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Focus, the ability to direct attention, and concentration, the ability to maintain such 

conscious attention, are highly valued skills in our busy world. Sustained concentration on 

the task in hand is crucially important for performance, creativity and innovation. It also 

saves time and energy and contributes to overall wellbeing, not least thanks to the sense of 

satisfaction one gets from a job, or a significant chunk of it, well done. 

Paradoxically, this much-desired faculty becomes ever harder to attain. We live in a 

cognitive overload reality and are constantly bombarded by information from a variety of 

communication channels, which only seem to expand as technology forges forward. We 

work in an increasingly demanding and complex business environment, requiring us to be 

razor sharp, creative and innovative while also learning and applying new skills on a regular 

basis. Our world changes faster and feels less certain than ever before, resulting in 

emotional distractions and the need to constantly adapt and implement new routines. 

This has been particularly true since the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, which changed 

our private and work habits overnight. The pandemic forced us all to adapt at a pace that is 

not consummate with the abilities of our nervous system, which for most of our existence 

of earth experienced change at a snail’s pace. The scope and speed of change ends up 

draining energy, motivation and willpower and makes it harder to stay focused and in a 

flow, precisely at a time when we need it most. 

In an effort to keep up with the demands and distractions surrounding us, many of us resort 

to what seems like a natural solution: trying to accomplish as much as possible in the 

shortest amount of time. Productivity is seen as doing lots of stuff in a visible manner, just 

as it was in the industrial era. We engage in what author Cal Newport calls ‘shallow work’ 

– executing non-cognitively-demanding, easy to replicate tasks with little focus and often 

while distracted. We succumb to the ‘more is better’ rule, as in the days of factory 

production. Except these days we employ our brain much more than our hands, and 

industrial era behaviour and results do not translate well to the knowledge, or brain work 

many of us engage in. The brain has its own set of rules.

Therein lies the catch. Most of us are generally aware that good focus is a pre-requisite for 

high performance. Whether it is solving complex tasks, being receptive in a conversation or 

understanding another person, the ability to zoom in on the task at hand is key. Yet most of 

us tend to underestimate the importance of sustained focus and at the same time 

overestimate our real-life ability to maintain it. Becoming aware of our behaviour, 

acknowledging the cost of it to our performance and choosing to act differently are what 

this article is about.
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1. Awareness – what is multi-tasking, 
and how much of it you actually do 
when you think you don’t

Multi-tasking - engaging in more than one activity at the same time – is commonly believed to be an 

advantage and a time-saver in our busy world. After all (goes the common myth), if you can successfully 

perform two activities simultaneously, you would be a lot more efficient and save plenty of time. 

Imagine responding to emails while listening to your favourite podcast or answering text messages while 

following a presentation at a meeting. Bingo! You might think; two jobs for the price of one. 

Another example of multi-tasking is the common phenomenon known as ‘switch-tasking’- switching 

back and forth between two or more different actions. Think for instance of answering an email while 

working on a complex spreadsheet, then quickly chatting with a co-worker, then answering a WhatsApp 

message on your phone before switching back to the spreadsheet.

This grazing approach to working quickly creates a build-up of what is called ‘attention residue’ – where 

you continue to think and process a previous task even though you’ve already shifted to another. If you 

check your inbox every 10-15 minutes, you’re essentially operating with part of your cognitive resources 

still being invested in the previous task, and that can impair your productivity and performance. You are 

neither here nor there fully. As Associate Professor Sophie Leroy found out, “people need to stop thinking 

about one task in order to fully transition their attention and perform well on another.” This is especially 

true for tasks requiring deep thought and concentration. 

In reality, then, both multi- and switch-tasking represent poor use of the precious resource that is focus. 

Your brain must perform two or more cognitive tasks, either simultaneously or progressively, and what 

seems like a brilliant use of time is more often than not a waste of time, energy and creative skills. The 

one thing you are not doing is being productively focused on one single objective.

Do you think you can multi-task? Test yourself with the following short exercise.

Think you can multi-task? Try this!

1.   Set your timer. As fast as you can, write ‘I love multitasking’, then immediately write  
underneath the first 17 numbers (hint: 1, 2, 3….). Time how long this took you.

2.   Set your timer again. Now, as fast as you can, write one letter (of the ‘I love multitasking’)  
and one number consecutively (hint: I, 1, l, 2, o, 3, v, 4…). Time how long this took you.
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If you are like virtually every other human being, then your time would have increased from 

part 1 to part 2. In part 1, most people can write the two sequences without too much cognitive 

effort. In part 2, however, you are required to perform simultaneously two cognitive tasks, and 

in addition you have to rapidly switch between them in order to complete the exercise.

