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INTRODUCTION

Be Awesomely Effective

Whether we love or hate our jobs, the amount of work most of us have to do

each day has reached unsustainable levels. We start a typical workday anxious
about how we will get it all done, who we might let down, and which important
tasks we will sacrifice—again—so we can keep our heads above water.

As we grab our first cups of coffee, we check our e-mail inboxes on our
handheld devices, scanning to see who has added a new task to our to-do list.
The stress builds as we read e-mail after e-mail, each containing a request that
we know can’t be dealt with quickly. We mark these e-mails as unread and save
them for . . . “later.” We mentally add them to the piles of work left undone the
night before (when we left our offices much too late). More e-mails to answer,
more phone calls to return, more paperwork to fill out. And everything needs our
immediate attention.

In fact, too many things need our attention before we can even get to the tasks
that really matter—and too many things matter. We frequently work all day long
—at the office and then at home, taking care of our families, cleaning up, paying
bills—sometimes only stopping to sleep. There simply isn’t enough time, but so
much always needs to be done.

If this sounds familiar, you are not alone. In my work as a professor, teacher,
executive coach, author, and trainer, I have found these experiences are all too
common among professionals and nonprofessionals at every level. More
problematic, I see people from all walks of life—from executives to doctors to
students to entrepreneurs to government workers—gravitate toward the same ill-
fated solutions to find relief from this work overload.

And these solutions are making the problem worse.

Over and over, I watch smart, dedicated, hard-working people fall for the trap
of “efficiency”: We try to stay on task as much as possible, capturing any



downtime throughout the day and putting it to use. If we have staff working
under us, we try to get those people to do the same, for as many hours as they
can pack into each day. Time-management books, gurus, and even whole
consulting companies have taken up the challenge of helping us “do more in less
time.” As my brother, a Fortune 1000 executive, says, “We all have a lot of sh-t
to do. It’s good sh-t, but at the end of a day cramming ten pounds of sh-t into a
five pound bag, we’re still covered in sh-t.”

Other time-management experts advise us to get to what matters most first,
because there may not be enough time for those tasks later. Yes, it’s valuable to
separate the truly important from the urgent though less important. But there’s
something frustrating about this advice. When all’s said and done, there are still
a lot of things we have to do that are not the most important on the list. Some
things matter because they affect our relationships, some because not doing them
will—in the long run—get us fired, some because we agreed to a deadline and
we can’t flake just because something else important is on that list.

Even if these tasks are not what matter most, we may still go home feeling
anxious when we don’t complete them. Sure, some problems go away if we
ignore them. We can get better at letting things go. But with many of our tasks,
we will not be absolved of responsibility for them. Eventually, they need to get
done.

If a lack of efficiency were truly the problem, most of us, including my
accomplished clients, would have solved our problems by now. Choosing the
right system or app to help us manage our time or prioritize our tasks would
relieve the pressure of the daily grind. But quantity and capacity are not the only
factors that matter, and despite working as efficiently as possible, we are still not
satisfied. Many of us feel stifled rather than accomplished at the end of a typical
day.

However, what we want is attainable. Most successful people I meet want two
things. The first is that they want to stop feeling out of control. The second is
that they want to kick butt at work—they want to be masters of their craft.

In both cases, the typical and misguided response—which tends to fail—has
been to expect ourselves to work constantly and pack more into our already
packed days. What’s wrong with this approach to getting work done? And how
can we improve it?

A STORY OF PRODUCTIVITY



There’s probably no one more famous for his industriousness than Benjamin
Franklin. People the world over agree he was a model of effectiveness and
productivity. He was frustratingly capable. His list of accomplishments is
absurd: author, inventor, scientist, printer, philosopher, politician, postmaster,
diplomat, and more. How can any human being do this much in a lifetime? A
quick look at his rise as a printer and publisher—his primary profession—sheds
some light on the way he worked and, in the process, reveals a lot about what we
are doing right and what we are not.

By 1724, at the age of eighteen, Ben Franklin had already apprenticed in a
printing house in Boston, worked independently in a printing house in

Philadelphia, and published a handful of widely read articles.! That year he left
for England, where he would learn the printing trade from the best, such as
Samuel Palmer, a well-established printer. Not bad for a poor kid with sixteen
siblings.

While working at Palmer’s, Franklin quickly annoyed and impressed those
around him with his work ethic and cleverness. His coworkers drank beer from
morning to night; he drank water so he could have the physical stamina to
outperform them and save a little money. You might say it was easier to have a
competitive advantage in those days, but Franklin gets credit for seeing the
opportunity, taking the risk, and following through. Ultimately, he was promoted
and he moved to an even better firm.

When he returned to Philadelphia a couple of years later, he was willing to do
what it took to establish himself. After working for another printer for a few
years, he took on debt to set up his own business. With a print shop at his
disposal, and in need of cash, he identified another opportunity: publishing his
own material. There was only one newspaper in town, which Franklin
considered “a paltry thing, wretchedly manag’d, no way entertaining.” He knew
he was the only printer in the area who also had the ability to write well, so he
tried his hand at publishing newspapers and eventually Poor Richard’s
Almanack. Almanacs have space to fill, apart from their noteworthy dates.
Franklin filled the empty spaces with his (now famous) proverbs, making his
almanac more entertaining and much easier to sell. Poor Richard’s Almanack
was a hit.

In order to secure the success of his printing business, he also took on the
position of clerk of the General Assembly, which allowed him to meet plenty of
people who had a say in where government printing (things like ballots and
money) was done, and he eventually landed the job of postmaster in



Philadelphia, which helped him circulate his newspaper. These positions offered
small pay and meant extra work, but they also allowed his printing business to
take off, helping him become a man of some status in town.

Benjamin Franklin was and still remains a beautiful example of productivity
and achievement. Work hard, take on more and more, and success will follow.
Today, everyone thinks they have to be like Franklin to achieve some success.
They have to do more than what seems possible. But the truth is, not even
Franklin was like Franklin. As it turns out, beyond taking care of his finances, he
was anything but focused on work.

We seldom talk about this other Franklin, hardly the live-for-your-job icon we
sometimes think of. But I didn’t have to look hard to find out more about him:
it’s in his autobiography. He loved to think and create. He spent huge amounts of
time on hobbies and with friends when he could have been working at his
moneymaking career as a printer. In fact, the very interests that took him away
from his primary profession led to so many of the wonderful things he’s known
for, like inventing the Franklin stove and the lightning rod.

To understand the secret to his success, I believe it’s crucial to look at how he
spent his downtime and just how much of it he had.

One of his main hobbies as a young man was hanging out every Friday with a
group of guys who were seriously into books and talking about ideas. The group
would agree on a topic to discuss at the next meeting, and each would read what
he could on the subject so he could come back prepared to argue. Books,
however, were hard to come by in Philadelphia back then; many needed to be
ordered from England. Franklin’s group realized it would be nice to keep all
their books in one place so they could check one another’s references easily—a
concept that led eventually to the great and historic public library now called the
Library Company of Philadelphia.

Franklin did not found the library when he was around age twenty-five to
make money for his printing business, nor was it part of a government position
he held. He simply put time into founding this library because he enjoyed talking
about ideas, especially ideas that would lead to improving himself and the world
around him. He loved literature and art. He even wrote some music for his

wife.2 And, famously, he was an incurable flirt, spending a great deal of time

wrapped in that pursuit after his wife’s death.> He was also the original
American self-help junkie. He tried vegetarianism briefly because he’d read
about it in a book—and loved all the money he saved. Plus, he poured tons of



time and energy into developing a plan to practice his now famous thirteen
virtues. Of those thirteen virtues, one jumps out as seemingly relevant for
anyone trying to pack in as much work in a day as possible: the virtue of Order
(i.e., being organized). Franklin claimed he never really got good at that one,
writing in his autobiography, “In truth, I found myself incorrigible with respect
to Order; and now I am grown old, and my memory bad, I feel very sensibly the
want of it.”

He earned a reputation for enjoying the many pleasures of life—from learning
to socializing to flirting to creating. It seems dazzling that he could do so much
work professionally and still enjoy so much hobby, leisure, and social time. So
how did he do it?

Every day he created the mental and biological conditions for peak
effectiveness, and in those periods of effectiveness, he accomplished
extraordinary things. He did not cram tasks related to his printing business into
every available hour. In fact, in a plan he drew up for how to spend his days he
included time for a two-hour break for lunch and other things, time in the
evening for “music or diversion, or conversation,” and a full night’s sleep. It was
probably because he made time for pleasure, learning, creativity, entertainment,
physical health, family, and social connection that he was so successful in his
moneymaking work, rather than in spite of it.

Devoting all of his time to his printing business rather than his other interests
would have been the most efficient use of his time. But imagine how little we
would know of him had he done so, had he never reserved the mental space and
energy for his many inventions, for his philanthropy, and perhaps even for his
printing empire.

Which Benjamin Franklin do you want to be: the one who carved out time for
his hobbies and social pastimes, jumping from interest to interest? Or the one
who outperformed his competitors to become a productive, well-regarded, and
wealthy businessman? These days, it seems there isn’t enough time for both, so
we must choose to either enjoy life or succeed. The good news is that this is a
false choice. We feel pressured to choose when we mistakenly assume that
productivity depends on finding enough hours in the day.

THE EFFICIENCY TRAP

While helping high-level executives and professionals become more effective,
I’ve learned that regardless of how high up the ladder we are, we typically



respond to being overwhelmed by work in two ways. One is to force ourselves to
stay on task without breaks in order to make the most efficient use of our days.
The other is to work more hours—and to ask anyone who works for us to do so
too—to make the most efficient use of our weeks. Underlying both of these
solutions is the belief that to manage our workload we should stop “wasting”
time—we should be “efficient.” This belief follows from a fundamental
misunderstanding of how our brains work.

Staying on task without a break and working longer hours are wonderful
solutions for a computer or a machine. Computers and machines don’t get tired,
so the quality of work is identical every time they are used. Using them more
frequently will only lead to greater productivity and efficiency. But, of course,
we’re not computers or machines. We are biological creatures. Continually
demanding one kind of work—and a consistent level of effectiveness—from our
brains is like continually demanding the same speed from a runner under any
circumstances—whether sprinting or competing in a marathon, or whether
running with no sleep after fasting for a day, jogging after recovering from a
hangover, or exercising after being fed and rested.

There are consequences of being biological creatures on how we think. A
number of people in the scientific community call these consequences

“embodied cognition.”4 Embodied cognition includes the many ways that
having a body influences thought. The brain serves as part of the control
mechanism for the rest of the body. Cognition—any kind of thinking—cannot be
properly understood without referring to the body it serves.

What does this mean?

It means that how you move your body may greatly affect your thoughts.
Sitting with your hands behind your head and your feet up on a table—a pretty
common “power pose”—can increase your level of testosterone and decrease
your cortisol, a hormone combination that can lead you to both feel powerful and

act like a leader.” Your physical movements may affect your moods too and can
color your interpretations of other people’s thoughts or intentions. Research
suggests that if, for example, you make a hostile gesture—like flipping the bird
—while evaluating someone, you are more likely to see the other person as

hostile, because the movement primes the idea of hostility.6

Or consider how you learn: you rely on memories. But you don’t install
memories in your brain the way you install a software program or download a
file into a computer. Rather, memories are something you grow. It takes time for



neurons to structurally change so that they can more easily reactivate one
another in the future, which may help explain why cramming the night before a
test is not as effective as learning the material over multiple days, if you want to

retain it long—term.7

These are a few of the thousands of findings illustrating the ways in which, by
virtue of being biological creatures, we are quite unlike computers or machines
and therefore cannot achieve the level of efficiency they do. However, each of us
has vast untapped potential as a human that computers and machines do not
have. And trying to be efficient all the time will block us from harnessing it. If
my aim were to do ten thousand push-ups, I’d have a really tough time doing
them without a break. But I would have no problem if I did a small number at a
time between other exercises and spread them out over multiple workout
sessions. The brain is very much like a muscle in this respect. Set up the wrong
conditions through constant work and we can accomplish little. Set up the right
conditions and there is probably little we can’t do.

What I've learned from working with highly productive and happy people,
and from my study of neuroscience and psychology, is that to be truly
productive, our best bet may just be to ditch efficiency and create, instead, the
conditions for two awesome hours of effectiveness each day.

TWO AWESOME HOURS

The key to achieving fantastic levels of effectiveness is to work with our
biology. We may all be capable of impressive feats of comprehension,
motivation, emotional control, problem solving, creativity, and decision making
when our biological systems are functioning optimally. But we can be terrible at
those very same things when our biological systems are suboptimal. The amount
of exercise and sleep we get and the food we eat can greatly influence these
mental functions in the short term—even within hours. The mental functions we
engage in just prior to tackling a task can also have a powerful effect on whether
we accomplish that task.

Research findings from the fields of psychology and neuroscience are
revealing a great deal about when and how we can set up periods of highly
effective mental functioning. In this book, I’ll share in detail five deceptively
simple strategies that I have found are the most successful in helping busy
people create the conditions for at least two hours of incredible productivity each



day:

1. Recognize your decision points. Once you start a task, you run largely on
autopilot, which makes it hard to change course. Maximize the power of
those moments in between tasks—that’s when you can choose what to
take on next, and can therefore decide to tackle what matters most.

2. Manage your mental energy. Tasks that need a lot of self-control or
focused attention can be depleting, and tasks that make you highly
emotional can throw you off your game. Schedule tasks based on their
processing demand and recovery time.

3. Stop fighting distractions. Learn to direct your attention. Your attention
systems are designed to wander and refresh, not to focus indefinitely.
Trying to fight that is like trying to fight the ocean tides. Understanding
how your brain works will help you get back on track quickly and
effectively when you get distracted.

4. Leverage your mind—body connection. Move your body and eat in ways
that set you up for success in the short term. (You can eat and physically
do whatever you want on your downtime.)

5. Make your workspace work for you. Learn what environmental factors
help you be on top of your game—and how to adjust your environment
accordingly. Once you know what distracts you or what primes your
brain to be in creating or risk-taking modes, you can adjust your
environment for productivity.

These strategies, derived from neuroscience and psychology, may sound
simple; some may even seem like common sense. But we rarely employ them.
Understanding the science behind them helps us know what’s worth acting on
and how to do so within the constraints we have. We can all learn to deploy them
regularly and consciously with powerful results.

There’s nothing magical about two hours. I’'m recommending two hours
because I've found that length of time to be both attainable and sufficient for
getting to enough of what matters each day. The specific number of hours is not
critical. As you gain experience with these strategies, you can set up conditions
for four hours or even just ten minutes of peak mental functioning, depending on
what suits your needs that day.

Note that I’'m not suggesting you identify two specific and consistent hours



every day (say, from nine to eleven A.M.) when you will aim to be effective. If
you are like most busy professionals, you don’t always have control over when
things need to get done. If you are a morning person and your boss asks you to
give a presentation at the next staff meeting—in the middle of the afternoon—
you better be in top mental shape when you deliver it. These strategies can help
you set up the conditions for peak mental effectiveness at any time in your
workday.

While I believe that you can accomplish great things under the right
conditions, I’m not suggesting you’ll be able to get all your work done in just
two awesome hours. I do think, however, that when you are mentally effective,
you can accomplish whatever matters most to you at that moment, with pride in
your work and inspiration to do more. The rest of the day you can devote to
those tasks that don’t require much strategic or creative thinking: slog through e-
mails, fill out forms, collect reimbursements, manage schedules, pay bills, plan
travel, return phone calls. You can more successfully decide what to let go of
among those tasks, too, when you’re thinking more effectively.

Working in tandem with our biology—setting up the conditions for a couple
of hours of peak productivity—allows us not only to focus on the tasks that are
most important to us and our success but also to restore some sanity and balance
to our lives.

MASTERING YOUR PRODUCTIVITY

Everyone is capable of learning to be as effective as they want to be. And in the
rest of the book, I’ll show you how. I’ll describe how the five strategies work,
explain the science behind them, and share stories that show them in action. For
each strategy, I’ll also suggest a few steps you can take to put that strategy into
practice, and make it easy to use. It is my hope that every time you pick up this
book you’ll discover new insights, increase your self-compassion, and continue
to master the game of being mentally effective.

At some level, we all know from experience that we can be remarkably
effective in short amounts of time when we treat ourselves right—and horribly
ineffective when we don’t. Once you understand the science behind what makes
us truly productive, I hope you’ll trust and build on what you already know
about yourself, and start thinking about your day in terms of how and when to
set yourself up for two awesome hours.



STRATEGY 1

RECOGNIZE YOUR DECISION POINTS

As part of his responsibilities as a scenario-planning consultant, Doug writes a

monthly analysis report of the latest developments in the clean tech sector. It’s a
task he loves—it allows him to be creative and to dig deeply into a topic that
fascinates him.

While working on a report one day, he finds himself in a trance—not really
aware of anything besides the computer screen in front of him and the noise of
his typing. The spell, however, is broken when his eyes happen to drift to the
clock on his desk. It is late in the morning. A twinge of slight nausea surfaces as
he reluctantly recognizes that he ought to stop writing (even though he wants to
keep going) and instead answer an e-mail he received days earlier from a
colleague who needs his input to prepare their department’s budget.

With trepidation, Doug opens his e-mail inbox, determined to answer his
colleague. But a dozen new requests confront him. An e-mail from a project
coordinator catches his eye. She needs to know his availability for the next few
months to schedule a meeting. He tackles that request first, since it seems fairly
straightforward and easy. But just as he is about to start answering the e-mail
about the budget—the one he really needs to answer and that is fairly
complicated—his calendar alarm buzzes to remind him that a one-on-one
meeting with his company’s CEO is in fifteen minutes. He still needs to prepare
a little for it.

The smart thing to do would be to close his e-mail, get his thoughts together
for the meeting, and start walking to the CEQ’s office. But the desire to feel a
sense of accomplishment is too enticing. He wants to get that e-mail about the
budget off his plate today. He’s been feeling terrible every day he makes his
colleague wait for it.

So in a split second, without really thinking it through, he decides to address



that e-mail. He has a vague sense that in the past he was sometimes able to
complete a similarly complex task in just ten minutes. It was unusual, but it
happened. And there were times when he had pulled himself together before a
meeting with the CEO in only five minutes. Who knows what bizarre,
contradictory neurochemical signals are influencing his fingers to click on the
budget e-mail, but that’s what his brain decides to do: attempt to answer the
budget input request.

Ten minutes later, he has barely collected the information he needs to start
drafting his reply. Four minutes after that, he sees his meeting with the CEO is
about to start, screams silently at himself, and hurries out of his office in
frustration. He leaves his work in disarray. It will be time-consuming to retrace
the information he’s collected up to that point, so he can compose his reply, but
he can’t be late to meet the CEO.

He shows up to the meeting with the CEO frazzled and unprepared. His
performance for the morning leading up to the meeting wasn’t what he had
hoped for either. He had made some progress on his monthly clean tech report
but did not complete the final section. After the meeting, he loses more time
trying to figure out how he intended to finish that part. He had managed to only
start that e-mail to his colleague about the budget—but still the e-mail is not
sent. On the bright side, however, he had sent a relatively unimportant email to
the project coordinator with his availability so she can schedule a meeting
months from now.

Throughout the morning, Doug operated on automatic, going from task to task
but not making strategic decisions about how to best use his time. As we’re
about to see, Doug—Iike the rest of us—can’t easily snap out of operating on
autopilot. The trick to doing so is to recognize those relatively rare moments
when we have a decision point—in between tasks—and to seize them.

PERIODICALLY, WE BECOME CONSCIOUS

Most of the time, we function in automatic mode—we think, feel, and act
following nonconscious routines. Nonconcious refers to anything the mind or
brain does that is not conscious. I don’t mean to say that our behavior is
thoughtless; I mean it is simply well learned and well rehearsed, and thus
requires little conscious monitoring.

