistant” assessed every word to determine whether it was important enough to let you know. Ultimately, that’s why you hear your name, but not the rest of the conversation. Your ears did pick up everything else, but your personal assistant didn’t think it was important enough to bother you.

This doesn’t just happen with conversations. It happens with every stimulus our senses perceive: someone walking by in a quirky T-shirt, your phone next to you, a passing car, tweeting birds, etc. Every second, eleven million bits of information enter our minds.2 We’re like big walking antennas.

Fortunately, all these stimuli first enter our subconscious minds. If we were aware of every single stimulus our senses perceived, we’d go mad in a split second. To give you an idea of how picky your personal assistant really is: it transmits only 0.0003 percent of the stimuli it perceives to your conscious mind.3


    [image: A flowchart illustrates the relationship between the conscious and subconscious mind.]
Our minds are constantly bombarded by waves of stimuli. Our personal assistants act as gatekeepers of sorts, carefully selecting which stimuli are transmitted to our conscious minds. Description 1

And that’s focus. It’s an incredibly powerful selection tool. It’s constantly deciding whether the latest stimulus to reach your mind is more important than whatever you’re currently doing. The cocktail party effect isn’t restricted to our names. It applies to every piece of information our brains find relevant: information about our hobbies, names of customers, a ringing phone, a car heading straight for us, and so on. If your mind thinks it’s important, it’ll distract you from whatever you’re doing.

This is why lots of people have a hard time focusing in an open space where they’re surrounded by coworkers talking about projects they’re involved in, but most of us can work easily in a coffee bar packed with complete strangers—same stimuli, but a lot less relevant.




HOW DISTRACTION WORKS

Fully focusing is like reaching a state of flow; working becomes easier and feels as if it requires less effort. You are fully consumed by the task at hand. But getting into the flow usually takes time; we need to boot up first. Getting interrupted is like taking a step backward; it takes a while to get back into the flow.

In other words, switch and you’re out. Switching might seem harmless, but it has a greater impact on our brains than you might think. Here’s how:

Suppose you’re writing a report. It’s one of those jobs that you’ve been putting off, but now you finally made some time for it. A few minutes in, you’ve found your groove, the words are flowing. Until a colleague drops by: “Do you have a minute?”

Typically, when we make these micro-switches we think about how much time they’ll take: What’s the harm in answering an easy question? It’ll take only a few seconds. The problem isn’t how much time switching takes, but how much it affects your brainpower.

    [image: A flowchart illustrates the relationship between task switching, productivity, and achieving a state of flow.]
        Description 2
    
    Every time we switch, part of our brains clings to what we were doing before, temporarily lowering our IQ, making it more difficult to continue working. In neuropsychology, we call this attention residue : part of our attention lingers with the previous activity, which slows us down and causes us to make more mistakes.4 This is the main reason concentration leaks are so bad for us.

Practically, here’s how it works: When we switch from our own tasks to answering a coworker’s question, our brains basically split in two. One part starts crunching out an answer to the question, while the other tries desperately to cling to what we were doing before; we don’t want to forget what we were working on! And so our attention is divided.


    [image: A flowchart illustrates how switching tasks impacts brain activity, showing that a portion of brain activity.]
When you hop from one task to another, a portion of your attention will remain dedicated to the previous task, leaving you with less freethinking capacity for your new task. Description 3

By the time you resume your original task, the same thing happens again: part of your brain is still caught up in the question, while the other part tries to remember where you left off. This makes your brain slower and causes you to make about 20 percent more mistakes.5

Bizarrely, this phenomenon occurs after even the most subtle attention switches. After a quick peek at your inbox or phone, your IQ temporarily drops by ten points and takes at least a minute to return to normal.6 If we get sixty emails a day and read each one the second our phone dings, that means we’d spend a full hour a day working with the brain capacity of an eleven-year-old.

When the task we were working on is complex, or if the interruption required a bit more thought, this recovery time can easily skyrocket, costing us fifteen minutes before we’re back in a state of flow.7

The same applies to hopping from one meeting to another; at each successive meeting, parts of our brains still cling to the previous one, gradually slowing and becoming less sharp. Practical tip: schedule the most complex and important meeting first.



THE FOUR CONCENTRATION LEAKS

Focus management is a game. Your goal is to minimize the number of switches you make in one day. The better you play, the more productive you’ll be and the less stress you’ll experience. Before you start sharpening your skills, it’s useful to know which four factors cause us to task-switch in the first place. Each “concentration leak” undermines our focus in its own way.



Concentration Leak 1: Too Few Stimuli

Our brains are built to optimize. When a task is too slow, too easy, or too boring, they automatically start looking for more stimuli. This makes us efficient, but it’s also the main reason our minds wander during conversations, why we find it difficult to focus in noisy offices, why we sometimes reach the end of a page without having any idea what we just read. Once you manage to plug this concentration leak, you’ll be better at shutting yourself off from your own distracting thoughts (and the noisy colleagues around you).