If multitasking had no cost, then part 2 would have been as easy as part 1 and completed as 

fast. As your timer (and likely your brain, too) will tell you, however, rapid switching between 

tasks – or multitasking - costs time, effort, cognitive capacity and concentration power. 

Repeat this ‘concentration behaviour’ often enough, and the loss of time, efficiency and 

energy adds up considerably.

A reflection moment

Thinking (in all honesty) of a typical working day -  

• How often and how much time do you spend juggling two or more tasks simultaneously? 
•  How often do you have to invest extra time (for example, in the evening) due to much  

multi- or switch-tasking during the day?
•  How much time do you mindfully clear up for fully focused work, where your attention  

is directed to one single task only?

2. Acknowledgement - Beware of  
the Switch Costs 

It is not that your brain is incapable of switching between different tasks. It is just that it 

becomes a lot less efficient when it does. These switches cost time, energy and working 

memory processing power (hence, “switch costs”) and increase the chance of making 

mistakes, delivering a sloppy outcome or even causing accidents. The more switches made, 

the higher the costs in terms of energy and performance loss. This is true not only for 

switching backwards and forwards between two or more tasks in the moment, but also for 

switching throughout the day. One study found out that frequent email checking amounted 

to a waste of about 1 in every 6 working minutes. That’s one sixth (or one hour and twenty 

minutes) of an eight-hour working day.

Further, multi- and switch-tasking get in the way of achieving a flow state for the mind, those 

precious moments of full focus when the deepest, most significant work gets done. If you 



5 Beware of the Switch Costs

engage in shallow, repetitive or partly automated work which requires relatively little 

cognitive effort (and therefore focus), such as replying to simple emails, confirming a meeting 

in a shared calendar or filling in a time sheet, then multi- or switch-tasking may not be so 

detrimental. However, for highly skilled professionals in the 21st century work is largely 

knowledge-based, and so your biggest contribution relies on your ability to use your mind 

effectively to solve problems. For this kind of innovative, creative, deep thinking, full focus is an 

absolute must. And multi- or switch-tasking dilutes your ability to perform at this high level.

The following model neatly presents the gradation of concentration between full, in-the-flow 

focus necessary for meaningful work (left side), and scattered attention, prone to mistakes, 

accidents and overall lower creativity and productivity (right side). 

 

Column 1 represents your productivity level when your focus is fully dedicated to the one task 

or piece of work in front of you, without any interruption either from the outside, e.g. noise 

from renovations next door, or from the inside, e.g. wandering thoughts.

As you go further to the right (Column 2), you start engaging in two activities at the same 

time. Here is a situation where one task (marked in orange) requires your full attention while 

the second activity (marked in grey) is automated. Think about having a work call while 

walking along a familiar path or listening to a podcast while boiling pasta for dinner. You are 

already multi-tasking; however, one activity is automated and goes on in the background 

without demanding mental processing power. You are still within range of a good if not 

optimal performance zone. 

Figure 1: the 
costs of multi- 
and switch-
tasking
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In Column 3 you are deeper into multi- and/or switch tasking. You engage in two activities 

simultaneously. Both compete for working memory, even if one of them appears less 

mentally demanding (marked part orange, part grey). For example, working on a complex 

Excel sheet with the radio playing on in the background. Since human speech and vocalisation 

is something to which your brain pays particular attention, any comment made by the 

presenter, advertisements or song lyrics will automatically grab your brain’s attention and 

reduce the efficiency of the mental processing required for sorting out the Excel sheet. You 

may think that listening to the radio is innocent enough and won’t interfere with your work. In 

reality, the brain moves into multi-tasking gear more quickly than you realize.

By the time you’re in Column 4, your attention is scattered between several tasks, all of which 

require significant mental processing (marked in orange). You are writing a report, answering 

three urgent phone calls, one of which requires a search for a file in your system, checking 

Facebook while waiting for an answer from a colleague, because you couldn’t find that file, 

and eventually dropping everything to attend an impromptu meeting your boss just called. 

You are jumping back and forth, forcing your working memory to switch focus continuously 

from one unrelated activity to another. By the end of the day you feel rushed off your feet, 

but have very little to show for it. You’ve had no time to reflect or engage in meaningful work, 

stop for lunch or practically leave your seat, but you have not actually achieved much of 

substance. This leaky concentration is physically tiring, mentally exhausting and emotionally 

demotivating.