Although in the introduction I made a case that we are not computers that can
perform predictably and consistently, in one regard we are very much like



computers: almost everything we do—from flossing our teeth to answering a
day’s worth of e-mails—we do by following neural routines, the human version
of computer programs, which guide our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. We
engage in these routines to some degree automatically—with no conscious
review or consideration as to whether it makes sense to do so. Like a computer
program, once we start a neural routine, we run it until it is either completed or
interrupted.

If you start flossing your teeth, it’s likely that by the time you’re done, you
won’t even realize the number of intricate steps you took to reach the point when
your teeth felt clean. If you start checking your e-mail a few minutes after
arriving at the office, you might not even realize that after you finish opening,
reading, and answering your first e-mail, you reflexively move on to the next . . .
and the next . . . and the next, perhaps until you are interrupted by a colleague
who has come to grab you for lunch. Chances are that when you got to the office
that morning, you had hoped to tackle other projects, but once you started
answering e-mails, the neural routines started running and you couldn’t stop
until something snapped you out of it.

In his book The Power of Habit, New York Times reporter Charles Duhigg
shows how very like automata we can be, perhaps more often than we care to

realize.l He explains that often we slavishly respond when we are presented
with the right cues. For example, suppose you need to pick up some groceries on
the way home from work. While driving to the store, you might not give thought
to every action, like how hard you need to press on the brakes or when to look
around. You can do each of these motions easily while almost completely
focused on something else, like trying hard to remember your grocery list. When
you get out of the car in the grocery store parking lot, if you’re like most people,
you probably don’t think about putting your keys into your pocket. Later, you
may wonder whether you have your keys on you—which are almost always
there—betraying just how automatically you do it.

Much of what we do each day is automatic and guided by habit, requiring
little conscious awareness, and that’s not a bad thing. As Duhigg explains, our
habits are necessary mental energy savers. We need to relieve our conscious
minds so we can solve new problems as they come up. Once we’ve solved the
puzzle of how to ballroom dance, for example, we can do it by habit, and so be
mentally freed to focus on a conversation while dancing instead. But try to talk
when first learning to dance the tango, and it’s a disaste—we need our
conscious attention to focus on the steps. Imagine how little we’d accomplish if



we had to focus consciously on every behavior—e.g., on where to place our feet
for each step we take.

In fact, our days comprise a series of habitual neural routines, what we often
call “tasks”: getting up in the morning, getting dressed for work, commuting to
work, turning on the computer, answering e-mails, grabbing lunch, attending a
staff meeting, going for a run, making dinner, getting ready for bed. The problem
is that we often jump from task to task without giving much thought to what
makes sense to do next. We respond reflexively or follow our impulses, however
misguided these are. The result is a tremendous amount of time and energy being
wasted.

The first strategy for creating a couple of awesome hours of productivity is
very simple. This strategy is to learn to recognize the few moments during each
day when you have the opportunity and ability to choose how you spend your
time. These moments are when a task ends or is interrupted—say, you are done
with a phone call—and you must choose the next task you are going to engage
in: should you answer an e-mail or prepare for a meeting?

In my experience, we tend to rush through these moments, or decision points,
in order to get back to doing something that feels “productive.” Hurrying
through one decision point—in between tasks—might save five minutes.
Starting on the wrong task may cost an hour. But the five minutes hurts more
because we’re so aware of every second, while during the lost hour we’re mostly
on autopilot, so it hurts less. Sadly, many people waste hours doing work that
either isn’t critical or cannot be properly accomplished in the time allotted.

Another challenge is that since we are on autopilot so often, there are not
many times each day when we access the conscious resources to make decisions
about what to work on. So it’s important to recognize these decision points and
seize them. In the pages that follow, I’ll show you how. But first, it will be
helpful to understand how neural routines work and why decision points are so
easy to mishandle.

ANATOMY OF A DECISION POINT

An influential theory in research circles is that we are “cognitive misers” in

many ways.2 Everything being equal, we tend to take the path of least mental

resistance. Our nonconscious, well-learned neural routines are relatively easy for
us to engage in. But our more deliberative, conscious decision making is more



mentally taxing. So acting like cognitive misers, we are likely to rely on
automatic neural routines instead of conscious decision making when we can get
away with it.

We all get lost in a trance when we are going through the motions of a neural
routine. Merriam-Webster’s dictionary describes a trance in one of its definitions
as “a state in which you are not aware of what is happening around you because

you are thinking of something else.”3 If you are preparing for a presentation,
you may be unaware of the two colleagues standing a short distance from your
cubicle. If you are engrossed in reading a report, you might not notice that you
are hungry or that it is time for lunch. While the neural routine is running, there
is less self-awareness and less awareness of what’s happening outside the
routine.

But when the routine ends (e.g., when you finish flossing your teeth or reading
the report) or is interrupted by someone or something (e.g., when a colleague
interrupts your presentation preparations to ask your advice on another project),
self-awareness ramps up. The transition from being deeply engaged in the neural
routine to the routine stopping can be jarring.

Consider the example of a pediatrician, who conducts a couple dozen exams
per day. In and out she goes from one exam room to the next, mostly following
the same series of actions and behaviors: she says hello, she washes her hands,
she approaches the child and does a physical exam while she asks the caretaker
some questions, she takes her exam gloves off, she types information into a
patient file on the computer as she continues to talk to the caretaker, she plays
with the child for a few seconds, and she hands the caretaker a printed summary
of the visit. While she is paying close attention to her patient and to the
information the caretaker is giving her, many of her motions are fairly automatic.

But what happens if, when she finishes the exam, she finds the next
appointment has been cancelled? She may feel a delightful moment of freedom,
because she thinks of going down to the nurses’ station to socialize with her
staff. Or she may feel dread, because she would have no excuse not to get to the
insurance paperwork that needs her attention. Regardless, she would find herself
captured in a moment of heightened self-awareness and possibly indecision, as
compared to when her patient-examination routines were running. When they
were, she didn’t have a decision to make about how to spend the next fifteen or
twenty minutes; she simply moved on to the next patient.

Like the pediatrician, we frequently find ourselves adrift in these moments
when a neural routine stops or is interrupted. But why?



To answer that question, we first need to understand two broad classes of
mental function we engage in: self-conscious and deliberate versus automatic
and nonconscious. A group from San Francisco State University believes that the
main function of consciousness is to make decisions when our automatic neural
routines run into problems—in particular, when different simultaneous neural

routines guide us to do competing physical actions.?

For example, facing the computer while reading an e-mail competes with
turning to face your wife while she’s telling you about her plans for hanging out
with friends (something that has never happened to me). These are two
competing routines. One keeps you absorbed in zombie-like fashion in some
imagined conversation with the e-mail recipient; the other requires you respond
to and engage with your significant other in a live conversation.

These two behaviors—staring at the computer and turning to face our
significant others—are incompatible, so the conscious ability to assess and make
a decision comes to the rescue to help us resolve this conflict. When we detect a
conflict that needs attention, a specific part of our brains—the dorsal anterior

cingulate cortex—becomes active.” It is thought by some to serve as an alarm

system meant to bring more of our conscious resources online.® Conscious
reflection really only seems to operate as a stopgap, when our more automatic
processing leads to conflicting actions and a need to make a decision.

Decision points, thus, often arise as a result of conflict—conflict between
automatic behaviors, or between behaviors and goals. We may find ourselves
pulled in many directions in these moments.

Because decision points often arise from conflict, they can be unpleasant. In
the previous example, finishing your thought while writing an e-mail and turning
to face your significant other to hear what she or he has to say may be two tasks
that you separately enjoy, but if you have ever had to choose between them, I’d
wager you became irritated once or twice and found that decision point
unpleasant.

In those moments when we become more self-consciously aware, we start to
notice all kinds of things, like all the other to-do items we have forgotten, as well
as the passage of time. Effortful control of what we’re doing can feel like a drag.
One study showed that the more we have to regulate our thoughts, feelings, and

actions, the slower time seems to go.7 However, just because we are more aware
of time passing without being “productive” does not mean that a lot of time is
passing. It just means we happen to be more aware of it. Most people I know,



when they have a lot on their plate, get kind of anxious or feel guilty when they
become aware of time passing without their making progress. Precisely because
our decision points can be uncomfortable, we have a tendency to try to get them
over with quickly.

And that’s where things typically go wrong.

THE DOWNSIDE OF DECISION POINTS

The moment after a neural routine stops is one of the keys to two hours of
awesome productivity. It’s in that moment that you get to decide how your next
chunk of time will be best used. Is this the best time to check your e-mail
messages and answer as many as you can before your next appointment? Or if
you have two hours free, does it make more sense to immerse yourself in a
project that requires you to focus for a long block of time? What would be more
effective: to prepare now for a meeting that will begin in two hours or prepare
closer to the meeting time so the issues you want to discuss are fresh in your
mind? Being intentional about what you plan to do immediately after you finish
a task makes all the difference in the world in terms of how well you use
whatever amount of time you have in front of you.

Being intentional about how we use our time is not an earth-shattering idea.
Yet most of us rarely do it. Feelings like guilt, anxiety, or their positive
counterparts—a desire to please others, eagerness—motivate us to get going on a
task that the emotion relates to. But that task is not necessarily a good use of our
time. The result is that when we become conscious of the clock ticking, fall for
emotional urges to take on a specific task, or are overwhelmed by an increasing
sense of indecision, it is only natural that we should latch on to the first task that
comes to mind in that moment and get to it. We instinctively shorten the period
of time when we are most aware that we are not working on a task—and we try
to get started on another as soon as we can.

Sometimes we luck out and the task that happened to grab our attention turns
out to be exactly what we most needed to do in that moment. But if that were a
reliable strategy, then those feelings of regret we all know so well after
“wasting” a whole afternoon on (you fill in the blank) would not be an issue.

Decision points can last seconds or often minutes. Imagine if you indulged
every time you faced a decision point, taking around five minutes to transition
from one task to the next. Maybe there are as many as ten decision points in a
good day. So in total, you would have spent about fifty minutes engaged in



decision points that day. Having taken the time to make a conscious decision
about what to engage in, you’ve moved on to tasks that are either important to
you or suitable for the time you have available to spend on them.

By contrast, suppose you tried to be “efficient” and plow through these
decision points, these moments of “unproductive” time. There’s a decent chance
you would move on to a task that is unimportant or unsuitable for that moment.
How much time is lost when that happens? The potential amount is huge. That’s
where so many hours of lost productivity collect.

In an effort to move efficiently and quickly through these decision points, we
may miss the opportunity to direct our efforts and energy in an intentional way.
However, we can learn to react differently to these moments.

MAXIMIZE YOUR DECISION POINTS

The key to making the most out of our decision points is taking a mindful
moment to reflect on what’s actually important to us in that moment. I actually
disagree with some time-management experts who tell us that we need to do
deep soul-searching to know what’s important to spend our time on. In the grand
scheme of things, I believe it’s not hard to know what’s important to accomplish.
Ask any of us while we are on vacation what we think is important in our work,
and I think we can easily answer the question. We know what matters.

But confronted with the pressures of the day, when it seems we are constantly
responding to urgent tasks—answering e-mails that arrive with exclamation
marks next to them, indicating they are a high priority (typically someone else’s
high priority, and often not our own), putting out fires when mistakes are
discovered, reacting to everyday problems that always crop up—it’s easy to
forget what matters. We push what matters to the bottom of our to-do lists,
because these items seem, as Stephen Covey refers to them in his book The

Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, “important, but not urgent.”8

For instance, in my case, anyone looking at me could easily say that writing
books, papers, and blog posts is important to me. Learning how to listen well
and ask helpful questions is important to me. Creating new syntheses of research
and ways to teach about it is important to me. Developing a team to help me do
that is important to me. These are tasks that fulfill me, help others I work with
succeed, and advance my career. When I don’t spend enough time doing these
things, they weigh on me the most—more evidence of their importance.



However, what grabs my attention when I sit at the computer on Monday
morning? A thousand requests, promises to others, and deadlines that have
somehow found their way into my consciousness. But before jumping into any
of these tasks, it is possible in just a few minutes to reconnect with what is

important to me that day.9

When you reach a decision point—either when you start your workday or
when you complete a task and feel, even for a split second, that sudden
unpleasant moment of confusion about what to do next—you have an
opportunity on your hands. You can kick your self-conscious processing
mechanisms into high gear to make good decisions about how to use this time on
what matters to you most.

There are three tricks to maximizing these decision points:

+ Savor each decision point.
* Plan your decision points in advance.
» Don’t start a new task without consciously deciding it’s the right one.

Let’s take a look at each of these in more detail.

Savor Each Decision Point

A decision point doesn’t come around that often in the day, and you can’t always
know when one will come. But this is the moment when you can willfully
choose a new direction and, therefore, each one is precious. A decision point is
to be savored; it is to be honored.

By honoring, I mean recognizing when you are experiencing one and seizing
it. I mean allowing the decision point to happen rather than ignoring it and
pushing ahead, on to the next task that your nonconscious processes nudge you
toward. I mean taking a step back, reconnecting with what matters to you, and
then deciding what the best next course of action is.

Decision points can give you some “distance” from your immediate concerns,
allowing you to make more strategic and intentional choices. Research suggests
that creating psychological distance leads to high-level thinking—keeping the

big picture in mind.10 When we are too close to a decision, we have a tendency
to give too much weight to immediate concerns.

For example, research shows that people will forgo receiving more money a
few months or a year down the road in favor of receiving substantially less
money today, even though it’s clear that what they will get right away is of much



less value. The rate at which we tend to overlook the future value of things has
even been plotted. One study showed that on average people would rather have a
gift certificate for seventy-five dollars today than get approximately one hundred
and eighteen dollars in three months or approximately one hundred and eighty-

five dollars in one yealr.11 Clearly, both one hundred and eighteen dollars and
one hundred and eighty-five dollars are of more value than seventy-five dollars,
but dangle it right in front of us, and it’s so hard to resist.

While this example deals with greater psychological distances than the
distance I’m suggesting we can get by stepping away from our work for a few
minutes, it illustrates how unbalanced our decisions can be without some
distance. Often we make decisions about things that will have consequences in
the future. But when we get caught up in the moment, we lose track of the big
picture. We’re capable of taking an obvious logical decision and, by bringing it
psychologically very close, overvaluing the present moment.

Let’s go back to our friend, the pediatrician. When we left her, she had just
learned that a patient had cancelled her appointment and there was no one in the
waiting room to see her. She found herself with an unexpected twenty minutes of
available time, an occurrence that happens maybe once or twice a week.
Immediately her mind went to the pile of insurance paperwork that needed her
attention. She also now remembers that she needs to complete some
documentation for a medical student she supervised that morning.

At other times in her life, she would have sat at a computer and started
cranking through either one of those tasks. She would have even told herself she
was being efficient and that by doing this work now, she would be able to go
home sooner. She would have undoubtedly gotten involved in a tedious and
confusing form, the twenty minutes would have been gone in an instant, and she
would have probably needed to drop what she was doing without finishing it,
leaving her frustrated and hurrying to find her next appointment. Plus, she would
have likely remained distracted for the first five minutes of that exam.

But in this instance, she knows better. She steps back from her racing thoughts
and gets a little distance from the immediate concerns of the day, smiles a little
and says to herself, I’ve already set aside time for those things at the end of the
day. It matters to me to be connected with the staff. I do better work, and I enjoy
it more, when we all work together smoothly. With that in mind, she heads to the
nurses’ station to chat with her staff. These women know how to have fun
together—and our pediatrician knows that chatting with them will not only
strengthen their bonds as colleagues but also give her brain a refresh before she



returns to what will then be higher quality patient work.

Plan Your Decision Points in Advance

Interruptions and distractions are inevitable. Even with the most careful
planning, our tasks are often disrupted by an urgent e-mail or phone call or by a
colleague who pops by with “just a quick question.” We may not know exactly
when, but we know there’s a high probability that these interruptions will
happen. Every one of them creates a decision point.

Why wait until they occur unexpectedly to plan how you are going to respond
to them? When caught off guard by an interruption, you are more likely to react
rather than savor the decision point it has created. You are more likely to let your
nonconscious mind quickly guide what task to tackle next—rather than taking
the time to make a conscious, strategic choice—and that could mean wasting
tons of time.

Planning the reactions we will have to our decision points before they happen
allows us to maximize them and our time. A rather large body of research has
shown that planning ahead for likely obstacles dramatically increases our
chances of behaving how we would like to instead of just reacting. Planning in
advance how we will behave in various situations has been shown to help people

lose weight,12 control their emotions,13 and eat more fruits and Vegetables,14
among many other benefits. These plans are called “implementation

intentions.” 12

An implementation intention is a plan to implement a certain action if a
relevant cue arises. It is an if-then approach: If an interruption occurs, then I will
take X action. You choose what that action shall be. Note that what does not
work is to “plan” to use willpower in the moment and fight an urge, or to
promise yourself that you won’t resort to old, unwanted behaviors. Planning not
to do something tends to fail. It’s important to plan to take a new action in the
moment, which you would prefer to take. Just planning a new action makes it
more likely to succeed.

There is also mounting evidence that we use much of the same neural circuitry

to visualize an action as to actually engage in it.16 The evidence implies that
visualizing the action we plan to take if an obstacle comes up preps the neural
circuitry, and therefore makes us more likely to follow through on our plans.
This may help to explain why visualizing successful sports moves (in addition to

physical practice) has been shown to help people succeed at sports,17 why



visualizing surgeries can help doctors in training improve their skills,18 why
visualizing ourselves performing well in an upcoming job interview can improve

our performance , 19

strength.20

The concept of implementation intention can be applied to creating more
decision points too. That is, we can imagine events that are likely to occur during
our day and form a plan to pause for a decision point when each of those events
occurs. For example, imagine that several times a week you are interrupted by
colleagues who stop by to ask a “quick question.” You can decide ahead of time
that when you are interrupted, you will turn that moment into a decision point.
The interruption brings you out of your trance, out of the neural routine that was
guiding whatever task you were engaged in, allowing you to reassess whether
you should switch tasks. I sometimes get deep into a task that isn’t worth my
time, and an interruption from the outside can give me a chance to reevaluate
how to use my time more wisely.

By planning ahead and imagining new concrete reactions, we can build in
decision points. Imagining if-then action plans can maximize these moments.

As another example, let’s rejoin Doug, the scenario-planning consultant from
earlier, as he sits down for dinner with his family on a Sunday evening.
Everyone has just come to the table and the conversation has barely begun when
an insight about a work project hits him. He is tempted to leave the dinner table
to jot down his insights and to spend some time noodling with the new idea for
his project. But if he does that, he will completely miss spending the evening
with his three-and six-year-old kids, a loss that is regrettably frequent at this
point in his career. Still, he reminds himself, he needs to figure out this project
soon, and when he is at the office there are always people asking for his time, e-
mails to respond to, and the usual list of challenges.

Although it’s hard to plan ahead for a eureka moment such as this one, Doug
has noticed that for him, work-related insights strike when he finally relaxes,
typically at dinner with his family. Thus, he has planned ahead for this exact
scenario: if an insight strikes while he is with his family, he will take a couple of
minutes to assess the importance of that insight.

On this particular Sunday night, when the insight hits him, interrupting the
dinner conversation, a decision point is born. He steps back from his thoughts
and recalls the broader situation. He is at home with his kids and wants to enjoy
his time with them. But he would be crazy not to jot down the important insights

and why visualizing muscle activation can build muscle



he just got and risk losing them entirely. He decides to ask his family for a half
hour to go get some thoughts down on paper and for the kids to come get him
when the half hour is up. He knows thirty minutes will not be enough time to
complete his work, so he commits to getting the ideas down in such a way that
he can follow them up at work. After the thirty minutes are up, he heads back to
the living room with his kids to build a truly killer Lego fort.