Concentration Leak 2: Too Many Internal Stimuli

We tend to blame our phones, emails, and coworkers for our inability to concentrate, but did you know that we’re equally effective at distracting ourselves? Fifty percent of the time we lose focus, we have only ourselves to blame.8 I think we all know the feeling. How many times have you suddenly felt the urge to do something else halfway through a task, then next thing you know you’re twenty minutes deep into a social media binge? Or maybe you struggle to fall asleep because every time you start to drift off, your to-do list haunts you, keeping you awake. Our brains are powerful organs, but there’s no denying they’re exhausting at times. Understanding how this concentration leak works will help you get a grip on it. You’ll get better at controlling your thoughts, fall asleep faster, and experience less stress.




Concentration Leak 3: Too Little Fuel

When we’re tired, our personal assistants don’t function as well. As their ability to determine what is and what isn’t important deteriorates, they allow more stimuli to pass through. Effect: if you’re tired enough, even the tiniest fly can disrupt your flow. This leak is also the culprit behind productivity dips on those days when you just don’t get anything done. Your body might physically be at work, but your mind sure isn’t. Once you learn how to recharge your brain properly, this will be much less of a problem.



Concentration Leak 4: Too Many External Stimuli

In other words: our phones, emails, and coworkers. This concentration leak is often the first place we look to improve our focus, but it’s the last place we’ll find answers. It all begins with getting our minds under control. After that, we can look at how to continue. Only when you’re in control—and you’ll be well on your way after reading this book—will it make sense to start examining external factors. Don’t worry, that’s not to say that this book doesn’t look carefully at external factors. Later on we’ll talk about how to focus in open-plan offices without having to shut yourself off or miss out on anything.



Now, an intriguing question: How often do you think these concentration leaks occur on a daily basis? How often are you interrupted? Don’t just count the emails, WhatsApp messages, and coworkers; also count the times when your mind is the culprit. Count all the little moments, like when you remember you need to grab some milk on the way home, dwell too long on an uneasy conversation from the day before, or have a sudden epiphany in the middle of another task. How often do you think this happens over the course of twenty-four hours? I’m curious about your estimate, because, on average, we deal with about five hundred distractions a day. The time we need to recover from all those interruptions means we spend an average of two extra hours at work every day.9

Getting a grip on the concentration leaks will help you steady your ship and stop you from switching tasks so often. The goal is to keep you in a state of flow, and make it easier to stay in control as you navigate through the day.


OUR ATTENTION IS SHRINKING

We often sit down at our computers with the intention of doing something useful. But it’s actually the place where we tend to feel restless and distracted. And our concentration is getting worse. Research shows that when you work on a computer for an hour, your attention shifts more than eighty times. Back in 2004, that number was just twenty-four times an hour. So yes, our attention span is shrinking fast.


    [image: A line graph shows the increase in the number of attention shifts while working at a computer from 2004 to 2020.]

Changes to shifts in attention while working at a computer, 2004–2020 Description 4

Source: Attention Span: Finding Focus for a Fulfilling Life, by Gloria Mark




In the following chapters, you’ll get plenty of practical tips to repair concentration leaks, even if—or precisely because—your job involves working in a chaotic open office. You’ll discover how to switch your focus ON, so you can put your foot on the gas when you really need to. Then we’ll go over how to switch your focus OFF to help you properly recharge and get away from your to-do list—which is just as important.




THE BRAIN IN A NUTSHELL

Before we talk about the various ways to deal with concentration leaks, let’s first look at how the brain works. We’ve made an easy model to show you where distractions come from and what you can do about them. In each of the following chapters, we’ll zoom in on different parts of the model and repair the concentration leaks one by one.

    [image: A flowchart illustrates how concentration leaks occur between consciousness, a personal assistant, and external and internal stimuli.]
Description 5


    

    	I. This is exactly why we still rear up when someone suddenly taps us on the shoulder while we’re fully focused on a task.



    




PART ONE TARGETED ATTENTION AND THE FOUR CONCENTRATION LEAKS





CONCENTRATION LEAK 1 Too Few Stimuli

[image: A flowchart illustrates how concentration leaks occur in the mind.]
Description 6



    
We can only do one thing

consciously at a time, so use

that attention wisely.






FOCUS CHALLENGE Boredom

“Are you even listening?” my girlfriend asks me, her voice betraying her slight annoyance. It’s not the first time my mind has wandered during one of our conversations. And she’s right. I’m only half listening; new ideas keep popping up in my mind. I’ve been like this for as long as I can remember, and it means I’m often a little absent-minded, which annoys others and leaves me feeling guilty.

You might experience something similar when reading. While you’re trying to get through a text, your mind is barraged with to-dos. Then, by the time you reach the end of the page, you realize you have no clue what you just read. Frustrating, right?