Look at the model in reverse – from right to left (from Column 4 towards Column 1) and you 

will quickly realize the return on investment you get from the time you invest in deep focus on 

the task in hand: more energy, more time, more efficiency.

A reflection moment, second time round

Thinking of a typical working day -  

•  How can you prioritize your tasks better, especially those requiring deep thinking? 
•    How can you minimize distractions which force you to switch tasks? (see our paper on 

‘Strategies to enhance focus’ 
•    Since some switch-tasking is unavoidable while being energy-consuming, what can  

you do to support physical and mental recharge?
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3. Action – minimizing the switch costs, 
maximizing cognition and wellbeing

Think of attention as a limited resource that you want to spend well. Even though your 

brain is biologically prone to distraction for evolutionary reasons having to do with survival, 

you are not the slave of your brain. You do control where this precious resource should or 

could be allocated, and you can also take steps that will allow you to use this resource 

more wisely and over a longer period of time. Concentration abilities vary across 

individuals, but everyone stands to gain from smarter use of their resources. According to 

Stephan van der Stighel, author of “Concentration” (MIT Press), even highly productive 

people can still improve their focus capabilities by 20-30%. 

So how can you support better use of your precious attention resource? 

Prioritizing and consciously planning deep focus time slots in your agenda is one way to 

create a mindful space for valuable work. Depending on the type of work you do and your 

personality type it could be anything from a fixed time period (say 8-10am every morning) 

to a deep focus period whenever the opportunity arises (which could be more than once a 

day), or any variety in between. Some people prefer total physical seclusion (e.g. in a 

weekend home or a hotel room) for full focus. The goal is to make deep work a core 

principle in your life and to plan for it accordingly.  

As far as possible, choose a motivating goal. Deadlines, however dreaded and resented, are 

one such motivation: you have no choice; you must come up with the goods. An ambitious 

goal, an exciting research project, a captivating topic or an innovative development are all 

good examples for when you are more likely to employ your precious focus resources well 

because of your innate interest in the task at hand.

Once committed to a ‘focus time slot’, complete your task or a significant chunk of it before 

switching to another task to avoid the attention residue cost, the performance price you 

pay for your brain still being partly focused on that other bit of work you were engaged in. 

The sense of completion is also emotionally gratifying, the result of dopamine secretion in 

your brain’s reward circuit. 

When you round off that piece of work, write down what needs to be done next. This has a 

double advantage. First, your brain focus is still with the task you have just completed and 

can easily point out the next steps. This saves time and working memory when you go back 
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to that piece of work. Second, by writing down what needs doing next, you signal to your 

brain that it is ok to move on to the next task; if anything still needs attending to with the 

old task, it is safely entrusted to paper. Your brain can now let go.

Block all distractions for your allotted focus slot. Close the door, silence the phone or better 

still, leave it in another room, turn off all notifications and shut down all non-essential 

laptop windows. You will effectively create a monastic sphere for a limited period of time. 

You may be surprised to discover that the absence of constant noise (i.e. distractions) is 

refreshingly peaceful rather than boring.

Take sufficient breaks throughout the day. Take a walk in the fresh air to allow blood flow  

to the brain and to give your mental faculties a chance to rest and recover. Re-energize  

with light, nutritious meals and a good cup of coffee, especially if it gives you that extra bit of 

cognitive stimulation. Take a few moments for a short meditation or some calming breathing. 

Both down-regulate the nervous system, lower stress and enable clearer thinking.  

Lastly, if at all possible, ban phones and laptops from meetings. Meet for half the time, with 

everyone twice as focused and no doubt, eager to get back to their devices!
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Neuroscience has proven many times what we have known intuitively all along: the myth of 

multi-tasking is just that – a myth. By trying to perform two or more cognitive tasks 

simultaneously or by switching tasks rapidly without completing any in full, your performance 

is twice as shallow and half as efficient. You’re also more likely to end your working day feeling 

mentally tired and downright demotivated, wondering how the hours flew by with so much 

less done than was your intention.

The brain has its own set of rules, a principle one being its inability to focus efficiently on two 

(or more) cognitive tasks at the same time. Nor can it remain optimally focused when 

attention is scattered in different directions. A certain degree of multi- and switch-tasking is 

inevitable, but it is good to be mindful of just how much of your day is spent doing that and 

how much you stand to gain by being more mindful of best focus practices. 

In the end, you’re the one in charge. You control what you think about, how you manage your 

time and efforts and what you allow to distract you. Notice when it would be better to zoom 

in on the task at hand, when you are distracted and when you revert to multi-tasking, and 

use your time and cognitive resources consciously.
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