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Think of your brain as a muscle. Getting it fit for focused work is like training for a marathon. You 

decide you want to run a marathon, you run a bit every day, the first week or so is not that great, 

but then you get fitter, it becomes easier, and gradually you build the muscles and technique you 

need. In other words, learning to focus takes work, but it is an investment that pays off, especially 

if you suffer from slack attention muscles. 

From a neuroscience point of view, if you want to improve your focus capabilities, you need to 

train your brain to develop a neural ‘pattern’ of focusing. This pattern needs to be maintained 

because it can atrophy from inactivity, just like a physical muscle. It means treating your focus 

muscle to regular workouts. Simply put, use it or lose it. Since the neural circuits for attention 

control and cognitive control overlap significantly, the likelihood is that training your focus 

capabilities will also benefit your cognitive skills.

The idea behind most attention-training methods is to concentrate on something other than 

work-related mental processing. You are more likely to succeed if you choose a method that you 

like or that sounds attractive for you to try. When you do something you like, you will be focusing 

on it anyway. 

A fine – and for many enjoyable – way to train your focus ability is to play brain training games, 

such as sudoku, crossword puzzles, chess, jigsaw puzzles, word searches or memory games. Each 

game also builds additional skills next to efficient concentration. For example, Sudoku stimulates 

the brain to think fast; chess challenges your creativity and requires both sides of the brain to 

operate and cooperate; crossword puzzles train cognitive muscles; and jigsaw puzzles engage 

your short-term memory. And if that is not enough, then it appears that keeping your mind 

sharp through such games could help protect from dementia in the later stages of life.

In you prefer a digital form, there is a plethora of online games, video games, websites and apps 

dedicated to helping sharpen focus, concentration and memory (see insert). The game you 

choose needs to increase constantly in challenge and variety, otherwise your skills will stagnate. 

Research suggests that 15 minutes a day, 5 days a week, can greatly enhance concentration. 

Even better, it is fun!

Brain games are not the only way to keep your mind sharp and focused. Physical exercise has 

long been known to have a positive effect on cognitive performance. When it comes to training 

focus, some sports require a higher degree of concentration than others. Think, for example, of a 

heated ping pong game: you must remain fully focused or you will miss the ball. Tennis, golf and 

pool (billiard) all require a high level of focus and precision, as does archery. Dance is another 

good example. You must tune in to the music and you may need to keep choreography. If you 

dance with a partner, you must remain fully focused both on the music and on your partner’s 
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Brain game options
• (App) Train Your Brain (iOS and Android)

•  (Online games) Agame offers a variety of fun games for focus and  

concentration at different levels. You can even compete with the kids.

• www.lumosity.com/en

moves to stay synchronized. Whatever form of physical exercise you choose, make it one that 

obliges you to be fully present in the moment. Preferably, a form of exercise that you enjoy, too. 

When you’re done exercising, you might wish to try a cold shower, to give yourself an extra boost 

and a ‘shot of focus’. You may rightly be wondering what a cold shower has to do with focus. It 

turns out that exposure to cold water causes your noradrenaline levels to skyrocket and also 

triggers a rush of blood into the brain. This gives an instant sense of vigilance, focus and improved 

attention, and as an added benefit the endorphins and neurotransmitters released contribute to 

a general feeling of well-being. If this seems like a long stretch, remember that training your 

focus muscle is training your ability to stay fully present in the moment. A cold shower may be 

uncomfortable, but you consciously choose to focus on your breathing instead of ranting about 

the discomfort. It is a small but powerful signal to your brain to direct attention where you want 

it directed, not necessarily where your mind chooses to go. 

Staying focused on the task at hand is far from being a new fad. Concentrating on the present 

moment has long been a core tenet of the millennia-old practice of yoga. Along with working on 

your body and cultivating flexibility and agility, yoga also exercises the mind. By combining 

precise physical postures with mindful breathing, a good yoga practice requires sharp focus and 

encourages clarity of mind.  With time, the practice of yoga ends up having a beneficial effect on 

daily concentration. 

Closely related to yoga is the practice of meditation – one of the best-known ways to train your 

focus muscle. Think about meditation as an active process that involves intentionally focusing 

your attention while creating a distance from the constant stream of thought. In other words, 

meditation is in and of itself an exercise in concentration, with the added advantage of increased 

mental calm. 

There are many different ways to meditate. Some forms of meditation involve some sort of 

visualisation, others focus on the breath while others still include the repetition of a sound or a 

mantra. The common denominator to all approaches is similar. You learn to pay attention to 

something other than your thoughts (for example, your breathing), notice when your attention 

drifts off and gently return your attention to your breath. The real value is in noticing every time 

https://www.lumosity.com/en/ 
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your mind wanders, and then bringing your attention back to your breathing (or a mantra, an 

image or whatever it is you chose to focus on). This type of meditation builds mental focus in the 

same way that doing push-ups builds arm strength. 

Meditation is a powerful meta-skill. Ultimately, it can make you better at just about anything you 

do. Research shows for example that meditation can improve your key executive functions within 

eight weeks of daily practice. Over time, it strengthens key structures and pathways in the brain, 

giving you more control over your mind (and by extension, over your life). It is this powerful 

impact that meditation has on brain performance and wellbeing that explains why the vast 

majority of world-class performers, in sports, science, art and business, have some form of 

meditation practice integrated in their everyday life.

A close relative of meditation and another excellent 

method to train focus is mindfulness, popularised in 

the West by Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of the 

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction movement. 

Mindfulness is the ability to be fully present, aware of 

where you are and what you are doing at any given 

moment. It requires that you slow down and notice 

things, a challenging feat in a busy, fast-paced world. 

Practicing mindfulness is returning, again and again, 

to the present moment, as it is. Focusing your 

attention on what is happening in the present and 

accepting it without judgment.