Don’t Start a New Task Without Consciously Deciding It’s the Right One

When you hit a decision point, quickly starting on the next task often leads to
more wasted time than taking a few minutes to decide properly what that next
task should be. The key is to seize the decision point moment. Here’s how:

First, as soon as you finish a task, rather than thinking about what you can do
easily right away, label this moment as a decision point. For example, when I
hang up the phone after a forty-five-minute coaching session, I literally say to
myself, “This is a decision point.” That’s enough to trigger me to pause. I
sometimes even stand up and walk away from my computer or drink some water
or coffee. Once I've let the mental dust settle, after running at full cognitive
speed for forty-five minutes, I am more capable of deciding what’s worth my
time to start on next.

How do you decide what’s worth your time? One key source of information is
whatever is most important to you that day, which is much easier to recall after
giving yourself a moment to step back and think. However, you can actually do
much better than that, by also factoring in your current state, how tired you are,
what mental resources you’ll want at certain points later in the day, and in what
environment you’ll be doing your work. In the coming strategies, we’ll explore
ways to make best use of each of these factors to maximize every decision point.

USE YOUR DECISION POINTS WISELY

Our tendency to get lost in the trance of work, guided by our neural routines, is
not a defect. Rather, it is a natural consequence of the fact that much of what we
do is handled by brain processes that operate relatively nonconsciously and
automatically. But our ability to set up two awesome hours of productivity
depends, in large part, on making good, conscious decisions about how to spend
our time and on what. Those rare moments in between tasks when we snap out
of our work trance are a gift. We can take advantage of them thoughtfully.



As you become more aware of your decision points throughout the day, you
may be surprised by how frequently you have in the past given in to your brain’s
desire to focus on whatever task it happened to come across next. Using your
decision points wisely is the first strategy—and challenge. How to manage your
mental energy when you work is the next one.



STRATEGY 2

MANAGE YOUR MENTAL ENERGY

Every day is a battle of priorities. Should we handle the seemingly urgent

request our colleague called us about last night? Should we respond to that new
e-mail from our top client? Or should we work on that big report due in a few
days? For years, productivity experts have said that the best way to manage our
time is to focus on our biggest priorities first because there may not be time later.
While they are partly right—it is often helpful to get to the biggest priorities first
—their advice misses an important element. Our mental energy is the fuel that
drives us—or fails to drive us.

Every task takes a mental toll on us; some even fatigue our minds. And
perhaps every task elicits emotions that make that task and the ones that follow
either harder or easier to do. While it would be nice to bring our A game to every
task we tackle, there is only so much of the right mental energy to go around. In
order to create a couple of awesome hours of productivity, we’re much better off
choosing what’s worth giving the right mental energy to and putting off, in
strategic ways, those tasks on our to-do lists that get in the way.

How can we successfully set up the conditions to produce the right mental
energy at the right time? Once we understand what types of tasks tire our minds
most and what role emotions play in our productivity, we can carve out at least
two awesome hours a day when our priorities are our brain’s priorities as well.

UNDERSTANDING MENTAL FATIGUE

Tom, a marketing director for a sporting goods company, is super excited about
his latest idea: reviving the classic tennis line that had launched the company
back in the day. The night before he is to give an informal pitch of his idea to the



CEOQ, the CFO, and the rest of the C-suite, he lies in bed thinking about a dozen
ideas for the line, fantasizing about how much the top leadership will love them
and imagining himself as the guy who will be known for bringing back the
company. Finally, he gets to sleep, much later than he’d hoped but totally
pumped up and feeling good about the next day.

In the morning, while commuting to work, Tom ruminates on how he should
organize his morning. His meeting with the CEO will be at eleven A.M. and he
wants to spend at least thirty minutes jotting down some of the new ideas he
came up with the night before. He is also aware that the last time he checked his
e-mail was two p.M. the previous day, before he left the office early for an off-
site meeting. He is anxious to find out if there is anything urgent that needs his
immediate attention.

As the coffee finally kicks in, he sits down at his desk and instinctively opens
his e-mail inbox. He thinks, Let me just get through this stuff quickly so I can be
caught up. Then I'll be free to prepare more for my pitch without worrying about
having missed any important e-mails.

An hour and a half later, he finally answers the last of the e-mails, opens a
document to jot down some ideas for his pitch, and . . . sits there. He can hardly
remember his great ideas from the night before. Of those he can remember, he
has a hard time deciding which to work on. He will only have ten minutes to
convince the company’s decision makers. Should he lead with the customer
feedback info he collected? Should he open with a survey of the competition?
He worries that every idea is stupid or sounds naive. All of a sudden, he isn’t so
sure about this new project. Do I even have the chops to pull this project off? he
asks himself.

The truth is that in that moment, Tom does not have the ability to pull off this
project or the pitch. His brain’s executive functions are exhausted—and he
doesn’t even know it.

Why Saying No to a Donut Tires Your Brain

Without knowing it, Tom overtaxed what psychologists and neuroscientists call
his “executive functions,” which is a term to describe the various control and
direction-setting tasks the brain handles. Parts of the brain act much like the
executives in a company act in relation to subordinates—directing and course-
correcting their behaviors—but in the case of the brain, it is in relation to our
thoughts, feelings, and actions.

The executive functions that the brain handles include decision making



(Should I wear a red or a blue shirt this morning?), planning (First I’ll go to the
dentist, then on the way from the dentist to my house, I'll stop to pick up dinner),
and holding on to thoughts for a short time while we need them (I need to
remember the name of the person I just met long enough to introduce her to my
business partner).

Executive functions also involve inhibiting some actions, feelings, or
thoughts. For example, letting personal slights from the boss go or staying
focused on putting together presentation slides amid distractions like phones
ringing or e-mail notifications popping up. Self-inhibition, or self-control, is one
of the major executive functions the mind performs.

Engaging in self-control tends to wear out our self-control. Various forms of
self-control—such as watching what we eat, controlling our anger, limiting
impulse buys, avoiding the urge to sell stocks when prices have fallen—have at
least one thing in common. After we engage in them, we typically act as though
our brain mechanisms for self-control have been depleted or fatigued.
Interestingly, brain research on the topic suggests that the brain is still capable of
self-control when we are “fatigued” in these ways, but we seem to lose the

motivation to keep controlling ourselves.!

The jury is still out, but it has been proposed that self-control of any kind
(resisting a pastry at breakfast, holding back tears, turning the other cheek when
someone gets aggressive, and many other forms) rely in part on a few shared
brain regions, such as the ventrolateral prefrontal cortex and the dorsal anterior

cingulate cortex.2 After completing a self-control task, those regions of the brain
are less useful when tackling another self-control task. It’s a lot like exercising
physically: after going for a run, you’ve satisfied your need to work out, so it’s

not as compelling right in that moment to go for another run.3

Unlike going for a run, which most people tend not to do more than once a
day, our brains are dealing with self-control all day long—helping us to avoid
procrastinating when we have a project to finish, to say no to another slice of
cake even though we really want it, or to overcome the urge to stay in bed when
the baby wakes up crying in the middle of the night. As we deplete our self-
control, it becomes that much harder for our brains to handle later self-control
tasks, which explains why if we say no to eating a donut at breakfast, it may be
harder to say no to a cupcake at our colleague’s birthday lunch, and even harder
to say no to dessert after dinner. Our worn-out brain finally caves in, and we find
ourselves wolfing down half a gallon of Ben & Jerry’s New York Super Fudge



Chunk ice cream.4

The Consequences of Making Too Many Decisions

There are probably very few jobs for which chocolate ice cream avoidance is
critical. But every professional, executive-level, or managerial job requires
quality decision making and self-control in the face of many potential
distractions. At its basic level, being productive requires that we stay focused on
a task and resist the many distractions in a work environment: e-mail alerts,
colleagues stopping by, other more enjoyable tasks waiting to be done, and so
on.

At a deeper level, being productive requires self-control because quality
decisions, investments, or plans require that we deal with competing options.
Whenever there are competing options, we have reasons to pursue each option,
and therefore self-control is needed to say no to all but one. As Roy Baumeister
and John Tierney explain in their book Willpower, people keep their options open
—sometimes even at great cost and little gain—because “it takes willpower to
make decisions, and so the depleted state makes people look for ways to

postpone or evade decisions.”

This link between decision making and self-control is where things get
especially interesting. Not only does it seem that as we deplete our self-control
reserves for one task it makes it more difficult to motivate ourselves to do well
on other ones; there’s evidence that other executive tasks, like decision making,
may take a toll on our self-control too.

What’s more, research led by a group from the University of Minnesota and
Florida State University has illustrated how easy it is to deplete the brain in these

ways without even realizing it.5 In one of their experiments, participants were
asked to either choose which courses they might take for their requirements or
simply look through the course catalog and think about the courses pertaining to
their requirements. So the groups did essentially the same things—except one
group had to make decisions, while the other group did not. Then the researchers
examined how much mental energy the participants had left in the tank, by
seeing how long they would persist at a task. All participants were invited (but
not required) to study for fifteen minutes for an exam that the researchers would
administer later.

To make this mimic real-life temptation for students and therefore the need for
self-control, during this fifteen-minute period, all participants were free to play a



video game or pick up magazines in the waiting area instead of studying like
they knew they should. The participants who had made course decisions gave up
studying after approximately just eight and a half minutes, while those who
hadn’t made decisions spent about eleven and a half minutes studying. In other
experiments by that team, having participants make decisions—about video
clips, test question styles, and other factors that would influence how a class they
were in would be taught—decreased the participants’ self-control afterward. The
act of having made those decisions led students to spend only about nine minutes
on unsolvable puzzles, while their colleagues, who had made no decisions
immediately beforehand, gave the task about twelve and a half minutes.

In subsequent experiments, the same researchers showed that neither the size
nor the importance of the decision, nor even the specific nature of the self-
control task, seemed to change the toll that making decisions had on the
participants’ tendency to exert self-control and persist at a task. In other words,
making even typical, everyday, unimportant decisions can leave someone less
mentally motivated for self-control immediately afterward.

In short, decision making leads to mental fatigue, which reduces our ability to
perform at our best.

And this is exactly what happened to our friend Tom, the marketing director
who was fruitlessly trying to prepare for a new product pitch. What he did not
realize is that answering e-mails, although it seems like an easy task, is actually
quite taxing. Answering every e-mail involves making decisions, sometimes
complex ones: Should I reply? Do I have to respond now? If I write it this way
instead of that way, will the person react well to my e-mail or be offended by it?
Should I delete it or file it for future reference? Should I write a short response
or forward it to someone else? When answering e-mails, Tom has to make
decisions about time, value, social consequences, alternative future scenarios,
and perhaps emotional consequences. Even if an e-mail is, in the scheme of
things, unimportant, there’s still a good deal of decision making that happens.

Tom was right that if he could spend even thirty minutes jotting down his
ideas before his meeting—just thirty awesome minutes—he would be in great
shape to deliver his pitch to the company’s higher-ups. But he was wrong to
think it’s just a matter of finding any thirty minutes to do it. He is faced with a
project that needs creative decision making, persistence, and initiative.
Unfortunately, he spent the prior hour and a half fatiguing his brain’s executive
functions by answering e-mails that weren’t that important, depleting the very
resources he needs to do well at the task that matters the most to him. If he were



a race car driver, it would be like taking his race car through city traffic to get to
the race—not the fresh start he’d want.

When he finally turns his attention to preparing for his pitch, the time he
spends on task is worse than wasted. Since his brain is fatigued, the same
decisions that would have taken him minutes to make when at his mental peak
are hard to make at all. His self-control resources are spent, making him
susceptible to giving up on his ideas, even to losing confidence with the project.
In the end, he walks to his pitch meeting feeling uncertain about his ideas—
hardly the energized feeling he dreamt about the night before.

UNDERSTANDING THE POWER OF OUR EMOTIONS

In the previous section, we saw how it can help to pay attention to mental fatigue
when deciding what tasks to engage in, to ensure we are setting ourselves up for
a block of truly productive time. But there’s another way we can ensure that our
brains are ready when we need to perform at our best. When we understand how
the tasks on our to-do lists elicit emotions that make completing those very tasks,
and the ones that follow, either harder or easier, we can plan ahead accordingly.
Because being “on” at the right moment matters so much, saying no to tasks that
will get in the way of that is key to deciding what should get our attention.

Although we may not always be aware of it, many of the tasks we perform—
whether we’re answering a colleague’s e-mail or engaging in a tough negotiation
with a supplier—elicit emotions: excitement, anger, pride, boredom, uncertainty,
anxiety, and so on. The emotions can be mild or strong. And since emotions
have a deep effect on how well we perform, knowing what to expect from our
emotions can open up whole new opportunities for a couple of hours of
awesome productivity.

How Emotions Prime Us to Perform

The reason emotions have a surprisingly powerful effect on our performance is
that emotions have adaptive value—that is, they have the ability to help us cope
with and respond to the situation at hand. For example, Beyoncé was once
quoted as saying, “Every time I get on the stage, I'm nervous [beforehand]. I’'m
actually really scared when I’'m not nervous.” If she’s not nervous, she

explained, she does not perform at her best.” It’s hard to imagine someone who
looks so comfortable up on stage feeling nervous. But it is precisely that



experience of anxiety that prepares her to perform at her best. Emotions—even
some we may perceive as negative, such as anxiety—are great tools for getting
our minds energized and focused for the task ahead.

The idea that even negative emotions may help us adapt to a situation we’re
faced with runs directly in the face of some common beliefs. Imagine the star
quarterback of a football team sitting in the locker room at halftime. He has just
let his team down in the most important game of the season, throwing a terrible
pass that the other team intercepted to run in for a touchdown. After his
confidence was shattered, he couldn’t orchestrate a single successful drive.
Clearly, his emotions were getting in his way.

Massively frustrated, he stands up and starts pacing the locker room, until his
frustration gets the best of him and he throws his helmet down violently. Still,
his emotions are not helping much. However, finding his opportunity, the
quarterback’s coach encourages the young man: “Go ahead, get angry!” After a
two-minute inspirational speech, the quarterback is fired up, ready to return to
the field to do what he has to. “Out of my way, Coach,” he says. “I’'m gonna go
out there and kick some butt!” The coach has helped him turn his frustration into
anger, and anger has primed him to go out onto the field laser-focused on what
he’s moving toward, ready to perform. Anger can be quite adaptive in the
context of a football game.

Being angry or getting upset prepares us for certain kinds of thoughts and
actions. With each of the following common emotions, we’ll see the various
ways in which it primes us for particular behaviors or tasks. Both positive and
negative emotions have utility. But let’s start with the negatives, since that is
more surprising for most people.

Anger
Anger is unusual amongst negative emotions in that it facilitates approach-

oriented behavior.® Approach-oriented behavior refers to actions that move us
toward a person, object, or idea.

Typically, when you approach positive things, anger plays no part. For
example, if you think about how good a dark chocolate truffle would be, you
may have the urge to go find one and consume it. In that case, you are orienting
your behavior toward seeking out the chocolate.

Sometimes, however, we will approach something even though it won’t
necessarily be a pleasant experience. That’s when anger can be handy. For
example, a store owner considers increasing prices on the items she sells in order



to increase profits, which she badly wants. But by doing so, she will run the risk
of violating the trust she’s built with her customers. She is afraid that increasing
prices will lead to customer backlash, which she wants to avoid. Tapping into a
source of anger, rather than fear, may help her take the step toward achieving
what she wants—increased profits—even though there may be an unpleasant
period as her customers adjust.

So how does she get angry at will? When I coach someone on emotion
regulation, they more often want to get better at controlling their anger, not
eliciting it! But there’s a time and a place for everything—even negative
emotions. One option is for the store owner to recognize when she’s angry for
some other reason and use that as a good moment to consider pricing options.
Another is to reframe her situation. For example, she may ruminate on how
unfair it is that her profit potential is held hostage to the whims of shoppers who
don’t understand the value of the products she sells.

The next time you’re afraid to take a risk even though you know it’s the right
thing to do, consider getting a little angry. As a mentor of mine once explained,
sometimes the most motivating thing a person can hear to finally confront a
challenge before them is a pronouncement by some authority that they will never
be able to overcome that challenge. With angry indignation, they instantly set out
to prove that authority wrong. (Of course I don’t encourage people in positions
of authority to say such things to those they manage or oversee.)

Sadness

Sadness has several surprising effects. When we’re feeling sad we tend to be less
biased in decision making—thinking a little more slowly and deliberately about
whom to trust, for example. We are also likely to act more fairly and less
selfishly. Plus, we err on the side of healthy skepticism, helping us to avoid
being too gullible. And we’re more apt to put in the effort to make a message
persuasive. All in all, it seems that when we need to slow down, be thoughtful,

and think critically, sadness can be a real resource.”

So if you’re on the receiving end of a sales pitch, you may want to remember
how much you miss your childhood dog. And conversely, if you’re feeling super
happy, you may avoid taking a sales pitch and use that positive emotion for

something it’s good for instead—Iike getting to your creative work. 10

Anxiety
My father is a psychiatrist. When I was a teenager, I was very fortunate to be



able to talk with him about feeling nervous about some upcoming big challenge.
He explained to me that anxiety and readiness are physiologically almost the
same. Anxiety is a way of revving us up to be on high alert and ready to react to
whatever may come our way.

There are certainly times when you need to be highly alert and ready to react
—for example, in a presentation, during a meeting you’re running, or during a
sales call you need to nail. If you don’t know what anxiety can do for you in a
positive way, then it’s easy to just wish the feeling away; but when you
understand its benefits, you can be grateful for it.

The next time you find yourself feeling nervous, see how it goes to say to
yourself, No, I’'m not nervous. I’'m alert and ready to react.

Scientific evidence also suggests that on some level we have figured out the
value of anxiety—at least our behavior makes it look that way. One set of studies
showed that some people prefer to feel anxious when they have a challenging

task coming, and they tend to perform better when anxious.!! It seems Beyoncé
may be onto something by wanting to be a little nervous before going on stage.

ALL THIS TALK about the value of negative emotions may make it seem as if I’'m
encouraging you to feel bad. Mostly, I am not. As you probably would expect,
positive emotions also have an important impact on our performance.

Feeling good is especially useful for discovering new insights,12 being
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creative, 13 being less critical when making decisions,”™ and making snap

decisions.!® The feelings themselves, by virtue of being experienced as pleasant,
are in part their own reward too. And positive emotions can lead to easier
collaboration, presumably through the positive expectations that they generally
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provide.”” The research is not always clear on specifically which positive

emotions have what effects.!” But I believe it is safe to say that positive
emotions—happiness, joy, amusement, or generally feeling good—have these
effects on our performance.

If you want to be able to let unimportant things go more easily—look with a

less critical eye some of the time—a positive mood can help.18 If it’s time to get
creative, I suggest first getting into a positive emotional state. When you’re
going to need to make decisions fast and there just won’t be time to deliberate,
see if you can enter that situation in a positive mood.



One way to do this is to notice whether you’re in a good mood when you
come to a decision point. Another way is to influence your emotions. Try this:
Close your eyes and remember something that makes you generally happy—a
favorite TV show, learning, chatting with a friend, relaxing for a few minutes
with a book, getting some exercise, eating when you’re hungry, fantasizing about
something you want, thinking about sex, having a good laugh. Remembering
something that is emotionally positive helps to bring about positive emotion.
Obviously, engaging in those things that make you happy, as opposed to simply
remembering them, should help too!

HOW TO MANAGE YOUR MENTAL ENERGY

Now that you have a deeper understanding of how our brains get fatigued and
how our emotions can drive us, we can apply that knowledge to set up a couple
of awesome hours of productivity. The consequences of our mental energy on
our abilities are real and biological.

Here are a few ways to manage your mental energy when you know that you
have to be at your best.

Limit Your Mental Fatigue

Most tasks, at least for professionals and knowledge workers, lead to some
mental fatigue. After all, we are constantly engaging in activities that involve
decision making and self-control. The key to limiting mental fatigue is
recognizing the work that is most likely to deplete your resources in a
substantial way and, when you have any say in the matter, to simply not engage
in that work before you want to be at your best.

