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This may be the easiest area to start, with guaranteed quick wins. The suggested changes are 

external rather than internal; they require relatively little effort; and they facilitate a focus-

enhancing work space.

Upgrade your work environment 
Ensuring a focus-supportive work environment may sound like a basic step, but like most basic 

steps, it is often a missed one. Our rational brain is guided by physical and sensory cues and 

constantly responds to the environment. Imagine having to write an important research piece 

while sitting in a stadium during a lively football match. Even if you are not interested in the 

match, you will need to direct much of the energy you were planning to invest in writing to 

shutting out the auditory, visual, olfactory and other environmental cues. 

Laying the physical ground for focused work is therefore well worth the effort.  

Try these straightforward steps: 

• Keep your desk clean, tidy and free of clutter. 
You can make this into a morning ritual, giving your brain a cue that ‘this is when work 

starts’ (see also under ‘Attention Rituals’ below).

• Ensure plenty of good daylight. 
Exposure to sunlight is thought to increase the brain’s release of a hormone called 

serotonin, associated with boosting mood and helping you feel calm and focused. Choose 

a sunny room or area in which to work, and support with extra lights on dark days.  

• Allow for fresh air - with fresh air, the oxygen levels in your blood go up. More oxygen 

then circulates to your brain, which helps you feel energized and improves your ability to 

concentrate. If keeping a window open is not possible or desirable, go outside for a few 

breaths of fresh air every hour. It’ll be a short, refreshing break in itself, and it’ll help create 

a clearer, sharper and calmer mind.

Minimize audio and visual cues
Our most immediate distractions come from our environment, often in the form of audio, 

visual or other sensory cues that catch the attention of the wandering mind. Limiting the 

Setting up for full focus 
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most obvious distractions from your environment goes a long way towards creating a focus-

enhancing work environment.

• Mute your phone and set it face down – even better, leave it in another room. It is much 

easier to do focused work when you do not have any text messages, phone calls, or alerts 

interrupting your focus. If the phone is left in another room, the very fact that you have to 

get up and walk to it to check it will likely keep you in your seat. 

• Disable your computer’s pop-up notifications – if you enable alerts from all or even 

some of your laptop applications, the barrage of new information can easily distract you. 

This is especially true for email and social media notifications, which often create a 

perceived urge to respond.

• Use a noise-cancelling, over-ear headset to block out noise – passing traffic, neighbors’ 

house renovations and simple background talk or commotion can all derail your best focus 

intentions. A noise-cancelling over-ear headset, with or without music (see below) 

effectively reduces and even eliminates noise pollution. It also signals to the people 

around you that you’re in focus mode and prefer not to be disturbed. A simple yet good 

enough set can be bought for as little as €20, a small price to pay for more silence in your 

head. 

• Work in full screen mode - if you can see an icon on your screen, then you will be 

reminded to click on it occasionally. However, if you remove the visual cue, then the urge 

to be distracted subsides in a few minutes. Thus, if you’re reading something in your 

browser, let it take up the whole screen. If you’re writing a document, auditing an Excel 

sheet or doing some programming work, let whatever software you are using be in full 

screen mode. You can set up your desktop so that the menu bar disappears automatically. 

You will not see the time, the icons of other applications, or any other distractions on the 

screen. Your world narrows down to that one piece of work you are focusing on.

Set up an attention ritual 
A ritual is an activity or habit that gets you in the zone – it helps you to get into the state of 

mind necessary to perform a task. In the business world, for example, shaking hands when 

meeting someone is a welcoming ritual. It sets your mind to start engaging with this person. 

Rituals can similarly be used for focus.

A simple ritual at the start and end of a task you need to undertake sends a clear signal to 

your brain when it is time to concentrate and when it is alright to relax. Rituals quickly become 
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habits, or automatic behaviors – a brain favourite as they save up energy. They are familiar 

neuronal ‘operating paths’ within the brain that can be put to quick use with lower energy 

input. When a ritual becomes a habit, we no longer stop to question it (think, for example, 

about brushing your teeth). We understand the clue and simply get on with the task at hand. 