Although mindfulness is often practiced as a form of 

meditation, it can be trained in many ways other than 

sitting still and focusing on one’s thoughts. You can 

train mindfulness awareness when walking in the park, 

listening to the birds and taking in what you see, as 

opposed to walking in the park and talking on your 

phone. You can practice mindful appreciation when 

More on Meditation 
1.   (01:18 min video) “The simplest way to meditate” 

2.   (5 min article) Meditation for people who hate meditating

3.     (book with humour) “Meditation for Fidgety Skeptics” by Dan 

Harris, a fidgety skeptic himself

Meditation tools
•  Try apps such as Calm, 

Headspace or Buddhify. 

•  Browse YouTube and Spotify 

for free meditations. You can 

experiment with different 

types (e.g. with/out music, 

with/out guidance, different 

voices, different lengths) to 

find the style that suits you 

best.

•  Join an online course – the 

commitment to the practice 

may help.

Check it out
(5 min video) Mindfulness in 5 

minutes – by Jon Kabat-Zinn.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NpNpan0PB6c
https://forge.medium.com/a-guide-to-meditation-for-people-who-hate-meditating-9721865b7964
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HmEo6RI4Wvs&ab_channel=PsychAlive
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HmEo6RI4Wvs&ab_channel=PsychAlive
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HmEo6RI4Wvs&ab_channel=PsychAlive
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getting a coffee, noticing the warmth of the cup in your hands and tasting the first sip with full 

awareness. You can practice mindful awareness, catching yourself when you say or think a 

judgemental, belittling or disempowering thought. You might choose to take a moment to stop, 

label the thought as unhelpful and release the negativity. Focusing on the here and now – on 

how you breathe, notice, think or act - you will automatically stop thinking about other things 

simply because your brain cannot do both at the same time. You step ‘out of your mind’ and 

anchor yourself in the present moment.

Here are a few simple steps for a mindfulness practice:
• Get comfortable 

• Be present: pay attention to the present moment, without judgement. 

• Focus on your body: scan it from top to toe in your mind’s eye. 

• Focus on your breath: bring your attention to your breathing

•  Feel your breath: follow the sensation of your breath without trying to change or do 

anything to it. Notice when your mind has wandered. Make a note of it and return the 

attention to your breathing. 

•  Be kind to your wandering mind: Do not judge yourself for whatever thoughts come up, 

just practice recognizing when your mind has wandered off, and gently bring it back. 

That is the whole practice. Simple yet powerful. The key is to keep doing it, and the results will 

come. Begin with 5 minutes a day and gradually aim for 10 quiet minutes a day.

If you want to train your focus but cannot bear the thought of meditating, consider reading, 

which is an under-valued form of meditation. Pick up a book, magazine or article you are 

interested in (in paper, non-digital format) and check how long you can stay fully absorbed in 

reading. Try and increase this attention span by five-minute blocks.

Next to reading, many interests and hobbies can also be an excellent source for developing and 

mustering the art of concentration. Learning a new language will stretch your attention and 

cognitive muscles, as will learning to play a musical instrument, sing in a choir, cook innovative 

dishes or engage in some form of creative art or handwork. When you take part in an activity 

that you like and enjoy, you activate the reward system in the brain (driven by the hormone 

dopamine). The feel-good factor that comes with engaging in an activity you enjoy increases the 

likelihood that you will remain focused on the activity for an extended period of time.

Lastly, you may wish to try a novel practice, developed by Stanford University neuroscientist Dr. 

Andrew Huberman. Dr. Huberman and his colleagues found out that we spend the greatest 

majority of the day focusing on a single item, such as the computer screen, our phone or a 

person. This form of focused vision is extremely energy-demanding and focus-draining. The 

counterbalance to highly focused vision is what he terms ‘panoramic vision’, also named 
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peripheral vision. With peripheral vision, you practice the opposite of focused vision: you relax 

your gaze, look out as far as possible and aim to focus on nothing in particular. Without moving 

your eyes or neck, you will notice a much wider field of vision, from one corner of the eye to the 

other and you may even be able to glimpse your own body. Peripheral vision gives the focused 

brain a much-needed break, calms the nervous system, restores balance and helps re-focus once 

you return to tunnel vision, directed at the object(s) right in 

front of you.

Summary
Your ability to focus is instrumental not only to your 

success in the workplace but also to your personal life. 

Whether it is life goals you would like to achieve, a complex 

piece of work that needs completing, or driving safely, the greater the quality and length of 

your focus, the better the result. Not only will you be completing tasks quicker, but you will 

also be minimising errors. 

Focus – both the ability to concentrate and the ability to do it over an extended period of time - is 

a precious resource and can be easily exhausted. On the positive side, it can also be trained and 

enhanced in a variety of physical and cognitive ways, many of them enjoyable. From the wide 

menu of choices listed in this article pick an activity that sounds like something you would like to 

experiment with, and give it a daily go for several weeks. If all else fails but you still managed to 

read this article in full, then congratulate yourself on this successful bit of focus for the day :)
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Founder and Innovation Director, Lifeguard

Program Design Lead, WQ Connect Program
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Ready, Set, Inspired!
This paper is presented to you as part of a series created for the WQ Connect program. 

The program aims to empower people to enhance their wellbeing while hybrid-working  

in a constantly changing workplace. For further insights and tips, please refer to the   

program website: www.wqconnect.com
For enquiries regarding the program, please email support@wellbeingating.com

Check it out
For Dr. Huberma’s clear 

explanation on the two 

types of vision and how to 

practice panoramic vision 

click here (00:00-05:30).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wZN31fTPU64&ab_channel=ClarityCoaching-TransformingLives
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wZN31fTPU64