For example, as a psychotherapist, Helen has to make a real effort to stay
compassionate with her patients. Sometimes this is quite difficult for her,
especially when she’s dealing with patients who are caustic, stubbornly self-
destructive, or involved in marital infidelities. But staying compassionate helps
make possible the hard and necessary work of talking through these issues.
However, Helen does not practice her profession in a vacuum. She has
challenges in her own life too and multiple clients to see in a day.

Because remaining compassionate requires a good deal of self-control, Helen
keeps an eye out for those mental tasks outside of her client sessions that really
deplete her self-control resources. In the past, when one of her relatives was



going through a difficult time and needed to talk to her, she made herself
available at any point—and typically ended up exerting a good deal of mental
effort to stay compassionate with that family member, depleting the resources
she so needed to do her job well. So while she continues to help her relatives
through tough times, she doesn’t do it right before a patient’s session. This
simple shift has allowed her to maintain the exceptional client work for which
she is highly regarded and still be a huge support to her family.

So how can you identify the tasks that lead to mental fatigue and keep you
from being incredibly productive? If you feel spent after doing a task, there’s a
good chance it is tapping into your self-control. The degree to which tasks take a
toll on self-control, decision making, or other executive functions varies with
each person. For example, someone well practiced at proofreading will not need
much of their executive functions to do it—they can do it mostly on autopilot.
For someone not practiced in proofreading, who also has a hard time sitting still
and tends to value the big picture over the details, proofreading will probably
take a very large amount of self-control.

Here are some examples of common activities that can lead to mental fatigue:

» Switching frequently between one task and another
* Networking and making small talk

« Sitting still for hours

» Making cold calls

* Identifying errors and correcting them

+ Planning or scheduling projects

* Keeping track of deadlines

Avoiding these activities may seem hardly practical, since the higher our
positions at work, the more likely we are to have to make decisions, plan, and
collaborate with others pretty much all the time. The important thing to
remember, however, is that we don’t have to completely avoid these activities.
We don’t need to be great all the time, and we can’t be. We are not machines and
cannot produce the same level of work every minute of the day. But if we
strategically choose the order in which we complete the various tasks on our to-
do lists, we can carve out two awesome hours when our brains are not as
fatigued and get some amazing things done.

Do you hope to spend two hours mapping out a new initiative for your
department? Don’t tackle the project right after mapping out a different



initiative. Do you need to write an e-mail to your boss outlining the reasons why
a top-priority project is not on time and asking for more resources to complete
it? Don’t even think of starting that new e-mail after you’ve already been dealing
with e-mails for an hour and a half. Does the human resources department want
you to complete your employees’ annual review by the end of the day? If it
matters to you to get it right, it would be better not to do it at the end of the day,
because the odds are you will have a good amount of mental fatigue by that
point.

Even some of the common ways in which we pass the time when we are
taking a break—presumably for the purpose of refreshing our minds—probably
fatigue us even more and should be avoided if they occur just before we have to
be on top of our game. For example, if you often turn on the news or check out a
news website that reports on the latest tragedy or an upsetting political
development, it can require a good deal of self-control to manage a knee-jerk
reaction to these kinds of stories. It’s also easy to get carried away emotionally
by them (e.g., getting riled up over a political figure’s latest scandal). So avoid
these activities before you have to be at your best.

Here are four things to help you avoid mental fatigue that you can try this
week:

1. Complete your most important work first thing in the morning, before
your brain has been depleted by hundreds of small decisions. Think about
the most creative and interesting task on your plate right now, or the one
with the biggest long-term upside, and spend one to two hours first thing
in the morning on it. And when I say first thing, I mean first thing—that
is, before checking your e-mail or looking at any media, such as TV,
newspapers, smartphones, or computers.

2. Consider the tasks on your to-do list for the day, and label each of them
as “Important Decisions,” “Creative,” or “Other.” Carve out time late in
the day (perhaps after your lunch, during your food coma?) to complete
the tasks in the “Other” category. Knowing you’ve scheduled time for
these makes it less likely that you will try tackling them earlier in the day,
when your mental reserves are highest.

3. Try reading and responding to your e-mail messages for only one hour in
the afternoon and reflect on whether doing so improved your ability to
focus more clearly on tasks that require problem solving or creativity



during the rest of the day. I know this is a terrifying suggestion for some
people. And it’s true that some days don’t allow for this, but try it once or
twice and you might be surprised to find it more possible than you’d
feared.

4. Make a few decisions the night before you have a big day, so you won’t
have to make them on the big day. They can be small (like what to wear
or have for breakfast and lunch) or they can be large (like deciding what
tasks actually matter to you to accomplish on the big day). Organize your
to-do list based on those large decisions.

Here are three ways to refresh yourself if you get fatigued or overly emotional
and need a quick replenishment:

1. Breathe deeply and slowly for a bit. Breathing helps you directly change
your physiology, and feelings are, in part, the experience of what’s going
on in your physiology. So breathing can directly change what you feel

when you have feelings.19 For example, heart rate is strongly tied to
breathing rate. In general, the faster you breath, the faster your heart will

beat, and the slower you breath, the slower it will beat.20 So breathing
slowly really can help calm you down. This is one place common sense
has it right.

2. Have a good laugh. A positive mood has been shown to help restore us

when we are mentally fatigued.21

3. Take a short nap—and I specifically mean short. Researchers at Flinders
University in Australia found that a ten-minute nap helped reduce fatigue
and improve alertness as well as a variety of cognitive tasks, with the
benefits lasting for about two and a half hours. And while a twenty-or
thirty-minute nap was also restorative, it was in some ways less
restorative than ten minutes, because it took longer for people to be alert
enough after the nap to start benefitting from it, without extending the

benefits beyond two and a half hours.22

Anticipate the Emotions Certain Tasks Elicit

If some jerk cuts you off on the highway on the way to work, will it make you
angry? Does your husband or wife always get irritated when you leave the dishes



out? Does your boss always get anxious before a big event and stress out
everyone on the team? Do you have a friend who loves videos of cats doing cute
things? We’re capable of picking up on people’s emotional triggers. We can’t
predict that the trigger will happen on a given day, but if it does, there’s a good
chance we know what emotion is coming. In this way, emotions are predictable.
And if you know what emotions to expect, then you can make sure to schedule
your two hours of productivity around them.

As you glance through your day’s calendar, you probably have an idea about
what may happen emotionally in the day—and it probably doesn’t require a lot
of deep introspection. For example, is there a presentation on your schedule? If
you are afraid of public speaking, then you can expect to feel anxiety. Is there a
long meeting on the agenda that will keep you from fulfilling a deadline? Expect
to feel aggravated or frustrated. Do you have a performance management
conversation coming up that you are not looking forward to? Expect to feel
dread and maybe insecurity. Whatever emotions you predict will follow these
events or tasks may well remain with you for a couple of hours, depleting your
mental energy.

On a more positive note, will you be working on a project with a friend next
week? That social time can feel great and put you in a better mood. Plan on
working on a task that requires creativity and problem solving after working
with your friend, when your positive emotions are high.

Practice Strategic Incompetence

I have encouraged you thus far to set up a couple of awesome hours for your
most important work and save your unproductive time for everything else. But
there are days when we’ll have to choose not to do some things on our lists at all.
Sometimes we may be better off letting certain things go in order to be ready
when it matters most. It is better to spend two awesome hours on something with
meaningful potential to bring in business or advance our careers in the long term
than to have no awesome hours while trying to get to everything on the list.

As 1 see it, here’s the biggest difficulty with that advice for many people.
There’s a reason that everything is on our lists, and there’s often another person
who cares about whether each thing on the list gets done. As thoughtful and
responsible people, we care about not letting others down, and we care about
showing others we are competent. The toughest part is that it’s not just an issue
of prioritizing or knowing what matters most. It’s that whenever there is a
decision to make between priorities, there are always some valid reasons to try to



do it all. And there are always some consequences to not doing it. But we can
lose the battle to win the war.

When speaking with a then up-and-coming—now successful-—corporate
executive, I once jokingly called this approach “strategic incompetence,” to
capture the feeling of failure that he and I were both aware of when we let some
things go. We each laughed at first, but putting that frame on the idea freed him
up to view letting things go as a strategic choice, rather than a dilemma. This is
not just about prioritizing, but about empowering ourselves to make choices
some other people might not like, or that we’d rather not have to make.

Perhaps “incompetence” is too strong of a word, but I use it because of the all-
too-common experience that when we consider letting something go it can feel
that way—that we are being or looking incompetent. It really does take some
discipline, especially at first. But we are human, so we have to work with the
mental energy we can muster.

Choose your moments of peak performance and sacrifice liberally around
them. To leverage your mental energy, do a few things that really matter
excellently, rather than doing everything moderately.

There are some items on your agenda for which you will absolutely want to be
at your best. And there are other things that you will do out of obligation, fear of
getting in trouble, or other reasons besides their being your top priorities. Be
careful about saying yes to everything on that list. Trying to do it all will crowd
out the mental energy you need for what matters most. Moreover, other people
will come to rely on you for those things. It can be a vicious cycle, making it
harder to say no or ignore the requests in the future.

You can be at 50 percent of your best all day long—answering e-mails,
keeping up with the latest news, attending every meeting you’re asked to join,
prepping presentations, and so on—or you can ignore one of those on a critical
day and be at 100 percent of your best for the work that matters most. From what
I’ve seen, after people experience the value firsthand of saving the right mental
energy for the right work, they can find it easier to make such choices in the
future.

Choosing your moments of peak performance can feel like a gamble, and it
can be one of the tougher things to do that I mention in this book. But it is worth
it, because the right mental energy for the right task can mean the difference
between awesome productivity and a weak turnout.



MAXIMIZE YOUR EFFECTIVENESS

So let’s start Tom’s actual presentation day all over again and see how he might
have better scheduled his tasks had he anticipated the effects of mental fatigue
and emotions on his productivity.

Tom finally fell asleep the previous night after being super excited about the
many brilliant ideas he’d come up with. Once in the office, he decides to check
his e-mail. Since he hasn’t checked it since two p.M. the previous day, he needs
to make sure he isn’t missing any important messages. He is aware, however,
that he didn’t get much sleep, so his mind is not as fresh as it could be and
reading and responding to e-mails will involve a lot of little decisions that may
exhaust whatever mental energy he has.

He agrees to give himself only thirty minutes to do a targeted search through
his e-mails, just looking for anything unusually urgent, and he even sets an alarm
on his calendar. He is bound to find at least one e-mail that will set him off
emotionally, such as an e-mail about a fire he needs to put out or an e-mail from
someone who usually irritates him. The emotions these e-mails may elicit will
also affect his performance in his next task. So after thirty minutes, he stops. The
urge to continue answering e-mails is huge—so many more e-mails have popped
up since he sat down, even. But he reminds himself that he has to save his
mental reserves for the most important task of the day: doing the final
preparation for his pitch.

His brain is already getting fatigued, which he realizes only after he stands up
and walks away from his computer. He needs to clear his mind. So he first takes
a few deep breaths, then goes to grab a cup of coffee at his favorite coffee shop a
block away. He is only away from the office for five or ten minutes, but the
movement and change of scenery really helps. He is now in great mental shape
for an hour of awesome productivity. He sits down and straight away—without
looking at any media—starts reviewing all the ideas he came up with the night
before, decides which are best to present, and then devises a creative way to tie
together all the pieces for what he is starting to feel will be a very powerful
pitch.

An ordinary day for Tom as a marketing director involves many skills, like
creative decision making (e.g., developing a new project proposal), emotion
management (e.g., staying calm while receiving or giving tough feedback), and
analysis (e.g., understanding the new budget constraints and considering
potential consequences on the team). Only Tom knows which of these are



energizing for him, which are draining, and which have the potential to lead to
some emotional consequences. Only Tom knows which are really important to
him and which are obligations of the job.

Like Tom, we can figure out what our priorities are and recognize the social
situations that elicit our strongest emotions. It’s time to use that information.
Combined with a deep understanding of how our brains become fatigued and
how our emotions can either derail us or help us, this knowledge is key to our
couple of hours of awesome productivity.

The next time you find yourself at a decision point, free to start a new task,
look back: What tasks have you just been engaged in? Have you exhausted your
brain with too many decisions? What are you feeling right now and how is that
likely to impact your next task? And the next time you consider your calendar,
notice what is planned right before and after a task that matters the most. Have
you scheduled your critical task when your mental energy is most likely to be
drained? Or have you set yourself up for success? And when you need your
mental energy for something critical, strategically let some other things go.

Managing mental energy gives a science-based approach to planning ahead
and scheduling your tasks in a way that maximizes your effectiveness in
whatever time you have.



STRATEGY 3

STOP FIGHTING DISTRACTIONS

You can now recognize the decision points in your day—Iucky you! You may

realize that by choosing wisely what task to take on next, based on the levels of
your mental and emotional reserves, you are well on your way to a period of
awesome productivity. The next step is to make that period as effective as
possible once it is underway. In other words, now you need to focus for a
prolonged period of time.

Staying focused is not easy. Let’s take a look at a typical workday to see some
of the common challenges.

By ten A.M. Amanda, a freelance web and user-experience architect, is
frustrated. She spent all morning grinding out invoices for her customers,
including one for a large client who is late in paying. Now, annoyed that she
spent two hours doing paperwork, she turns her attention to the real priorities of
the day: the deliverables she promised to three different companies.

Looking at the clock, she realizes that at least one will need to be postponed—
there is not enough time to finish all three. Which two should she focus on and
which one should she postpone? Annoyed at herself for still not having done
anything productive that day, she randomly starts working on one of the projects;
she has already pulled out the notes for it, so without really choosing, she figures
she might as well get started with that one.

But she can’t seem to let go of her irritation over the invoicing—a process she
hates—and her anger toward the delinquent client. Instead, she ruminates, and
then needs to reread her project notes several times because every time she gets
to the end of them, she realizes she got lost in thought. She vows again to stay
focused.

After ten or fifteen minutes, despite a poor start, she gets into a rhythm and
begins making progress. Then an ambulance drives by, with sirens blaring, and



snaps her out of her trance. Her mind quickly wanders to the nearby hospital,
where she was treated for a broken leg a year earlier, and from there, she recalls
the hundreds of times she climbed the steps to her office with a cast on. She is so
happy not to have to do that anymore. Her poor mother, that reminds her, is
having a tough time walking in general, something Amanda wants to avoid when
she grows older. She should really exercise or do yoga, she thinks . . . but when
will she find the time to hit the gym or the yoga studio, with all these projects on
her plate?

What are you doing, Amanda?! she scolds herself. What’s wrong with you?
Focus!

Ten minutes later, she starts to get back into her project. But only five minutes
go by before her partner walks into her office to ask her a “quick question.” It
isn’t quick, of course. The whole time that her partner stands in her office (which
turns into twenty minutes), talking about his problem, her stomach acid churns
as she feels precious time slipping away.

Through the rest of the day, she struggles to keep her focus. Every time she
catches herself being distracted by e-mail notifications (which she immediately
opens), by phone calls (which she answers without fail), and by a couple of trips
to her favorite gossip website, she reprimands herself and demands that she stay
focused on her work until the project is done. By the end of the day, she has only
managed to complete one of the three deliverables, and she therefore has to
spend more valuable time on the phone with the two clients whose deliverables
are not finished, managing their expectations and buying some more time.

Amanda is talented and very good at what she does. But she feels that she has
failed to take her business to the next level. If only she could bring in enough
business so she could hire someone to do the administrative stuff that robs her of
time—Ilike invoicing. She’s convinced that she needs more discipline to fight the
urges to waste time, and then she’ll be able to power through her work without
getting sidetracked. Effectively, she demands of herself more willpower in order
to stay focused. But she’s been demanding that of herself for years, and it hasn’t
worked.

There’s a good reason it hasn’t worked, as we’ll see. Also, if willpower is not
helping Amanda stay focused, what can?

ALTHOUGH OUR ABILITY to sustain attention on a task is critical for our success,
finding focus—being able to maintain our attention without distraction—is a



remarkably difficult thing to do. That’s because our brains are actually
constructed to respond to distractions. And never before have our workspaces
been more distracting: shared offices, meetings, computers, smartphones, tablets,
countless e-mails, and the Internet and social media access our devices provide
all vie for our attention.

To stay on task, we need to master two skills. The first is obvious—to remove
distractions—and learning more about how attention works can help motivate us
to take that seriously enough. The second is paradoxical. Of all the strategies for
being highly productive I offer in this book, this one is perhaps the most
confounding. We have to let our minds wander. That’s right. Let that tight grip
on attention go.

Before we explore how to do that, let’s debunk the theory that to stay on task,
all we need is willpower.

THE MYTH OF SUSTAINED ATTENTION

If you struggle to keep your attention focused on a task for a long while, then
you are not alone. In fact, your brain is not designed to focus indefinitely on any
one thing. It is designed to rapidly switch back and forth between foci of
attention. Why? From an evolutionary perspective, it’s hard to imagine how we
could have survived otherwise. Detecting approaching people, animals, flying
objects, and so on is a straightforward survival strategy, whereas staying focused
on one thing without keeping an eye on potential dangers would leave us fairly
exposed.

Switching back and forth between foci of attention in our environment is also
an ingenious way to help us effectively scan our surroundings to find what we
are searching for (say, street signs that indicate we are on the right path to our
home when we find ourselves walking late at night in a seedy neighborhood) and
especially to pick up on what’s changing around us: something new that we
haven’t seen or experienced before, or something that violates our expectations
(say, when we’re driving, a car that unexpectedly cuts across in front of us to
make a left turn, even though its blinker suggests it is about to turn right). Parts
of our brains are devoted to switching attention—to disengaging and reorienting

to a changing environment.! For example, if we are reading a menu and we hear
the waiter come over to take our order, it is necessary to disengage our focus
from the menu and reorient our focus onto the waiter in order to let him know



what we’d like to have. This ability to disengage and reorient is adaptive
whenever we need to shift our focus.

As your brain switches rapidly back and forth between foci of attention, it gets
used to certain inputs that don’t change—Ilike, say, that long report you are
reading—and starts ignoring them. Your brain first encountered that report
twenty minutes ago as it was rapidly switching back and forth between foci of
attention around you. It was very happy with its discovery: Oh, new thing. Let’s
focus on it! But as your brain continued to rapidly switch back and forth between
foci of attention, the report lost its novelty: it was there in front of you twenty
minutes ago and it was there again five seconds ago. Soon your brain became

habituated to seeing the report sitting there, a few inches from your face.? So it
started ignoring it and focusing its attention on other things, primarily anything
that was new or different—whether external (a loud noise outside your office) or
internal (a memory or future plan that just popped into your head).

In short, our attention systems seem to have been built for scanning and
detection, for reacting to the unexpected, for keeping up with what’s changing
around us, and for finding what’s new—in other words, for zeroing in on
distractions. They do not seem to have been built for being perpetually excited
by the same thing, or for blocking out these distractions. Thus, it is wholly
unnatural to focus without wavering. If you have failed at maintaining continual
focus throughout your work sessions, rejoice. If you had, you’d be remarkably

dysfunctional.3

In fact, it is so unnatural to focus without wavering that when we try, it
backfires. Many people, frustrated by their inability to sustain their attention on a
task, try to change their attentional habits by using willpower to force
themselves not to give in to distractions. Amanda would have never yelled at a
colleague “Hey, you! Just focus!” Nor would a coach shout at a baseball pitcher
“Concentrate!” just as he’s releasing his pitch. And yet we try this approach on
ourselves all the time. We chastise and become frustrated with ourselves
whenever we give in to a distraction. We tell (or threaten) ourselves “Don’t think
about looking at the gossip column,” “Don’t think about your fantasy football
team,” “Don’t think about the latest gadget you want to buy.”