An attention ritual can help create the same automatic response and set the scene for clear 

beginning and end boundaries to your task. In between these boundaries it is clear to all 

involved (i.e. you and your brain) that it is ‘full-on focus mode’. Gradually your brain will learn 

to recognize the signal as dedicated ‘Focus Time’. 

Many people have a subconscious attention ritual they are not aware of. In case you’re not 

sure, here are a few example rituals for setting your mind in the zone:

• closing the door of your study/room
•  setting everything you have on your desk aside, apart from what you will need for 

your specific task.
• settling down with your favorite beverage 
•  putting on the same track of music-for-concentration (see more about music below)
•  saying a small blessing or repeating a short mantra (footballers do it, too!) 
• leaving the mobile phone in another room
•  going for a short walk before you sit down to do important work

Consider using music or white noise
Music activates both the left and right brain hemispheres at the same time, and the activation 

of both hemispheres can maximize learning and improve memory. The right kind of music 

provides non-invasive noise and pleasurable feelings, thus effectively neutralizing constant 

unconscious attention to distracting environmental cues. The use of music is subjective; some 

people prefer to work in silence. Ultimately, go for whatever works best for you.

If you choose to work with music, then the type of music you choose is important. Given the 

extreme variation in musical preferences from person to person and the effect music has on 

mood, the right kind of focus-enhancing music is a matter of personal choice. 

The most common types of sounds found to be helpful in research provide a smooth, 

pleasant, low key, predictable background. They include

•  white noise, like the drone of airplane engines.  
White noise is monotonous, repetitive and devoid of any emotional links.  

It is ideal for muffling background noises.
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• soft classical music
•  ambient music without lyrics 

Some people swear by video game soundtracks, perhaps not surprising considering that the 

purpose of the video game music is to help create an immersive environment and to facilitate 

(but not distract from) a task that requires constant attention and focus.

The types of music that are most likely to draw your attention and are therefore  

best avoided include 

• chaotic and unpredictable music, like free jazz
•  music with lyrics (human speech and vocalization is something our brains pay 

particular attention to)
•  any music that is emotionally significant to you (likely to carry you away into past 

memories and favorite moments)
• high volume 

Try Spotify and YouTube for a large choice of suitable music (search under ‘focus’, 

‘concentration’, ‘study’, ‘relaxation’ and ‘white noise’). Or Brain.fm, which generates audio 

patterns scientifically proven to enhance focus and concentration.  

Focus on one single task at a time (good to have in, this way!)
Technically we are able to do two things at the same time, for example talk on the phone 

while cooking dinner, or read email notifications while working on an Excel sheet. What we 

cannot do, however, is concentrate on two tasks at the same time. During any single moment, 

you’re either focusing on the person you are talking with, or on the pasta sauce you are 

preparing for dinner. You are either thinking about the formulas to include in your sheet or 

you are thinking about the request made of you in the incoming mail. The brain is unable to 

concentrate on two tasks simultaneously, even if this seems technically feasible. One of these 

two (or more) tasks will always be at the forefront of your attention while the other will be 

background ‘noise’. 

In reality, remarkable focus on one single task at a time is what makes the difference. Set your 

mind on one task at a time, however small it may seem, and finish it. When you are laser-

sharp focused on the work at hand, it is easy to become fully immersed in what you are 

working on and complete the task at hand. It may look simple, but it gets the results.  
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Calming the emotional brain  
(the limbic system) 

Much of our work life is marked by stress, often excessive stress, as the pace of change, 

technology and daily demands increase. The limbic system, our emotional brain, perceives 

excessive stress as a threat. Although stress can originate from different sources, in reality the 

limbic system cannot tell the difference. It just knows that we need to be on high alert or 

anxious, ready to fend off the threat. When the limbic system is on high alert, the brain shuts 

down the neural pathway to our prefrontal cortex and puts the needs of the limbic system 

(survival in the face of threat) ahead of other brain functions, such as problem-solving, 

analysis and creative solution finding. In other words, when our emotional system 

experiences a storm, focus flies out the window. 