Another name for this is mind wandering: thinking about something other than what you’re currently doing. We do this for almost half of our waking hours, proving exactly how limited our focus really is.1

The ability to think about things that aren’t happening at the moment is a great cognitive skill; it’s one of the things that set us apart from other animals. It does, however, come with a price tag: according to two Harvard researchers, it makes us unhappy.2 It’s the direct opposite of “living in the moment,” and ultimately can prevent us from making deep connections with others.

Getting a grip on focus does more than just make you more efficient—it’ll even make you happier! So how can you stop your mind from wandering? How do you stay attentive while you’re reading or talking to someone? It’s all a matter of creating flow.


OUR BRAINS THINK FASTER THAN WE USE THEM

Has anyone ever told you that we use only 10 percent of our brains? It’s a total myth: we use the full 100 percent of our brain capacity.3 In fact, that’s precisely why we get distracted so easily.

Our minds are “on” virtually all the time. It’s almost impossible for us not to think, and we do so at a constant, rapid pace. Estimates vary slightly, but it’s believed our brains process information at a rate of about fourteen hundred words per minute. No wonder our thoughts are perpetually bouncing around in our brains.

Our thinking brain—the prefrontal cortex—is meant to run at 100 percent. If the task you’re doing right now doesn’t take up all of your available processing power, your personal assistant will start letting in other stimuli. It’s a process that makes us efficient, but it also has a drawback: your brain is constantly on the hunt for new stimuli. Many of the tasks we do require only 20 percent of our brain capacity, leaving a lot of room for distraction.

The average reading rate, for example, is around 250 words per minute, which is significantly slower than the rate at which we think.4 It’s no wonder that our brains start thinking about other things when texts are a bit dry. Our brains simply have too much space left to use—a luxurious problem to have.

Clocking in at 125 words per minute, average speech speed is also well below our thinking speed, which means our minds are flooded with other stimuli while we talk.5 You’ll notice this most when you’re on the phone with someone who’s a fairly slow speaker. While they’re trying to get to the point you reached two minutes ago, chances are you’ve doodled a rainforest’s worth of trees on your notepad by the time they finally make their point.

If only a small part of your mind is occupied by tasks at hand, there’s a lot more processing power left over to perceive other stimuli around you. As a result, you’ll be much more distracted by things like coworkers making phone calls or people simply passing by.

To make matters worse, this is one situation where greater intelligence is actually a disadvantage. There’s a clear correlation between your IQ and the capacity of your thinking brain.6 The more intelligent you are, the greater your brain’s capacity. Sure, it has its advantages, but the downside is that your mind finds it easier to think about other things when you’re bored. Basically, the smarter you are, the more easily you’re distracted.I

If you’re looking to shut yourself off from distractions, here are two helping hands: noradrenaline and multitasking.


    [image: A flowchart illustrates how the brain processes tasks and stimuli, with a focus on the role of a Personal Assistant.]
Your thinking brain is always 100 percent full. The question is with what? Is it the task itself, your own thoughts, or external stimuli? It’s always a blend of all three areas. Because an average thinking task requires only 20 percent of our thinking capacity, there’s plenty of space left to process other stimuli. Description 7



SHIFTING GEARS

Noradrenaline is a neurotransmitter that makes us pay more attention to what we’re doing


    


    [image: A graph titled Focus and Flow illustrates the relationship between concentration and stimuli.]
The Yerkes-Dodson law states that if we aren’t stimulated enough we’ll wander off, and that we become stressed when we’re stimulated too much. The optimal state is in the middle: just enough challenge creates focus and flow. Description 8




FILLING THE VOID




[image: A comparison of task focus and room for distraction, showing two scenarios with different percentages. One chart has 20 percent task, with  80 percent room for distraction, while the other is 60 percent task with 40 percent room for distraction.]
The thinking brain is always completely occupied by a combination of the task at hand, internal stimuli, and external stimuli. Make the task more challenging, and there’ll be less free space left for distractions. 






AVOID READING FROM SCREENS




MULTITASKING AND TASK SWITCHING



[image: A chart divides time allocation into three parts: 20 percent for tasks, 50 percent for simple activities, and 30 percent for room for distraction.]
When we can’t make an easy task more complex ourselves, doing a second, simple task on the side can be quite helpful. This simple task fills the void, taking up space that would otherwise be filled by distracting thoughts or external stimuli. 






    

    


    [image: A line graph illustrates the relationship between performance and attention.]
As soon as the side task starts requiring targeted attention, we lapse into task switching. When it doesn’t, we’re multitasking. Description 9




FOCUS BITE





















WHY WE CAN’T STUDY AND READ AT THE SAME TIME

    








GOING FOR A WALK



    
    
    	I. Please take this as a compliment and use it in your favor when someone says you’re easily distracted.

    	II. I was incredibly proud to have come up with this principle all on my own until a student pointed out to me that I’d been beaten to the punch by two gentlemen in 1908. Bummer. Alas, it’s known as the Yerkes-Dodson law.

    	III. Oddly enough, research has shown highlighting to be the least effective way to remember something. It’s too passive, which means the information is never actually stored in our brains.
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