But scientific evidence suggests that doing so is a great way to get stuck on a
distraction. Studies have found that when people are asked not to think about
something, it increases the likelihood that they will think about these things.
Don’t think about a polar bear right now, and see how that goes. Can you not



think about a polar bear? Or is it all you can think of?4

Brains are made up of associative networks of neurons. That is, each neuron is
associated with many others. And whenever a neuron is sufficiently stimulated,
it will either excite or inhibit the other neurons with which it is connected, and

this “activation” will spread across the network of neurons.> For example, if you
think of the words “polar bear,” doing so will activate a network of neurons,
probably prompting images of bears, memories of Coca-Cola commercials and
childhood zoos, feelings of sadness for the cute and dwindling species, and so
on. There is a logical part of your brain that heard the “Don’t think” part of
“Don’t think about a polar bear,” but once the network was activated, it was
game over.

Since our work demands focus but our brains are wired to be distracted, one
of the best tactics to effectively do our finest work is to remove all those
distractors we set up for ourselves unnecessarily.

DON’T BOOBY-TRAP YOUR WORKPLACE WITH DISTRACTORS

Like Amanda, most of us both expect to have the power to focus for hours on
end and beat ourselves up when we almost invariably fail to do so. But as we
found out earlier, our brains are distraction-finding machines, which makes

focusing on a single task for long periods of time quite difficult.®

So what can we do to make staying focused easier? Remove the most
predictable sources of distraction.

Removing distractions in order to focus better may seem incredibly obvious—
and it is. Just about every productivity blog post and book recommends doing so,
not to mention that it is also just plain common sense. Of course you’ll be able to
focus better if your colleagues are not stopping by every five minutes to say hi or
ask you a question. And yet if you work in an office, then you probably know
firsthand that most of us do very little to truly remove distractions from our
workspaces. In fact, our work tools—computers, phones, tablets—are incredibly
disruptive to the kind of work that most professionals, especially knowledge
workers, need to do: think creatively, make complicated decisions, and plan and
coordinate tasks.

Our devices help us communicate with others, let us stay in touch with our
friends, allow us to share photos with our loved ones, keep us informed and
entertained, and make life easier for us in some ways. Of course we love them.



But they also play into the brain’s natural urge to frequently shift focus from one
thing to another. They keep us constantly monitoring incoming e-mails, texts,
calls, and status alerts. They offer countless opportunities to get sucked into
activities—reading news, playing games, tinkering with apps. They contribute to
our mental fatigue by increasing the number of decisions we have to make as we
answer e-mails and texts well after the workday is over. And they present
numerous opportunities to react emotionally—to somebody’s angry e-mail or
that sad story on Facebook or that aggravating news about the latest political
scandal.

In short, these devices make it really, really hard to be in the mental shape
required for good thinking and great work.

Imagine if someone set booby traps around your office—maybe a bucket of
water is balanced precariously on top of a door, so it will tip and drench you
when you walk in, or a bunch of thumbtacks or a whoopee cushion wait for you
on your seat. That’s more or less what you’re doing to yourself when you set up
your devices and workspace so that distractions are coming at you all the time.
You have created a work setting booby-trapped not with buckets of water and
thumbtacks but with phones, screens, websites, open doors, etc.

If you want to maximize your attention, limiting noises and turning off as
many of these devices as possible is a great place to start. There’s no need to be a
hermit or drop off the grid. Just find a way that your devices can’t divert you for
perhaps twenty minutes at a time. Close your e-mail application and turn off all
notification features in your devices (don’t be fooled into believing you’ll be
able to ignore e-mail alerts when they pop up—your brain won’t let you). Close
your office door or, if you work in an open space, wear noise-cancelling
headphones. Forward your calls to voice mail. Put your devices away or at least
a few feet away—make it difficult for you to pick up your smartphone or tablet
“just to check if that e-mail came in.” If you are working with others in a
meeting, lower the screen on your laptop after you finish taking notes so it
doesn’t distract you from the conversation. Or better yet, rely on pen and paper.

Researchers have found that there are ways of training the brain to sustain
attention more effectively too. It may not be for everyone, but if you are so
inclined, meditation practice can help. A team at the University of London gave
a group of seasoned meditators and a group of non-meditators a sustained
attention test. These kinds of tests require people to pay attention for a specific
amount of time in order to perform well. In this particular case, study
participants heard a series of beeps and had to report how many they heard in



each series. Fewer errors would mean better attention. You can probably imagine
how boring the task would be, and therefore how much sustained attention
would be needed, making it a good diagnostic test. Meditators had better
sustained attention than non-meditators, and those with the most meditation

practice had the best performance.7

Whether or not you enhance your sustained attention through meditation
practice, simply removing predictable distractions can increase your chances of
having nice blocks of time to get some good work done. But while removing the
most predictable sources of distractions from your environment can help you
stay focused, you can’t prevent all distractions. You may be able to turn off the
phone ringer, but you can’t stop a fire truck from driving past your office
window with the sirens blasting.

So what can you do to stay productive when you do get distracted? The
answer may surprise you.

LET YOUR MIND WANDER

From a young age, we are taught to believe in the power of sustained attention.
It’s drilled into us that a good student is one who is attentive all through class,
quiet except when asked a question, and quick to follow instructions on a new
lesson. Daydreaming is not a skill that we are encouraged to develop. I bet
you’ve never seen a report card with the comment “He doesn’t daydream
enough.”

As adults, when our minds wander, when we catch ourselves drifting off in
thought—say, about the game coming up this weekend or what will happen on
our favorite reality TV show or whether we remembered to leave a tip at lunch—
rather than thinking about the task at hand, we apologize. If our minds wander a
lot, we consider it a flaw that we need to manage, something to be embarrassed
about. Research, however, suggests that mind wandering may not be a flaw after
all. It may have important benefits when it comes to our performing the kinds of
tasks that are among the most cognitively challenging to professionals: creative

problem solving and long-term planning.8

The Benefits of Mind Wandering

Creative problem solving is not something only people in creative fields, like our
web designer Amanda, have to do. Regardless of what we do for a living, all of



us are faced with issues or problems that we haven’t encountered before and for
which we need to find unique solutions. From a pediatrician who is trying to
decide on the best and safest course of treatment for a tricky case to a manager
who needs to design a process for the members of her team (all located in
different countries) to effectively communicate with one another, professionals
in every industry face complex tasks that require creative solutions.

Most of us assume that the best way to deal with a problem that requires a
creative solution is to focus on it relentlessly. But a team of researchers based out
of the University of California at Santa Barbara has found that this might not be
the case.

In a 2012 study, this research team asked 145 participants to perform what’s
called an “unusual uses task,” which is a test that for decades has been
successfully utilized to measure degrees of creative problem solving. It involves
presenting participants with a common object, like a bottle, and then giving them
a limited amount of time to list as many uses as they can think of for that object.
The participants’ performance is then scored based on the uniqueness of the

answers.”

All the participants in the study began by performing two unusual uses tasks.
After they completed those, three groups were given a twelve-minute “break.”
During the break, participants in one group were asked to do some cognitively
demanding work that involved using their working memory. A second group was
asked to perform a cognitively easier challenge, known to elicit mind wandering.
A third group was asked to rest and do nothing during this twelve-minute break.
A fourth group was given no break at all.

Immediately after this twelve-minute period, the first three groups were given
a questionnaire, asking them to rate how frequently they focused on thoughts
that were not related to the tasks assigned to them (e.g., ruminating about a
worry that they had). In this way, the researchers could monitor that mind
wandering did, in fact, occur, as they had expected. Then participants in all
groups were asked to complete four more unusual uses tasks—two of these were
exactly the same as the tasks they had completed before the twelve-minute
break, and the two others were completely new.

The researchers found that participants in the second group, who were asked
to perform an easy cognitive challenge in between the unusual uses tasks, had, as
expected, significantly more mind wandering than those in the first group, who
were asked to perform a task with a more demanding working memory load.
And sure enough, those in this second group—whose minds wandered the most



—were the only participants who did better on the two unusual uses tasks that
were the same as the tasks done before the break.

In other words, participants who did more mind wandering got more creative
on the repeated unusual uses tasks; they came up with more creative solutions to
the problems presented to them after they had some time to let their brains chew
on them, so to speak. The other three groups—the one that performed the
cognitively demanding work, the one that did nothing, and the one that was
given no break at all-—showed no improvement on the repeated unusual uses
tasks.

It is worth noting that none of the four groups—including the group whose
minds wandered most—showed any improvement on the new unusual uses
tasks. This finding led the researchers to conclude that while mind wandering
didn’t make the participants more creative in general, it helped them creatively
solve the problems they had been working on before they started mind
wandering.

The study suggests that if you want to solve a particularly dicey problem,
letting your mind wander by engaging in an unrelated and cognitively easy task
can help you find some creative solutions to that problem. The UC Santa
Barbara research team even found evidence that people who daydream more
frequently in everyday life are generally more creative.

So the next time you find your mind drifting away from a complex challenge
or a problem you are trying to creatively solve, rather than yell at yourself for
losing your focus—as Amanda did in the opening scenario—ijust let it happen
and reap the benefits of mind wandering.

If that’s not enough encouragement for you, consider that mind wandering
seems to help with the highly challenging task of long-term planning. I’'m sure
that sounds paradoxical at first, but mind wandering helps with this because it
enables us to think in the right ways about the future.

In a separate study, also led by the UC Santa Barbara lab, study participants
were given a task (discerning odd and even numbers as fast as possible when
prompted) and a working memory challenge—not to see how well they could
perform but to give them a cognitive task demanding enough that they would
need to stay focused. At multiple times throughout the experiment, the
participants were interrupted and asked to communicate what they were thinking
about at that moment. Coders were then able to look at the thought content and
identify where the participants’ minds had wandered. Most of the time, their
minds hadn’t wandered to some embarrassing moment in the past. Instead, their



minds wandered primarily to the future, and in particular, thinking about
themselves and their goals. When their minds wandered, they defaulted to
sorting out their personal plans. Had they stayed purely focused, they would

have missed out on that important mental work. 10

When your mind wanders, it’s like P. T. Barnum putting on a sideshow while
the stage is being rebuilt. Enjoy the show, and when you turn back to the main
stage, the next act will be ready to delight you.

What If You Let Your Mind Wander Too Much?

There’s a difference between letting your mind wander productively and getting
sidetracked. In fact, getting sidetracked is what mind wandering can help you
prevent, because it provides a useful alternative to what really sidetracks you.

I see two ways that you can increase your productivity by letting go of your
focus in a deliberate way. The first is to actively enable mind wandering: After
focusing on a problem for a while, switch to a task that is mildly demanding
from a cognitive standpoint—but one that doesn’t require you to use your

working Inemory11

to solve.

Choose a task ahead of time, so you don’t have to try to remember it once
your mind has already started to wander. That will increase the likelihood you’ll
do it when the time comes. Pick a task that isn’t likely to last long (on the order
of minutes) or to get you so lost on autopilot that you don’t come back. That way
you can let your mind wander productively, rather than get absorbed in
something else too compelling. The tasks in the following list of examples don’t
have a heavy cognitive load, don’t tend to last long, and probably lose their
appeal after a few minutes. Thus, they have a built-in mechanism that will
enable your mind to drift away but then also drift back a short time later to what
matters. The tasks I recommend include:

—and then come back to the original problem you are trying

 appreciating a piece of art on the wall, a plant in the room, the view out the
window, or photographs on your desk, and noticing the different shades of
color;

* straightening up your desk, organizing your bookshelf, or cleaning up the
whiteboard;

* listening to music and noticing all the different instruments in the piece you
are listening to; or



 playing a little game, such as making a mark on a piece of paper every time
you see someone walking while texting.

These tasks require a little thinking, but not much. And they don’t require
much working memory—they don’t require you to hold much information in
mind while you work through that information.

Examples of tasks I recommend avoiding when you want to do more mind
wandering include:

+ filing paperwork (often there’s a lot to keep in mind to determine where
everything belongs);

 reading a sports page, news feed, or blog post (it’s too easy to get highly
focused on the content, which can block out mind wandering);

 checking and responding to your e-mail (which can both require working
memory and grab a lot of attention);

* rehearsing a presentation or preparing for a meeting (memorizing
information so you’ll have it accessible later can demand a lot from your
working memory); and

» working on a tough puzzle, like a crossword or a math game (both can
require a lot of working memory).

The second way you can become more productive by letting go of your focus
is through engaging in mindful attention. You may have heard of mindfulness-

based stress reduction (MBSR),12 a practice we owe in large part to Jon Kabat-
Zinn, who adapted elements of certain Eastern meditation traditions into a
structured course for Westerners. MBSR has been shown to be useful for stress

1reduction,13 emotion regulation,14 and fatigue,15 among many other benefits. I
am not suggesting that you take an eight-week MBSR program and then build
twenty minutes of meditation practice into your daily routine. While there can be
benefits to doing so, I believe there is a lesson captured in the idea of mindful
attention that we can start to apply now.

Mindful attention means letting our thoughts go where they want to—that is,
letting our minds wander—and, after noting without judgment that our thoughts
have drifted, gently bringing our attention back to what we are experiencing in

the present moment. 1© Try it with yourself while reading. When your attention
drifts at some point, simply note the fact that it drifted as interesting, and gently
bring your attention back to the book. It’s a way of remaining present most of the



time—aware of yourself, others, and your surroundings. When we find ourselves
mind wandering, it is possible to become an impartial observer of our wandering
thoughts, rather than berate ourselves for getting off task. When we avoid
becoming frustrated, frazzled, or further distracted by our inability to focus, we
can be more effective at bringing our attention back to the task at hand.

If you’ve ever surfed or watched surfers in action, you may be familiar with
this scenario: After paddling out, surfers will sit on their boards kind of blissed
out, bobbing up and down with the waves, waiting patiently—anywhere from
seconds to many minutes—for the right wave to ride. Surfers could, in theory,
chase after every wave that comes to them. But to have a great session, they let
most of them go, until the one that feels and looks right comes along. And the
right wave can be truly epic.

Your thoughts are like those waves. When you are trying to be productive and
focus on a task, many—perhaps hundreds—of thoughts will come your way.
Mindfully attending to those thoughts means watching the thoughts go by and
noting whatever comes up—e.g., whether they stir up worries, tempting you
away from the task at hand. The key is to let go of those thoughts that are not
helping you stay on track, the way a surfer passes up the opportunity to ride
those waves that are not quite right. Brains have lots of thoughts. You don’t have
to react to each one just because it came up. Be that mental surfer and surf your
thought waves.

Quite the contrary to reacting to each thought, if we let those thoughts go, we
create the opportunity for our attention to eventually drift back to the original
task at hand. In my experience, that’s on the order of a few minutes, perhaps as
many as fifteen minutes now and again—not a huge amount of time compared to
the time lost by starting on a less important project, or by reading the sports
news or social media, shopping online, and so on.

If you want to stay on task for a long time, don’t fight distractions, but don’t
blindly give in to them either. When your mind wanders, trust that it needs a
minute to do some processing, refreshing, or updating . . . so let it. But don’t
switch tasks.

If you become distracted by, for example, thoughts of a new diet, consciously
notice that thought for a couple of minutes rather than wish it away, but without
mindlessly following that thought where it wants to take you—to, say, a health
website or a blog by a diet guru. After a few minutes of letting your mind
wander, I’d wager that you’ll be ready to get back on track much faster than you
would have had you forced yourself to stop thinking about the distraction—and



certainly faster than had you switched tasks and gone to that website.

This, of course, is easier said than done. It is common sense that if you want
to stay on task, well, you shouldn’t switch to a new one. But we have a lot of
practice letting our brains zero in on distractions (as they are designed to do) and
then simply falling prey to them. The next time you find yourself daydreaming,
tell yourself it’s okay, but don’t leave the room or turn on any media or start new
work like answering an e-mail. Just sit with your drifting thoughts. When your
mind wanders, follow; don’t lead. You’ll probably find yourself coming back to
the original work within minutes, and much more ready to really dig in, without
needing to fight yourself.

CUT YOURSELF SOME SLACK

Like Amanda, you have probably believed at some point that if you put your
mind to it, you ought to be able to stay focused for an indefinite period of time.
When you didn’t, you may have become frustrated and disappointed in yourself.
But as you’ve seen, you set yourself up for failure when you start with the
expectation that you should be able to stay focused without a break. Your brain
will do what your brain is designed to do: find distractions and zero in on them.
You can limit the distractions and ensure your brain will stay on task for a short
period of time, but you can’t will your brain to ignore all distractions.

Amanda could have prevented her partner from interrupting her focus by
closing the door to her office or letting everyone in her firm know that she would
be unavailable for the next couple of hours. She could have turned off the e-mail
notification function in her computer to avoid the temptation to open every new
message that came in. She could have even installed software that blocks access
to her favorite gossip site at certain times of the day. But she could not have
stopped as easily her distracting thoughts about her delinquent client or her lack
of exercise—or hundreds of other thoughts—from interrupting her focus.

Her only chance to stay on task in the face of these distractions is to let go: to
accept these interruptions, allow for some valuable mind wandering, and then
gently bring her attention back to her task after a few minutes. And to do that,
what she needs more than anything is to cut herself some slack.

It’s all too easy to waste time and energy fighting our brains’ tendencies to
wander, to blame our inability to sustain attention on a flaw in our character. I
hope this strategy has shed light on the fact that letting our minds wander is not
only normal but also desirable. Our society, though, has so ingrained in us that



daydreaming is bad that whenever we find ourselves doing it, we can’t help but
reproach ourselves for being lazy. That’s why, above all, when it comes to
staying focused for a prolonged period of time, our secret weapon is not
discipline or willpower but self-compassion.

The next time you find yourself daydreaming, be nice to yourself. It may just
be what makes the next couple of hours awesomely productive.



STRATEGY 4

LEVERAGE YOUR MIND-BODY
CONNECTION

So far, we’ve discussed how to enjoy a couple of hours of real productivity by

taking advantage of your decision points, choosing what tasks to take on and in
what order so you can bring the right mental energy to them, and managing your
attention effectively once you start a task. These three strategies alone could help
you make every day hugely productive—if only you had complete control over
your calendar.

But, of course, none of us do. We don’t always have the flexibility to decide to
work on a key project when we have the right mental energy for it. Sometimes
we find ourselves not thinking very clearly, being anxious, or generally feeling
overwhelmed, but our jobs demand that we perform. Often our daily schedules
are filled with presentations that were planned weeks ago, deadlines imposed by
our bosses or clients, recurring meetings with our colleagues, and so on. In short,
sometimes we want to be at our mental best at specified times and for previously
scheduled tasks.

For peak mental functioning in these circumstances, we can add one more
strategy: leveraging the immediate effects of physical activity and food to
improve our mental functioning.

For example, Jennifer—who through the years worked her way up to being
the head of human resources for a ten-thousand-plus-person organization—has
to meet the Japanese owners of the parent company, who are in town. Twenty
minutes before the meeting, her stomach is so knotted up from drinking too
much coffee and eating the candies she keeps at her desk, and her neck muscles
are so sore from stressing out over reviewing the agenda on her computer again
and again, that she is highly distracted and irritable.



Ten minutes before the meeting, she finds herself standing in the bathroom,
wishing this hour could just be over. Staring in the mirror, she notices the bags
under her eyes that weren’t there that morning. Do I really look that old? she
thinks. Her body is broadcasting on the outside what she feels like on the inside.
However, as you’ll learn in this strategy, had she gone for a brisk thirty-to forty-
minute walk instead of obsessing over her meeting materials, her body could
have had a lightness of spirit and mental clarity to broadcast instead.

That our physical states influence our mental states is at once obvious and
revolutionary. On one hand, it is obvious because almost everyone has
experienced, at some point, how our minds feel sharper when we feel physically
great or pretty foggy when we are sick (or when we’re suffering from a food
coma). These are the effects of what’s happening in our bodies on our capacity to
think.