These days the threats we perceive are less of the physical realm (there are after all no lions 

patrolling the street) and more of an emotional-mental nature. Internal doubts (‘am I good 

enough?’, ‘am I up for the task?’), anxieties (‘will I be able to meet the deadline?’) and worries 

(‘will I have a job after the next re-organization?’) easily derail the limbic system. And an 

over-active limbic system will not let you stay sustainably focused on your task.

Here are some tips to calm down your inner world:

• Set realistic expectations - however focused you may be, setting the bar too high for 

what you can achieve in any given time period leads to frustration and feelings of 

inadequacy. Accept your (human) limitations and set realistic, achievable goals that 

support a sense of completion and achievement. Get clear on what you are trying to 

achieve and assess whether this goal is sensible considering the day ahead. It may well be 

that you might need to break a big piece of work into smaller, more achievable chunks. 

• Make time for full focus – plan for deep, intense work on your top priority task and block 

this time off in your agenda (morning hours tend to be best for focus for many). This may 

sound obvious, but with busy calendars, back-to-back meetings and unexpected requests 

during the working day, creating such a sacred, dedicated space can be a challenge. 

Maybe this one as last one in the list?

• Create a supportive mindset - prime the brain towards a ‘dedicated focus mode’ by 

choosing a mentally supportive statement. For example, you can tell yourself ‘I am delving 
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in right now’ or ‘time for laser sharp focus’ or ‘I easily complete what I set out to do’. Write 

down your chosen statement on a Post-It note and stick it somewhere visible on your 

desk. It will serve as a reinforcing mental cue. Your mind is powerful - use it!

• Take a breath – the breath is the quickest way to access and calm down the nervous 

system. It is also one tool that is always available to us, freely. Deep, long breaths 

(especially out-breaths) regulate the autonomous nervous system (a part of the limbic 

system) and help it shift from stress to calm mode. You can use a breathwork or 

meditation app

When we perform an action, particularly an intellectual action requiring thought, it is the 

prefrontal cortex, the so-called ‘thinking brain’, which is required to focus. Realistically, the 

maximum focus time is 4-5 hours, broken into 40-50 minute bits. The brain can only focus for 

so long without taking a break. 

• Take a break - giving your working memory a short break (including eyes off the screen) 

every hour or so helps you stay alert and maintain your focus when you resume your 

work. Consider a coffee break, a short walk, a couple of minutes of mindful breathing or 

gazing aimlessly into the horizon. Checking your mobile phone does not count as a mental 

break.

• Master your sleep – poor sleep has an adverse impact on thinking, learning and 

concentration. On the other hand, a good night’s sleep is the ultimate recovery 

mechanism for body and brain. It gives many physical, mental and emotional networks 

that are active during the day a much-needed downtime and an ability to cleanse mental 

‘junk’ – the accumulated wear and tear that affects mental processing. A well-rested brain 

is guaranteed to be more alert and focused than a sleep-deprived one.

• Take a nap - when your brain is in a slump, for whatever reason, clarity, concentration 

and creativity are compromised. A 10-15 minute power nap in the middle of the day can 

make up for lost sleep and effectively restore focus and clarity.

• Exercise, or even go out for a walk, preferably outdoors – research shows that acute 

spells of physical activity, such as a 20-minute walk or jog, enhance concentration for up 

Energizing and recharging  
body and mind 
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to one hour afterwards. Studies have also shown that breaks for physical activity during 

the working day improve self-reported attention and mood, possibly due to a hormonal 

boost of the brain’s dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin levels—all of which affect 

focus and attention.

• Watch your diet - avoid high-sugar and/or high-carb foods during the day, as they 

promote glucose highs and lows and as a result also concentration highs and lows. To 

promote a good attention span eat fresh, high nutrient value foods (such as vegetables, 

fruit, nuts, seeds, beans, lentils, fish, eggs and high quality, sugar-free dairy products) and 

drink enough water or herbal tea. Black coffee may also act for some as a good stimulant 

and concentration enhancer. 

The ability to concentrate productively is not a definitive, unchangeable gift (or curse) we are 

born with. While some of us may enjoy a stronger focus muscle than others, productive 

attention to the task in hand is greatly affected by both internal and external (or 

environmental) factors. Experiment with these factors using the many strategies offered in 

this paper and check which one(s) support(s) a sustainable state of mental alert. 
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