On the other hand, it is revolutionary because we seldom act on this intuitive
knowledge. That’s likely because the idea of the body and the mind influencing
each other flies in the face of age-old assumptions in Western thought. For a long
time, the mind was treated as though it were independent of the body—and the

body was treated perhaps as only a life support system for the mind.! No wonder
we expected people to function equally well all day long and acted like exercise
was a luxury.

Recent research, however, confirms and helps us act on what we know
intuitively—that our physical states affect our mental states deeply. The mind
and the body are so intertwined, in fact, that we often confuse how we feel
physically with how we feel emotionally—and this can be an incredible tool
when setting up two awesome hours of productivity.

In a well-documented study, done in the 1960s, two researchers—Stanley
Schachter and Jerome Singer—gave study participants an injection of

adrenaline, telling them it was a vitamin solution.? Some participants were told
to expect side effects from the shot, such as increased heart rate, trembling
hands, and a flushed face—in other words, the actual side effects of adrenaline.
But other participants were either not told there would be any physical side
effects or given a list of fake side effects they could expect.

The participants were then exposed either to a situation that was likely to elicit
elation or a situation likely to cause anger. Those who had been told to expect
the actual side effects from the injection more often identified those side effects
as physical sensations. But those who had not been told about the actual side



effects tended to experience the physical symptoms—the flushed face, the
shaking, and the increased heart rate—as emotions (elation or anger, depending
on the situation they were exposed to).

What Schachter and Singer showed was that it can be very difficult to
distinguish a physical feeling from an emotional one. The two are thought to be
tightly connected. Your emotions can feel just as real to you, regardless of
whether they were elicited by a situation or by a physical response to a
substance, such as adrenaline. Since that is the case, then changing what your
body feels like can be a way to help change your mental state.

Few of us find ourselves in a situation in which we’ve just received an
injection of adrenaline. However, is it possible that caffeine could from time to
time induce you to feel different emotionally? Or might you mistake the physical
effects from eating a heavy carb-packed meal with irritation toward a coworker?

In this strategy, I won’t make an argument that you should be in top physical
shape in order to be more productive (we’ll leave that for another book). If you
like, go ahead and eat a gigantic carb-heavy lunch, slump at your desk for hours
on end, and avoid regular exercise. But save that behavior for the hours when
you are not planning to tackle tasks for which you need to be in top mental
shape.

Instead, for this strategy I'll explain how physical exercise, food, and caffeine
can influence your mental functioning in the minutes and hours that follow.
When you find yourself struggling to think clearly, feeling overly anxious, or
feeling overwhelmed, it’s time to use your body differently as a way to hit the
reset button. By understanding how exercise and food affect your mental
functioning, you can use them as tools to help you be more productive when
work demands it—for example, when you are about to give a presentation,
working to meet a deadline, or getting ready for an intense meeting with a client.
Of course, any time you change your eating or exercise patterns, you should
check with a doctor first.

HOW EXERCISE AFFECTS YOUR MENTAL STATE

There is no doubt that many personal attributes made Nelson Mandela capable of
immense mental resilience during his years in hiding and then his decades in jail
as a political prisoner. But he attributed his clarity of thought and resilience in
part to his physical activity—even when he was confined to a cell day after day.
In his autobiography, Mandela revealed that while he was in jail, from Monday



through Thursday he used to run in place for a maximum of forty-five minutes as
well as do push-ups, sit-ups, and other exercises. “I found that I worked better
and thought more clearly when I was in good physical condition, and so training

became one of the inflexible disciplines of my life,” Mandela wrote.>

For decades health advocates have been urging all of us to exercise more. The
long-term benefits of consistent exercise to our health, well-being, and looks are
well documented, and surely you’ve heard them several million times, so I won’t
be repeating them here. In this strategy, I will highlight the message Mandela
seemed to have understood very deeply: that physical exercise has a near-term
effect on mental performance.

There are immediate benefits of exercising—which can occur after a single
session of activity—that you may not hear about from health and fitness sources
and that pertain to your mental state. Even a little exercise at the right time can
help you think better, stay focused, sharpen your thoughts, and reduce your
anxiety—key elements of sustained productivity—in the hours that follow the
physical activity.

For example, one meta-analysis showed that exercising for ten to forty
minutes has a consistent and immediate effect of improving executive

functions.# You may remember from strategy 2 that the term “executive
functions” refers to the brain’s various abilities to direct and override other
mental activity, like prioritizing some items over others at a staff meeting or
stopping your impulse to call the boss stupid in the middle of your performance
review. Research suggests that physical exercise particularly enhances the
executive functions that have to do with self-control.

In another example, a group of researchers in Japan asked participants in their
study to take a common psychological test called the Stroop test. The particular
Stroop test they assigned participants is known as a color-word test: participants
are presented with the written word for a color (for instance, “yellow”) but the
word is printed in a color that is different from the written word (for instance,
black). Participants will say either the word or the color in which that word
appears. (For an example, as fast as you can, say out loud the color of the ink of
the following word: YELLOW. Chances are you’d be slower to say the correct
answer, which is black, than if this were the word BLACK.) In the color-word
test, a shorter reaction time for correct answers is considered a measure of better
inhibitory control.

After taking the test, some participants were asked to exercise for ten minutes



at a very precise moderate level of exertion (at half the participants’ maximum
oxygen intake—a measure that reflects the aerobic physical fitness of an

individual®>—which is roughly like taking a brisk walk or going for a light jog).
Then those participants were asked to rest for fifteen minutes before taking
another Stroop test. Meanwhile, a control group was asked simply to rest for
twenty-five minutes (they did no exercise but waited the overall same amount of

time) before taking another Stroop test.5

The researchers found that not only did the ten-minute session of moderate
exercise lead to significantly faster reaction times on the Stroop test, but also
part of the lateral prefrontal cortex—a region of the brain that plays a role in
self-control-—showed more activity. These brain findings suggest that exercise
doesn’t just make us more alert or ready to do everything faster; it may also
enhance brain processes responsible for stepping in and exerting self-control,
thereby benefitting the decisions, plans, solutions to problems, and so on that
make use of self-control. These are precisely the kinds of cognitive functions
talked about in strategy 2 that suffer when we get mentally fatigued.

There’s also evidence that exercise results in sharper attention. A research
group at the University of Illinois at Urbana—Champaign asked participants to
exercise at a moderate level on a treadmill for twenty minutes (at 60 percent
maximum heart rate, which would again be something like the intensity level of

a brisk walk or light jog for many people).7 After the participants’ heart rates
returned to normal—usually around twenty or twenty-five minutes after they had
finished exercising—the participants engaged in something called a flanker task.
In a flanker task, participants have to ignore distracting stimuli on a screen that
flanks either side of a target they are looking for.

The Urbana—Champaign team found that moderate exercise not only helps to
sharpen attention but it may do so by fine-tuning very early attention to
incoming information. This suggests that a little exercise can help you focus or
concentrate, while also avoiding distractors, at a basic perceptual level. In the
work world, that may be similar to, for example, focusing better on the words in
a document you are reading on the computer rather than getting sidetracked by
all the pop-up windows, alerts, and so on from your devices.

But perhaps one of the greatest benefits of exercise to our productivity is that
it helps our overall mental state immediately after we engage in it. Have you
ever gone too long without eating and had strange things happen to your mood,
your clarity of thought, your ability to focus, or your mental quickness? You



were likely experiencing these changes in your mental state because your blood

sugar had dropped.8 We all react differently when our blood sugar drops, but it’s
not uncommon to experience these productivity-sucking symptoms.

It turns out that exercise helps to stabilize blood sugar levels too. Among type
2 diabetics—people who are at risk for dangerously high blood sugar levels—a
single aerobic exercise session was found to drop blood sugar by 16 percent and

keep it lower for about three hours.? Exercise is a common aspect of treatment
for diabetics, and its benefits for them have been known for some time. What
that study helps to show is the specific and immediate impact just one exercise
session can have on blood sugar levels—and on mental abilities.

Exercise is also fantastic to reduce anxiety. A meta-analysis—analyzing
results from over one hundred studies—showed that aerobic exercise in the
twenty-one to thirty-minute range was enough to reliably reduce anxious

feelings in the period after exercising.10 And another study showed that in the
longer term, exercise actually buffers against the negative effects of chronic

stress. 11
A different meta-analysis also found evidence that exercising has the effect of
amplifying positive moods and emotions (like joy, elation, vigor, or

enthusiasm),12 not just alleviating the negative emotion of anxiety. Positive
emotions reliably increase after low or moderate exercise, but, surprisingly, not
as much after more intense or longer sessions of exercise. The researchers
roughly categorized “moderate exercise” as twenty to thirty minutes of a high-
intensity workout or thirty to forty minutes of a moderate-intensity workout.
Think of high intensity as jogging at a decent pace, breathing heavily, getting
your heart rate up a bit, working up a good sweat, or more. Moderate intensity
for many people, as I stated previously, is the equivalent of a very brisk walk or
light jog, in which you work up a bit of a sweat, loosen up the aches and pains,
and need to breathe a little more heavily than usual, but you certainly do not
push your limits.

The research, in addition, suggests that this positive effect on emotions peaks
within thirty minutes of exercising. What’s more, the benefits on emotions and
mood were strongest for those who had relatively lower positive moods before

exercising. So it seems that exercise is most useful when we need it most.13
Still another meta-analysis found that moderate aerobic exercise, lasting
somewhere between twenty-one and forty minutes, made people feel more



energetic afterward as well.14
So what does all this research mean for setting up two awesome hours of
productivity?

Exercise Strategically

As I wrote earlier, this strategy is not an argument for why you should exercise
regularly for better overall health and perhaps, through that, become more
productive. Rather, I’d like to suggest that, whether or not you currently have an
exercise routine, you can use physical activity at specific times in order to boost
your thinking abilities and your mental energy.

Do you have to give a presentation, complete an important project, craft a
strategically important document, or deliver a key customer proposal? Do you
get nervous when interacting with clients? Do your check-in meetings with your
boss or certain clients raise your anxiety level? Does engaging in certain tasks—
like doing tedious jobs, engaging in activities you feel you are not good at, or
working with people whom you find difficult—bring down your mood? Do you
have some multi-hour meetings after which you feel completely drained? Are
there times of the day or week when you routinely feel tired or disengaged?
Some moderate exercise at the right time can make the difference.

As you’ve seen, quite a bit of research suggests that moderate exercise can
help you focus, clarify your thinking, and improve your mood (while helping
you chill out, too) in the minutes and hours that follow. Exercise is like a reset
button. It is a reliable, effective, and fast-acting strategy for improving your
mental performance. Moderate exercise—vigorous enough for you to work up a
sweat but not to feel spent—is a game changer in the hours immediately after
you exercise.

Here are some ways to leverage exercise well:

 If you are feeling mentally sluggish and unable to focus, get out of your
office and move right away. Walk very briskly for thirty to forty minutes.
Go up and down the back stairs for ten or twenty minutes. Or if you belong
to a gym nearby, take a break and exercise for twenty to thirty minutes on
the treadmill, exercise bike, or your preferred machine. Try to break a
sweat, but don’t overdo it. The moderate physical activity may just sharpen
your focus and mental agility.

* Whenever possible, schedule challenging or anxiety-provoking meetings
when you can block out time beforehand for moderate exercise. The



exercise is likely to calm your nerves and improve your mood.

* When there is a particularly challenging or draining task on your calendar,
either exercise in the morning before it (to make it easier to handle) or
schedule it at a time of day when you can exercise soon after it, to restore
your drained mental energy and improve your mood in time to tackle
whatever comes next.

* In general, plan to work out for about twenty to forty minutes within a
couple of hours before you next need to be awesomely productive.

If Nelson Mandela could run in place in his jail cell, you can get to a treadmill
in the morning before your big meetings. So the next time you need to tackle an
important task, consider whether your body, and not just your brain, may be the
key to your success.

HOW FOOD AND DRINK AFFECT YOUR MENTAL STATE

If your schedule doesn’t allow you to fit in physical activity on a particular day
when you most need it, there are other ways to work in concert with your body
to achieve peak productivity. One of them involves something you already do
every day, even at work: eating and drinking. What you eat and drink—and
when—can have meaningful effects on your energy level, mood, and executive
functions in the minutes and hours that follow. Besides recharging your body
with exercise, you can fight mental fatigue when you need to be productive by

being strategic—changing the content and amount—about what you eat and
drink.

The Scoop on Eating Carbohydrates, Proteins, and Fats

There’s not a huge amount of research comparing the effects of carbs, proteins,

and fats on how we think and feel in the hours after eating.15 But what there is
so far may surprise you. A recent review suggests that carbs can give a very
brief, minutes-only bump in some mental capacities (attention, for example,
improved fifteen minutes after eating carbs in one study, but by an hour after
eating carbs, there were drops in other executive functions). Some believe that
given the time it takes to absorb nutrients, effects occurring just minutes after
eating probably have to do with something else besides nutrients being absorbed,
like just detecting that nutrients are coming. By contrast, a high-protein meal



boosts memory an hour afterward.1©

Meanwhile fats, believe it or not, may turn out to be more helpful. One study
found a greater benefit for several executive-function tasks when people
consumed fats instead of proteins or carbs (each was in the form of a vanilla
cream that tasted similar regardless of macronutrient content), lasting for three
hours. The fats in that study (a combination of soybean oil, palm oil, and double
cream) did not cause as great a change in blood sugar levels or in the balance of
hormones that regulate those levels as carbs and proteins did. Carbs and proteins
also resulted in different effects: carbs gave a bump in short-term memory

compared to protein, and protein gave a boost in attention compared to carbs.”
So if what you’re after is cognitive performance, maybe don’t worry so much
about whether you put a lot of cream in your coffee or that piece of cheese is
high in fat. (But note that, in the long term, saturated fats appear to be bad for
cognitive function, while omega-3 fatty acids seem to be a plus.18)

Blood Sugar Levels and Productivity

When it comes to eating carbs, there’s more research about their effects (as
compared to proteins and fats) on mental capacity. Within carbs, there is an
important distinction to make. Their effects are stronger or weaker depending on
their glycemic index, a measure of how much a carbohydrate raises our blood
sugar levels. When sugar circulates in the blood, it is in the form of glucose, a
major fuel of the brain and body. If we eat straight glucose, it increases our blood
sugar sharply. Glucose is assigned a glycemic index of 100 to mark the top of the
scale. Other carbs have a weaker effect on blood sugar. For example, an apple
has a very low glycemic index of just 34—meaning its effect on our blood sugar
levels would be 34 percent of the effect a comparable serving of pure glucose

would have.19

Most whole vegetables and fruits, in fact, are lower on the glycemic index
than breads, cereals, pastas, cookies, cakes, sweets, and sugar. There are a couple
of exceptions: Oats and quinoa are lower on the glycemic index than many other
grains, and bananas are higher than many other fruits. And this one sometimes
trips people up: juices may be made from fruits low on the glycemic index, but
multiple pieces of fruit need to be pressed to make juice. As compared to eating
the whole fruit, a little bit of juice is often a lot of carbs.

Maintaining a stable blood sugar level is best for cognitive performance and a
stable mood. So the kinds of carbs we eat make a difference too. In one study,



with three groups of participants, each group ate a breakfast including bread with
a low-calorie jam, low-calorie yogurt, and an orange-flavored drink, but the
glycemic index of the yogurt and drink servings varied: 100, 67, or 32. The
participants’ moods were then assessed for a few hours after their meals.

The researchers found that the higher the glycemic index of the breakfast, the
more hostile or disagreeable the participants were. However, as the authors of
the study pointed out, the story is more complex: mood and cognitive effects
also depended on things like a person’s ability to metabolize glucose well.
Surprisingly, participants whose bodies metabolize glucose well saw more
effects, while those who don’t manage glucose well didn’t display as many

differences.20

Another study with twelve-to fourteen-year-olds found that a low glycemic
index breakfast helped with executive functions, for example on a Stroop test
(self-inhibition) and a flanker task (attention in the face of distraction), as
compared to either a high glycemic index breakfast or no breakfast, and the
primary benefits occurred two hours after the meal. In that study, the high
glycemic breakfast was in the low 70s on the glycemic index and the low

glycemic breakfast was in the high 40s.21

How Much Should You Eat at Once?

It’s not just what we eat that can affect our energy and mental sharpness. How
much we eat at once matters a great deal too, even within a normal quantity
range. In a study conducted in the UK, researchers served two groups of people
precisely the same food but gave one group the food in two larger servings and
the other in four smaller servings. The participants having just two servings
drank milk shakes with a macronutrient content of 58.4 grams of carbohydrate,
21.5 grams of protein, and 25.2 grams of fat at nine A.M. and then at one p.M.—
like the timing and size of a reasonable breakfast and lunch. The other group of
participants drank four milk shakes with half the macronutrient content (29.2
grams of carbohydrate, 10.9 grams of protein, and 12.6 grams of fat) at nine
A.M., eleven A.M., one P.M., and three p.Mm.

An hour after consuming the milk shakes, both groups engaged in tasks
designed to test reaction times, verbal reasoning, memory, and more. Participants
who drank the four smaller-size milk shakes made significant improvements in a
number of these tasks. The researchers speculated that smaller meals spaced out
help regulate blood sugar levels, which in turn has a positive effect on thinking,



in particular on working memory.22

Drink Up

What we eat has important implications for our mental energy—and what we
drink does as well. Let’s start by taking a look at the most popular drink—water
—and what happens when we don’t drink enough of it.

Water

Roughly 50 percent of the human body is estimated to be water.23 We depend on
water in numerous ways for the basic functions of life. It only makes sense that
keeping us, and our brains, hydrated is critical for our performance and our
ability to set up two awesome hours of productivity. But dehydration is a
problem that probably affects us more often than we think. Even mild
dehydration can have a negative effect on our mental energy and our ability to be
at our best.

A review of the literature looking across a number of studies shows that even
among healthy young adults, just a 2 percent drop in hydration can hurt attention
and short-term memory, although not long-term memory or a number of

executive functions.24

And in terms of subjective experience, dehydration seems to make things
tough too. For example, one group of researchers explored the effects of
dehydration by having women walk on a treadmill for forty minutes. On
average, the women lost 1.36 percent of their body mass due to dehydration. On
some test days the women replenished their water loss by drinking, and on other
days the same women did not. When they were dehydrated the women were

angrier, more fatigued, and felt it was harder to concentrate.2>
Moreover, as we become elderly, hydration seems to be more relevant to

cognitive performance and better mood.26

Don’t overlook the power of a simple glass of water to keep your mind sharp.
If you need to be on top of your mental game—and you haven’t drunk water in
the previous hour or two—head to the water cooler right away. Or why not add a
little reward to the experience by replacing a plain glass of water with something
fancier? I’'m a huge fan of seltzer—or, as my nephew dubbed it when he was
three, “spicy water.”

Cdffeine



There is another drink to which many of us turn to fight fatigue: coffee. Some
estimate 80 percent of people around the globe drink coffee or tea daily, or

consume some other source of caffeine.2” If you are like me, you have come to
depend on coffee in the morning to help get your brain going. But also, you’ve
probably noticed that there are times when you drink it and it just doesn’t seem
to work. It’s like the coffee’s broken.

Caffeine—in the form of coffee, tea, sodas, energy drinks, or hot chocolate—
is a mixed blessing. It sometimes helps and sometimes hurts our cognitive
performance and mood. Recent research suggests it is a net plus for many
people, when used properly. Let’s turn to some of that science to understand
what proper use means and why caffeine has an effect on us.

Some researchers believe that the benefits of caffeine to our mental faculties
actually come once we are dependent on caffeine. When we are not drinking
caffeine—for example, during the long stretch of time when we are sleeping at
night—we go into withdrawal. During withdrawal, our mental faculties become
diminished, we may be in a relatively negative mood, and we may even get
headaches. Once we have that cup of coffee or strong tea, the surge of caffeine in
our system makes us feel wonderful in comparison to how we felt while in
caffeine withdrawal. It sharpens our minds and improves our moods by
comparison. As the caffeine flows through our veins, it brings us back to
baseline, to a level of functioning that we might have experienced, all else being

equal, had we not become dependent on caffeine.28

But don’t worry. That doesn’t have to mean you should wean yourself off
coffee. Coffee has been shown to have positive long-term benefits on mental and
physical health, such as slowing cognitive decline as you age and decreasing the

risk of developing type 2 diabetes.2”

Other researchers believe that caffeine affects our mental faculties whether we
are dependent on caffeine or not. For example, a study out of the University of
Chicago looked at the effects of caffeine on participants who drank less than 300
milligrams (about three 8-ounce cups of coffee—or one Starbucks Grande) a
week and had no coffee dependence. Thus, the effects could not be due to
overcoming withdrawal. The study found that 150 or 450 milligrams of caffeine
increased stimulation, decreased fatigue, and led to better attention, as compared
to placebo. However, it wasn’t all positive—450 milligrams also increased

anxiety and hurt memory somewhat.30
Both theories are probably right: some of the apparent benefits of caffeine are



probably a result of reversing withdrawal symptoms, and some are probably a
direct effect of the drug itself. Either way, research suggests that a little caffeine
will probably put you in a better mental state to be productive. But as with any
drug, it matters how you take your dose and how large your dose is.

If you are looking for a mental boost, it may be best to have that dose of
caffeine with some food. In one study, researchers found that drinking caffeine
accompanied by just water (as in black coffee) can give you a boost in how you
feel thirty minutes after ingesting it; but an hour and a half to two and a half
hours later, the caffeine can make it harder for you to feel like you can think

clearly, make you feel more tired, and lead you to feeling more hostile.3!
However, mixing caffeine into a yogurt drink instead of into water reversed
these effects, making the positive benefits in terms of how people felt last
throughout that time. Since many people take coffee with sugar alone, it may be
helpful to note that sugar was not enough; just mixing the caffeine with glucose,
in that study, did not help with how people felt in the hours after having it. The
body is a master chemist, and it can combine foods or drugs in ways that end up
making a meaningful difference in our experience.

So how much caffeine is necessary to reap benefits in your productivity? It
depends on the person. You have to figure out the dose that is right for you—and
then stick to it. As the physician Paracelsus said in the early 1500s, “All things
are poison and nothing is without poison; only the dose makes it that a thing is

not a poison.”32 Taking more than the right dose for you can result in negative
consequences.
Generally, at low doses, caffeine can lead to a more positive mood and even

decreased anxiousness.>3 But some people differ genetically in whether caffeine

makes them more or less anxious34—you probably know who you are by this
point in life from trial and error. If caffeine does make you more anxious, or if it
upsets your stomach, experiment with much smaller doses than you’ve had in
the past. The bottom line: research suggests that when it comes to caffeine, less
is sometimes more.

One study, exploring attention, found that up to 200 milligrams of caffeine—
like a strong medium-size cup of coffee—improved some aspects of attention,

but 400 milligrams of caffeine had no additional benefit.>°> Another study
compared people who averaged about 150 milligrams of caffeine a day to those
who averaged about twice that. Both groups consumed a strong dose—400
milligrams, like the amount of caffeine in a Starbucks Venti (20-ounce) coffee—



and both groups had some level of increased anxiousness and tense negative
mood afterward. Only the group who typically drank a lot of caffeine reported a

benefit in terms of wakefulness with 400 milligrams caffeine.36

In a third study, researchers gave study participants 100 milligrams of caffeine
(like a small cup of coffee) in the late morning and 150 milligrams caffeine in
the early afternoon, mimicking a common caffeine routine for many people.
Among their participants, people who did not consume caffeine on a regular
basis—or only consumed a small amount (less than 40 milligrams a day)—did
not feel more alert or experience enhanced cognitive capabilities. By contrast,
those who regularly consumed more than 40 milligrams of caffeine a day did
experience an increase in alertness and cognitive capabilities. The authors of the
study argued that the anxiety the caffeine caused in those people who don’t

regularly drink a lot of coffee counteracted any mood or cognitive benefits.3”
Finally, there is evidence that half a can of Red Bull energy drink (about 40
milligrams of caffeine, along with a number of other ingredients that may
influence its effects) has a more desirable effect than either a whole can or a can
and a half. The smallest dose of energy drink was better in terms of fighting

fatigue and enhancing at least one executive function: self-inhibition.38

Caffeine should take thirty minutes to reach its full effect.39 So make sure you
wait until it has finally kicked in before you drink some more (a temptation that
is common, especially when you are tired or stressed out). Otherwise, you may
accidentally overdo it, and instead of enjoying the benefits of a nice mental
boost, you may get a bad case of the jitters.

To get the best results from caffeine, and if you’re a regular, dependent user,
stick to your normal dose even if you feel tired or stressed. Give it time to kick
in before consuming much more than usual. And if you’re up for trying
something new or you’re not a dependent user, don’t drink it all the time.
Instead, reserve it for those times when you are tired or having trouble paying
attention due to fatigue. If that doesn’t give a boost in attention, alertness, mental
energy, and positive mood, drinking more is probably not the answer. You may
be better off with a nap rather than more coffee in those circumstances.

Eat and Drink Strategically

We all intuitively know that eating too much or drinking sugary drinks can
actually make us sluggish and tired hours later. At some point we’ve all felt the
overwhelming need for sleep that follows an overly indulgent lunch.



So if we know this, why do we do it as often as we do? Many of us are not
aware how intertwined our bodies and minds are. When we’re not thinking, we
tend to go with our habits—and we often have the habit of ignoring the
immediate effects food and drink will have on our cognitive skills.

When you want to be firing on all cylinders, being intentional about what you
eat and drink—and how you want to feel an hour later—can make all the
difference. Here are some key tips for how and what to eat and drink to increase
productivity over the two to three hours after your meal or snack:

 Eat only half your breakfast or lunch and enjoy the second half a couple of
hours later.

 If you need a quick boost, a high-carb snack may help you focus and feel
good for about fifteen minutes. If you need to be in top mental shape for
longer than that, avoid carb-rich meals and snacks altogether: Don’t go for
pasta dishes, sandwiches, or pizza. Leave out the juices, sodas, and
sweetened iced teas. Skip the fries, chips, extra bread, and sweets.

* Eat meals or snacks that have a nice mix of proteins, low glycemic index
carbs, and good fats—vegetables and fruits are generally good carbs; nuts
make great snacks for when you are on the run.

* Don’t be fooled into eating a carb-rich meal. The whole meal or whole
snack should be high in protein and low glycemic index carbs. If you have
some chicken along with a giant plate of rice and beans and a sweetened
iced tea, you are eating a carb-rich meal.

* Drink water if you haven’t had any for the last hour or two or if you’'ve
done any physical activity. It makes a difference.

* If you are tired or sleep deprived, drink a caffeinated drink, but keep it
small. Don’t drink more than what you normally would. Give it thirty
minutes to kick in. And go ahead and put cream in that coffee—the fat may
help keep your blood sugar level more stable.

TAKE CONTROL OF HOW YOU FEEL

Typically, when making decisions about what we’ll eat, most of us only consider
two things: Will it taste good? (That is, will it bring us pleasure?) And is it
healthy? (That is, is it compatible with whatever weight loss or health diet we
are on that week or month?) Similarly, when we engage in exercise, we typically
do so in order to increase our overall well-being and health. But we seldom



make decisions about what we’ll eat or when we’ll exercise based on how we
want our brains to operate in the immediate hours after the meal or physical
activity.

It’s easy to think that you have to put up with and learn how to be productive
regardless of the way you feel physically—whether you are feeling groggy and
unfocused or energetic and clearheaded. But the truth is that you have more
control over how you feel physically than you may realize.

Whether you are already in great shape physically or rarely exercise, and
whether you are devoted to healthy nutrition or more of a burger-and-fries kind
of person, I hope this strategy inspired you to think of exercise and food in a
different way: as a tool to help you set up a session of superb productivity.



STRATEGY 5

MAKE YOUR WORKSPACE WORK FOR
YOU

Six months into her new position, Samantha feels like she is swimming

upstream and getting nowhere. She was recently appointed CFO of a start-up
and is feeling overwhelmed by the long list of tasks her new boss, the CEQO, has
assigned to her. Every week brings fresh challenges, from dealing with new
acquisitions to overseeing the merging of separate departments’ disparate
accounting practices to hiring new people to finding new ways of cutting down
expenses across the company.

Today, Samantha is determined to make progress on her tasks. So after a
meeting with the CEQ, she resolves to hunker down at her desk and get some
serious work done. Easier said than done. Like many start-ups, her company has
an open floor plan. All managers work on the floor with their teams, at moveable
desks. As she heads back to the floor, she tries to keep her head down and avoid
eye contact; already her needy coworkers are hoping to get her attention.

After being stopped by a couple of team members who have questions or need
her approval, she reaches her desk. It has been a rough couple of weeks and
clutter has piled up in her small area. Sitting under the dim light of her desk
lamp, staring two feet ahead at the optional beige cubicle divider she requested,
she nudges a stack of papers aside to find space for her coffee. Needing to think
creatively and desperately wanting to focus, she tries to shut out the chatter and
noise around her—colleagues talking, phones ringing, printer churning out
countless copies of documents. She leans closer to her computer, so she at least
won’t see anyone coming her way, and sets her elbows on her desk to support
the weight of her heavy head in her hands. I can’t get any work done here, she
thinks.



Many of us have seemingly little control over the space in which we work.
Unless you are self-employed or work from home, when it comes to your office
environment, you are probably at the mercy of your employer’s office design
decisions. Yet, as challenged as you may be in either selecting or setting up your
workspace, I’ll share a number of things that are likely to be within your control
—whether you work in an office or from home—that can help you set up
conditions for performing at your best. (In case you are concerned that my
advice won’t be feasible for most professionals, don’t worry. I won’t be
suggesting you remodel your office or find a way to work exclusively from
home—I know you likely can’t.)

Like exercise and food, our surroundings affect our brains in meaningful
ways. Learning to manipulate these surroundings so that we can operate at peak
productivity levels involves understanding how and why our brains and minds
react to external stimuli, and therefore how to successfully work around those
stimuli.

I will share some of the most relevant science on how we react to typical
workplace stimuli—especially to noise, light, and the immediate physical space
in which we work. With this information, we can become aware of how our
surroundings may be sabotaging our productivity and what is within our control
to address, in order to be in top mental shape when we need it most. The final
strategy for setting up two awesome hours of productivity is to make informed
choices about our work environment, choices that enable us to focus and do our
best thinking.

PRODUCTIVITY AND CREATIVITY IN A NOISY WORLD

Is it better or worse to listen to music while working? What about white noise?
Sometimes we don’t want to work but have to, so we may decide to work in
front of a TV to make ourselves at least feel better about it. Are we just fooling
ourselves into thinking we can work in noisy environments? I have bad news
and good news. The bad news is that researchers have found that environmental
noise—background music, city sounds, people’s conversations—Ileads to a
decrease in performance for most people. The good news is that this represents
an easy way to make changes that can set us up for being highly effective.

Of the different sources of noise, there is one that turns out to be the hardest to
tune out. Intermittent speech is particularly challenging to ignore. Intermittent
speech is when you hear a few words or sentences here and there with pauses in



between. Like when colleagues who sit in the cubicles behind you turn and ask
each other questions, or when someone else is on a phone call listening for a
while and then speaking periodically. Intermittent speech is also one of the most
common sounds in an office. One meta-analysis examined 242 studies on how
noise affects performance and found that when it came to performing cognitive
tasks—Ilike staying attentive, reading and processing text, and working with
numbers—performance was more affected by intermittent speech than by either
continuous speech (which would have little variation in volume and rhythm) or

nonspeech noise..

Intermittent speech in the background may be the biggest problem for work
performance, but that does not mean other noise (e.g., continuous speech, music,
or white noise) is fine. A second meta-analysis looked specifically at the effects
of listening to music in the background on performance. While researchers found
that listening to background music tended to improve positive emotions, increase
performance in sports, and make people do what they do a little faster, it also had

disruptive consequences on reading.2

If you can’t avoid a noisy environment, should you play white noise in order
to drown out the rest? White noise is a nondescript background hum, kind of like
the noise of a fan or someone saying “Shhhh!” continuously. Listening to white
noise may turn out to be better than listening to intermittent speech if it
successfully drowns out the speech, but that doesn’t mean it’s ideal. Quiet should
be even more effective than white noise. For example, in one study, the majority
of kids (excepting those with the most severe attention problems in the
classroom according to their teachers) in a middle school setting had worse
memory in the presence of white noise as compared to no noise. Those with the

most severe attention problems actually did better with the white noise.>

So are all those people working or doing homework in busy, loud coffee shops
fooling themselves into thinking they are being productive? I love the ambience
of coffee shops, so it is sad for me to say that for the most part, yes, we are
fooling ourselves, but with a couple of exceptions.

A lab in Glasgow conducted research to find out if noise affects cognitive
performance in introverts and extroverts differently. And it turns out it does.
These researchers exposed participants to different types of noise (everyday
noise, music that they categorized as having “high arousal potential and negative
affect,” and music they categorized as having “low arousal potential and positive
affect”) as well as to silence while the participants completed a battery of



cognitive tests.

All participants did worse on the cognitive tests when there was any kind of
noise in the background compared to when they performed the cognitive tasks in
silence. But the researchers found that participants who were introverts had even
more performance problems than extroverts. They theorized that introverts, who
are generally more easily overwhelmed by stimuli, are more sensitive to the

noise distractions.?

But extroverts are not the only ones who have an advantage when it comes to
fighting off the distractions caused by background noise. There is also evidence
that people who naturally have better working memory capacity—people who
are more capable, for example, of remembering a phone number until they dial it
or keeping track of what a conversation is about while they are talking—can also

withstand background noise with fewer consequences.5

So if you are an extrovert or have a good working memory, you may be better
able to handle the distractions in a noisy environment. You may find it easier to
get that document drafted while listening to music through your headphones or
to complete your presentation while listening to your colleagues talk on the
phone with clients or to finish that financial report to the whirring and humming
of the copier machine that sits right outside your workspace. But make no
mistake: you would be more productive if you were doing your work in a quiet
environment.

Still, noise is not always bad, and it may provide some benefits to certain
kinds of work challenges under the right circumstances. In a study from the
University of Illinois at Urbana—Champaign, participants were asked to work on
a creative challenge while listening to one of several levels of noise loudness. In
the creative challenge, participants were told to come up with as many unique
uses for a brick as they could imagine (doorstop, hammer, table centerpiece, and
so on). When participants worked on the creative challenge while listening to
low noise (at fifty decibels—about the noise of a typical large office), they
tended to be less creative than when they worked on the challenge while
listening to moderate noise (at seventy decibels—a little quieter than the sound

of a vacuum cleaner that is ten feet from y0u6).

It turns out that as the noise level increased, participants had more difficulty
thinking. And the more difficulty they had thinking, the more abstract and
“bigger picture”—in short, creative—their ideas were. Interestingly, higher noise

levels (at eighty-five decibels—Ilike a diesel truck driving by7) made thinking so



difficult that the benefits of some noise on creativity went away.8 So this is
evidence that moderate noise may help creativity. And, by contrast, too much or
too little noise may hurt it.

The research on the consequences of noise on productivity is fairly
straightforward: for the bulk of the tasks performed in the knowledge economy,
quiet is almost always better than noise.

These are some basic things you can do to help you stay focused when it’s
important to be on:

« If your office has a door, close it. If you don’t have a private office, reserve
a conference room or set up camp somewhere that is largely free of noise
and other potential distractions. A place with privacy that is away from
noise distractions will be more favorable to productivity.

» If your desk is in a shared space and you must stay there, put noise-
cancelling headphones on. Those little squishy orange earplugs can
sometimes do the trick too, and you can take them anywhere. You may look
weird, but you’ll be more productive.

* Don’t listen to music or talk radio.

* If you are working at home, turn off the TV.

« If you’re taking on a task that requires lots of creativity, enjoy background
noise. You may actually consider heading for the company’s busy cafeteria
or a local coffee shop, or putting on a little music.

To get away from noise, there’s another alternative that can make a big
difference. In so many instances, people will get up early, stay up late, or make
time on the weekends to get their work done from home. Working from home, in
a quiet and uninterrupted environment, can be an invaluable resource. There are
good reasons to have offices but also good reasons to stay away from them
periodically during the workweek. In subtle ways you can take advantage of
working from home even without having a dedicated day at home. For example,
one approach I’ve seen work very well for some is to get up a little early to work
from home for an hour or two but then leave the office a little early in the
afternoon to compensate for the extra time put in. Moreover, having done some
very productive work in the morning can help alleviate the guilt of not staying
late at the end of the day.

Now that you know more about the value of quiet, if you are able to arrange
for a day or more a week working from home, perhaps this will convince you it



is worth doing so. Even if it’s not a dedicated space, merely a quiet one, it can be
a great way to help set up the conditions for two awesome hours.

THE EFFECTS OF LIGHT ON PRODUCTIVITY

Noise is not the only environmental factor that deeply affects your productivity.
Another stimulus, which you can often control, is light.

The reason light matters is because our eyes are not just for vision. In 2002, a
discovery made at Brown and Johns Hopkins universities revolutionized how we
think about our eyes. Up to that point only two kinds of cells in the retina had
been shown to respond to light—rods and cones—which we rely on for vision.
However, another cell type was demonstrated to respond to light as well, for a
nonvisual purpose. These cells connect to a part of the brain responsible for

maintaining circadian rhythms.9 They respond especially well to light at the blue

end of the visual spectrumlo—like the light of the sky on a clear blue day.

Circadian rhythms guide our sleep, wake, eating, and energy cycles
throughout the day. Light that activates these cells can help to reset the circadian
cycles. It is still not fully understood why, but research is starting to map out the
ways in which light affects cognition and emotions. Both blue light and bright
white light seem to enhance a number of the mental faculties that can help us be
highly effective. As we’ll see, that kind of light influences things like alertness
and concentration, and it can help us recharge after mental fatigue.

For example, there is research that suggests that white light enriched with blue
may help you feel more alert and think more clearly. A group in the UK was
curious to see what would happen to workers in a typical office environment
when it was exposed to this bluish-white light—Ilight that has the feel of the light
from a clear blue sky. The researchers conducted their study at a company with
two nearly identical floors where people engaged in very similar work. They
were thus able to create a remarkably similar set of conditions where they could
test different lighting types and their effect on employees’ performance.

These researchers found that workers who were exposed to bluish-white light
in the daytime were more likely to see improvements in self-reported alertness,
concentration, clear thinking, performance, and sleep quality. The workers also

experienced a decrease in fatigue in the evenings.11
Bluish-white light has also been shown to enhance self-control and the ability
to mentally rotate objects—which is an ability important in engineering, design,



and many of the scientific and technical fields. A research team in Italy built a
room in which they could precisely control the lighting and even the ways that
the light would meet someone’s eyes as they sat at a desk.

All participants in their study were asked to perform executive-function tasks
requiring self-control as well as take a mental rotation test. In the mental rotation
test, they were shown a picture of a 3-D object and had to imagine turning it
around to “see” whether it matched a picture of a different 3-D object in a
different orientation. They all did these tests under white halogen lighting. Then
the participants repeated the same kinds of tests, but one group did so under the
warmer halogen lighting again and a second group did so under cooler LED
lighting (which has more of the blue part of the spectrum in it). Both groups
performed the same in the first series of tests, working under white halogen
lighting, but during the second round of tests, those who worked under the
cooler LED lighting were more effective at executive control and more accurate

at mental rotation. 12

Bluish-white light, however, is not the only kind of light that can be helpful
with effectiveness. One group in the Netherlands explored the consequences of
bright lights on alertness by having people wear a light meter on their heads
from eight A.M. to eight P.M. on three consecutive days, to measure how much
light they were exposed to during daylight hours. Every hour throughout the day,
participants were asked how they were feeling. The research group found that
good exposure to bright light had an immediate effect on what they called
“feelings of vitality” and alertness—think of that as the opposite of fatigue. The
effects of bright lights were even greater earlier in the day and during the

winter.13

Much as with noise, there seems to be a special set of conditions for creativity,
however. A study out of Germany found that the opposite of bright lights—dim
lighting—is more conducive to creativity. Participants were arranged in clusters
in working environments with different light levels: dim lighting, something
approximating typical office lighting, and very bright lighting. Then all
participants were asked to imagine they had just gone to a galaxy far away and
to draw the alien life-form they encountered in their imagined planet. (It sounds
like a fun study to participate in.) Those participants working in dim lighting
generated more creative ideas than participants working in the other two lighting
conditions. The researchers showed that the dimmer lighting led people to feel
more free from constraints, which in turn led to more creativity. The key to the



effects of light on creativity might not be the light level itself, therefore, but
rather that dim lights give us the sense of being free from constraints. If that is
the case, the authors of that research point out, windows can in principle give us
that same feeling—the sense of being free from constraints—and thus lead to
greater creativity.

This same study, however, showed that aside from having a positive effect on
creativity, dim lighting took a toll on productivity. Participants who worked
under dim lighting conditions did a little worse on analytical tasks that required

focus and logical rule following.14
To make use of these lessons, there are several things you can do during those
times when you want to be at your best:

* Turn on more lights. A brightly lit room is better for being at your mental
best than a darker one, especially if it’s a cloudy day or the middle of
winter. If you have to, bring your own lamp to the office.

 If you can, be somewhere with ambient natural light on a day with clear
blue skies, and set yourself up to work there.

» Consider replacing the current lightbulbs in your workspace with white
lights that include more of the blue spectrum, even if it’s just at your desk
lamp. Research suggests there’s a good chance you’ll activate your eyes’
retinal photoreceptive cells that communicate with your brain’s circadian
clock, helping you stay more alert.

* Dim your lights a bit or find a spot that’s a little darker than usual when you
want to work on a project that requires creativity.

SET UP YOUR IMMEDIATE WORKSPACE TO MAKE WORK EASIER

So far, we’ve explored how two factors of your workplace environment—noise
and light—can have a great influence on your productivity. At first glance, those
may seem like factors you have little control over, but you’ve now seen a
number of ways that you can take enough control of both, at least for short
periods.

Now we’ll turn to the third part of the work environment that I believe we can
influence in some useful ways: our immediate workspace. Our ability to set up
our desks, cubicles, or offices also may not seem at first like something we have
a huge amount of control over, but there are some important things we all can do



that research suggests can make a difference in how we function
psychologically.

In our immediate workspaces, four factors that matter to our productivity, and
that we have some control over, are

* clutter,

» how constricted or expansive the space allows our movements to be,

» whether the space allows us to easily get up from our desks to move our
bodies regularly, and

» whether there are objects and visuals in the space that help restore our
mental energy.

When [ think of clutter, the image that most frequently pops up is of a
professor sitting at a desk strewn with papers and books dating back twenty
years. Despite his overstuffed office and messy desk, he continues to be
incredibly productive—a prolific published author and admired teacher. Whether
he is productive because of or in spite of the clutter, we’ll never know, because
that professor will never clean up his mess.

Perhaps clutter works for a very few people. But for the vast majority of us,
clutter is a hindrance to our mental performance. We’re fooling ourselves if we
think it doesn’t matter enough to our productivity to do something about it. In
strategy 3, we talked about how our brains are distraction-finding machines.
More specifically, research shows that the greater the competition for our

attention, the harder it is for us to exert control over what we focus on.1° The
clutter in your immediate workspace—the meeting notes, mystery papers,
random borrowed books, product packages, training manuals, that extra phone
headset you bought but never use, and so on—could be a major source of the
distractions fighting for your attention.

Many of the things that may clutter your desk, in particular, are reminders of
tasks on your to-do list: a note about a potential client you feel terrible about
having taken so long to get back to, a document for a project that makes you
stressed out to even think about. On top of just adding to the list of things
competing for your attention, these are emotionally charged and somewhat
threatening. When we detect something threatening, signals in the brain
pertaining to that object or situation are amplified by activity from a part of the
brain called the amygdala, in such a way that those threatening things are even

more likely to grab our attention. 16



So these kinds of physical reminders are especially bad to have haphazardly
strewn about a place where you want to get important work done. Leaving things
out on your desk as a way of remembering them will probably work to help you

remember them. It is a strategy many people use.1” But remembering them is
precisely the problem when you are looking for a space in which to have two
awesome hours of productivity.

So if you have to focus on a project or task, either clear away the clutter or
find a clear space you can work in. We tend to pile up clutter wherever we go, so
knowing how much extra mental energy you expend resisting distractions may
help motivate you to clear your workspace when you want to get great work
done.

If the idea of organizing and clearing the clutter is itself overwhelming for
you, simply move all the clutter to another place (a file cabinet, a storage room,
etc.) so that you don’t see it when you sit down to work. Yes, that doesn’t
address the problem of the clutter itself and creates a different messy space. But
this way you can be more productive when you need to be for your important
work. Then find some unproductive time to go through that clutter later.

In addition to freeing us from distractions, how we set up our immediate
workspace may actually influence how innovative we are and how much
leadership presence or confidence we have. To be innovative requires we take
risks to do things differently. It turns out that the ways we move within our
workspace environment can affect our likelihood of taking the kind of leadership
initiative and risks necessary for innovation.

Picture yourself sitting in a nice chair at your desk, with enough space to push
back and put your feet up. You take on what psychologists call an expansive,
open body posture that in the United States is iconic of being in charge.
Professor Dana Carney (now at University of California at Berkeley’s Haas
School of Business) led a Columbia and Harvard University team of researchers
who showed that taking on an expansive and open posture—what they called a
“power pose,” based on how power has historically been communicated
nonverbally—for two minutes was enough to increase testosterone and decrease

cortisol hormones, and it made people more comfortable with taking risks. 18
The combination of increased testosterone and decreased cortisol is a profile that

has also been connected with being a more effective leader. 19 Being comfortable
with taking risks and bringing to the table more leadership confidence can be
incredible assets for the right kind of work challenge.



How you set up your workspace can actually facilitate and even encourage
open, expansive postures or movements—those that prime risk taking and
confident leadership, though risk taking comes in many forms. One study placed
objects on a desk, either spread out where participants would need to reach for
them—thus requiring them to make incidental expansive movements whenever
they reached for those objects—or set tightly around a small space in front of the
participants. The latter layout encouraged the typical small range of movements
many office workers employ when sitting in front of their computers. When
participants took on expansive and open postures—just as secondary
consequences of how the work materials were laid out—the researchers saw

increased tendencies to cheat while scoring themselves on word puzzles.20
Cheating, of course, is not a desirable behavior, but it is a form of risk taking, so
it fits with the other research on expansive postures.

The authors of this study make the case that increased risk taking is not
always a plus, since there are circumstances when it can lead people to embrace
the darker side of risk taking. But when you are engaged in a good task that
requires you to be bold and take risks in order to do it well, I suggest you
consider whether the space immediately around you allows you to move in ways
that lead to expansive postures. Having cleared away the clutter, by the way, will
make it easier to organize your workspace so as to encourage expansive
movement.

Another challenge for the modern office worker, beyond the small, tight
spaces in which we are frequently asked to work, is that we tend to sit relatively
still in those positions for many hours of the day. As was discussed in the
previous strategy, sometimes getting a bit of exercise is just what we need in
order to be in top mental shape. Now a research group in the UK has found that
sitting for even fifteen minutes can make us less energetic, and less positive

emotionally.21 This finding is, of course, troubling, if only because most
professionals have to sit for long periods of time—typically in front of their
computers—to do their jobs.

Today, though, we have more options available. Some people have replaced
their traditional chairs and desks with “treadmill desks”—essentially walking as
they work. Does it increase productivity? A group of researchers at Stanford
University found that walking on a treadmill or going for a walk outside

increased creativity and improved people’s facility with drawing analogies.22
Some of the effects even carried over for a while once people were seated again.



Not everyone can replace their chair with a treadmill, but you can move more
often and make adjustments to your workspace or select a workspace that makes
it easier to move. Finding a place to stand and work, and another to sit and work,
can give you the chance to trade off, moving and using your body differently
each time you switch. There are also places you can work that make it easier or
harder to get up and move around every fifteen minutes. For example, as much
as I love coffee shops for reading a book, catching up with friends, or even a
little creative work from time to time, when I set up there to work, it’s very
difficult to leave the seat (and my belongings) to walk around or move—
certainly not every fifteen minutes.

Regardless of whether you have a clear desk or you move in ways that help
you work more productively, at some point you will get fatigued. To help
address that issue, you can set up your workspace with objects and visuals that
will help restore your mental energy. A number of environmental factors have
been shown to help people recharge: plants can help with attention capacity, both
bird sounds and views of water are reported to be restorative, and a workspace
that you’ve had a chance to personalize can help combat the feelings associated
with emotional exhaustion that can result from working in an office without

much privacy.23
Here are some things you can do to your workspace—that are within your
control—to enhance your chances of being productive for a couple of hours:

* Clear the clutter. Do it late in the afternoon or evening when you don’t have
much mental energy left to engage in more productive work. If you don’t
have the time to clear it, simply move it somewhere that is out of sight.

* Place your phone, your glass of water, your pen, and any other work tools at
the far corners of your desk, where you will need to reach for them
expansively. If you feel tense, sit back for a minute, expand your chest, and
spread your arms out. Maybe even buy a footstool or ottoman for your
office on which you can put your feet up. Taking on these expansive “power
poses” can shift your mental state.

* Don’t sit at your desk for too long. We tend to become engrossed in
working, so it will probably not be too much if you get up every time you
think of doing so. If you can choose your workspace, choose one where
getting up and moving around is easy to do.

* Personalize your workspace in some way. Specifically, consider adding
some plants or images of water. When you personalize your space, though,



don’t do it by adding clutter to your desk.

How you set up your immediate area—whether you keep it cluttered or fairly
clean, whether you allow enough space to make expansive postures or fit in a
treadmill, or whether you keep an orchid or feature a painting of the ocean—can
make an impact on whether that space is one where you can be super productive
when you want to be.

WORK WITH YOUR SURROUNDINGS IN MIND

When we plan our two awesome hours, where we work matters. I've talked
about three aspects of our workspaces that make a difference and that we can
have some control over. The first is how much noise we expose ourselves to. The
second is whether the lighting is bright and cool colored, rather than dim and
warm colored. And the third is how we set up our immediate workspace—
whether our desks are clear or cluttered, whether we can move expansively,
whether our ability to get up and move around is hindered or enabled, and
whether the space includes some restorative elements. Let’s take a look at how
Samantha, the CFO of a start-up we met earlier, changed her environment to
ensure she is as productive as she needs to be in her new role.

Samantha, as you may recall, faces the same challenges most of us do: she
cannot change her company’s office layout or change how little privacy she has.
So she found a compromise: several times a week, when she needs her brain
firing on all cylinders, she reserves one of the small conference rooms in her
office for a couple of hours. There, sitting at a spacious conference table where
she can spread out, free from noisy distractions, she is able to finally focus.

To be more productive when working at her desk, she cleared away the piles
of papers that had accumulated since she started at the company. Her first six
months at the company had been tough and went by in a flash, so she hadn’t
taken the time to personalize her workspace. She brought in pictures of her
family and a print she bought while on vacation in Hawaii, featuring a serene
ocean scene. She also now uses some noise-cancelling headphones to drown out
the noise around her when she needs to focus at her desk—but she never listens
to music except when she is working on routine tasks.

Although Samantha’s workspace and her company’s open floor plan isn’t
great for doing work that requires intense concentration, it does facilitate
collaboration. By working with her surroundings to increase her ability to focus



uninterrupted, she is getting the best of both worlds: the ability to retreat and
focus on her individual work when she needs to and an office where she can
work closely with her colleagues.

I’ve saved this strategy on how your work environment affects your
productivity for last because it can serve as a tool or a hindrance for all of the
other strategies in the book. Leveraging your decision points throughout the day,
strategically ordering your tasks so as to manage your mental energy, removing
distractions and learning to mind wander more effectively, and exercising and
eating to increase your productivity can all be facilitated by your surroundings.

The space in which you work influences how often you will be interrupted,
which leads to your needing a plan for how to handle the decision points those
interruptions will create. Where you work also plays into how much mental
energy you will expend on self-control and what emotional triggers may occur
each day. Apart from interruptions, your workspace can be booby-trapped with
potential distractors or relatively free of them. Whether that workspace has or is
near a place to go for a rigorous walk or to exercise can make a difference in
whether you find ways to incorporate exercise too.

So spend some time today looking around you. Is your work environment set
up to help you achieve two awesome hours of productivity?



CONCLUSION

I've never met a person who didn’t lament the fact that they can’t seem to get

enough done. We’re all overwhelmed with work and life demands. And up until
now, most people have responded to this by turning their attention to how to be
more efficient. How can I get rid of unnecessary downtime? How can I get my
people to put in more hours on work each week? How can I move from task to
task—or even multitask—so there’s not even one wasted moment?

It turns out we’ve been barking up the wrong tree. Efficiency is a metric for
machines and computers. But science is revealing that humans are not just
computers on life support. We have brains and bodies, and we operate according
to biological needs. The right metric for human performance is effectiveness, not
efficiency. Our brains can be remarkably effective under the right conditions and
not so effective under the wrong ones. Neuroscience and psychology reveal what
those conditions are and how we can set ourselves up for highly effective mental
performance.

After you read this book, rather than structuring your time around how to
cram more work hours into a day, I hope you’ll find yourself structuring your
day around how to have two awesome hours. From food to exercise to time of
day to types of cognitive tasks, I hope you will plan your activities and your
environment in ways that help you achieve a couple of hours of real
effectiveness, when you can get the important work done. You can start using
each strategy offered in this book right away. The strategies help you cultivate
those effective hours.

STRATEGY 1: RECOGNIZE YOUR DECISION POINTS

The moment when you have finished a task and are free to start the next one is a
precious opportunity. As simple as it may appear, learning to recognize and use



your few daily decision points is a game changer.

You may often spend hours stuck on unimportant work without thinking. Once
you engage in a task, your brain tends to switch to autopilot, and as a result, you
can easily continue doing the same task until it ends or something interrupts you.
If you are answering an e-mail, your brain gets into e-mail mode, and you can
get lost answering one after another. So while you may have intended to only
answer e-mails for one hour, before moving on to that very important work you
absolutely had to get to before lunch, three hours later, you can find yourself
saying, Okay, I’ll respond to this one more e-mail and then I’ll turn to that
important task.

When your brain goes into automatic mode, you become less aware of your
surroundings and the time passing. That’s why the decision points in your day
are so useful: they are the moments when you snap out of automatic and become
aware that you can decide how to spend your time. Most of the time, you
probably rush through them, allowing your brain to grab on to whatever seems
most expedient or urgent to it at the time. However, you can step back and
thoughtfully consider what is worth doing and what is worth ignoring.

You can learn to recognize these decision moments, savor them, and stick with
them for a few minutes until you are able to reconnect with your real priorities.
You can use them to figure out what makes the most sense to do given the time
on your hands and your mental energy. There’s a time and place for the less
important work, but leveraging your decision points will help you keep attuned
to your larger priorities.

STRATEGY 2: MANAGE YOUR MENTAL ENERGY

Managing time is not just about scheduling. Not all hours are the same. Because
the brain fatigues and needs rest to regenerate, the best way to get your work
done is not to find the hours to do it on a spreadsheet or calendar. Rather, the key
is to tackle your work when you have the right mental energy for it.

Many tasks you do take a toll on you and your brain. Some deplete your
mental energy, while others elicit strong emotions. This is not a bad thing—it is
just how your mind reacts to the world around you. But it is worth paying close
attention to so you can make the best use of your mental energy. Armed with
knowledge of the kind of tasks that are most likely to lead to mental fatigue and
how to anticipate the emotions that are likely to surface throughout the day, you
can make wise decisions. You can choose when to work on what and when to



take a moment to regulate your emotions.

Wearing yourself out mentally with a series of unimportant tasks that tax your
executive functions right before you need to bring your A game to a situation,
like a presentation or important meeting, is a terrible idea. But you can do two
things: schedule your tasks to take advantage of when your mental energy is at
its peak and strategically choose not to do something that will drain you.
Managing your mental energy like this will set you up for a couple of hours of
true productivity.

STRATEGY 3: STOP FIGHTING DISTRACTIONS

As critical as we claim attention is for our productivity, we sure have mistaken
ideas about how it operates. For instance, we often describe it as a spotlight. But
a spotlight stays put once you shine it on a spot. Our neural mechanisms for
attention do not work that way at all. Our attention systems are designed to
regularly refresh—to be ready to discover what is new in the environment and to
help us navigate a constantly changing world. No wonder when you force
yourself to stay focused you become maddeningly frustrated as you find your
attention drifting.

But letting your mind wander may be exactly what you need to do in order to
find your focus again. Getting back on track should happen far quicker that way
than if you jump to whatever other task grabs your attention. Reading the sports
page or checking social media sites will often distract you for a half hour or
longer, whereas staring out the window until you snap out of your daydream will
probably have you back and focusing on your task in minutes, having engaged in
some important cognitive processes that occur while your mind wanders.

STRATEGY 4: LEVERAGE YOUR MIND-BODY CONNECTION

The feeling of being overwhelmed is an emotion, and emotions are not just “in
your head” but are highly physical. The awareness that you have more to do than
you can cope with is usually accompanied by physical sensations like a knot in
your stomach. That’s because your body and your mind are intricately
intertwined.

It is less surprising from this vantage point that exercising can be such a
reliable way to reduce anxiety, elevate your mood, and help with your cognitive



functions. You don’t have to overdo it; in fact, it’s better not to work out too hard
when it’s for immediate mental benefits. Moderate exercise can be ideal.

Likewise, you can eat, stay hydrated, and drink caffeinated beverages in ways
that help set up the conditions for your being highly effective when it’s
important. Smaller meals consumed more often, a regular intake of water, and no
more than your normal dose of caffeine can facilitate your being at your best.

How you treat your body has real consequences on how your mind performs.
Skip exercise and eat whatever you want on your downtime if you like. But
when it’s time to be on, using your body and eating in ways that set you up for
success in the hours that follow can separate you from the pack.

STRATEGY 5: MAKE YOUR WORKSPACE WORK FOR YOU

The final strategy for creating at least two awesome hours of productivity is to
work in the right physical environment for your brain to be highly productive.
The environment where you work affects what you accomplish in more ways
than you might expect—and thus the likelihood that you will use your time
effectively. Noise makes it hard to focus, and you can expect plenty of it in this
age of cubicles and open floor plan offices. Working under different kinds of
lights can make a big difference to your mental alertness and creativity. And the
immediate workspace can be either restorative or distracting, easy or difficult to
move in, and even inspire you to take risks, depending on how you organize the
space and your things within it. You often can’t change the place where you
work, but there are lots of little things you can do to ensure that your workspace
is helping, not hindering, your productivity.

THESE STRATEGIES ARE effective not only because they are simple and easy to start
implementing, but also because they work with, not against, your biology.
Technology will continue to make it possible for us to pack more into our days.
Our work culture will likely continue to push us to be more efficient and give
our all at every step. And we will likely continue to have more and more reasons
to feel overwhelmed by the extensive demands placed on us. As that pattern
accelerates, it becomes ever more important, I believe, to understand how human
beings work best. This understanding will enable us to adapt and succeed in this
incredibly rigorous environment.

The strategies I share in this book address what I believe is the biggest



challenge posed by our current work culture: being overwhelmed. By becoming
students of how human beings can work most effectively, we all can increase our
self-compassion, master our work, and gain control over our lives.
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