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Preface


Looking at the big, white machine in front of me, I feel a mix of anticipation and curiosity. I have spent so much time researching and thinking about the human brain, yet I’ve never seen my own. Sure, I’ve seen images of other people’s brains, but this feels different. This is personal. This brain of mine – the one that has evolved and transformed so much over the past few years – is about to be revealed to me in vivid detail.


The room is slightly chilly, and the hum of the machinery fills the background as I lie down on the narrow table. Paul, the technician, hands me earplugs and a stress ball, then carefully secures my head. ‘Try not to move,’ he says, which, of course, makes me hyper-aware of every little itch and twitch. Slowly, I’m guided into the snug tube of the MRI scanner. The rhythmic clicking begins, almost like a mechanical heartbeat. Oddly enough, I feel a sense of serenity, knowing that each pulse is capturing another aspect of my brain.


After it’s done, we gather around the computer. Then there it is – in vivid detail – the organ that has shaped every moment of my life. I’m struck by its symmetry, its intricate folds and curves. I recognise my prefrontal cortex, my hippocampus and my amygdala – the brain regions I’ve learned so much about yet never truly connected to myself. 


As I pore over the scans, I marvel at how this isn’t just an organ; it’s a living record of every thought, every choice and every leap of faith I’ve taken. Within these folds and curves, decisions were weighed, memories created and lessons learned. It dawns on me how much of what defines me is housed within these patterns of grey and white.


As I stand there, a deep sense of connection washes over me. This isn’t merely a collection of neural pathways; it’s the physical embodiment of my experiences, my struggles and my triumphs. This is my brain – an inseparable part of me. Standing here I can’t help but wonder – where would I be now, if I hadn’t managed to unlock its true potential?









Introduction


The phone sits in my hands, a silent witness to my indecision. I want to accept my friend’s invitation, but the weight of my workload pulls me back. My inbox is overflowing with unanswered emails, my day is crammed with meetings and I’ve just realised I only have twenty-four hours left to prepare my presentation for a conference in Frankfurt. The fear of falling short, of not delivering the flawless presentation I demand of myself, hangs over me like a storm cloud.


Yet, a small voice inside me urges me to say yes to my friend’s offer. In this new city where I hardly know anyone, I yearn for connection, the laughter and warmth that friendship brings. The loneliness is like a heavy blanket, but the thought of putting my responsibilities on hold sends a jolt of apprehension through me. What if stepping away leaves me even more behind?


I wrestle with the decision, but finally, I take a deep breath and type out a simple, ‘Yes, I would love to’ and hit send. Immediately, unease settles in, my stomach tightens as if caught in a vice. My hands tremble slightly, revealing the tension between the relief of prioritising connection and the anxiety of putting it before work.


Glancing at the clock, I realise I need to get serious about my to-do list. The fact that I only have seven hours left until I meet my friend sharpens my focus in an unexpected way. No more fiddling around. I turn off my phone, close my email and zero in on the most important task: my presentation.


I quickly reschedule a few meetings and politely excuse myself from others, buying myself precious time. With those distractions out of the way, I dive into outlining my presentation. The ideas start flowing easily now that I’ve committed my full attention to the task. The initial pang of guilt for prioritising friendship over work is replaced by a strong sense of purpose. My fingers fly across the keyboard as I structure each slide with precision. My focus deepens, allowing me to execute with an efficiency I didn’t know I had. It’s as if deciding to meet my friend unlocked a hidden reservoir of energy, fuelling my determination to get everything done.


As I put the final touches on the presentation, a wave of accomplishment sweeps over me. Glancing at the clock, I realise I’ve managed to navigate a packed day with unexpected finesse and can now enjoy the evening. As I pack up my bag, I look forward to a guilt-free night with my friend.


The next morning, I wake up feeling unexpectedly refreshed. There’s a lightness in my step as I remember the previous evening – a reminder of the joy I’ve been missing, the warmth of connection that work had slowly drained from my life. The satisfaction I feel from spending time with my friend forces me to confront the hidden costs of dedicating so much of myself to work. How many other moments have I sacrificed over the past few years? Is this really how I want to keep living – always prioritising work over life? 


The questions linger like a quiet storm, fuelling a rebellion against the status quo. I start diving into books and articles on time management and personal productivity, eager to find a better way to balance my life. I begin experimenting, trying out tools like the Pomodoro Technique and carving out focus hours, searching for a rhythm that feels natural, sustainable. 


As I test new strategies, I slowly learn to set clearer boundaries and become better at saying no. With each small victory, I feel a shift – tasks that once overwhelmed me are now tackled with more focus and intention. Slowly but surely, I start to reclaim my time, rediscovering a sense of freedom I hadn’t realised I’d lost. It feels like I’ve unlocked a new level of control, not just over my work but over life itself.


However, beneath my newfound success, the familiar voice of self-doubt lingers, nagging at the edges of my consciousness. As I celebrate more victories, the hold of my imposter syndrome tightens, whispering that my achievements are merely a fluke – that I am not truly capable or deserving of them. Even being appointed as professor of economics fails to quell my feelings of inadequacy. My internal struggle casts a shadow over even my proudest moments, clouding them with a persistent haze of self-doubt.


Desperate for relief from the stress and anxiety that have become my constant companions, I decide to diverge from my meticulously curated professional path and embark on a five-month sabbatical – a period fully dedicated to life’s simple pleasures. No hectoring voice, no pressure, no stress or anxiety that have infested my personal and professional life. With an enormous sense of relief, I shut down my computer and leave the office on 26 February 2020, ready to reclaim my life.


But the universe has different plans. Just three weeks into my sabbatical, the world has changed beyond recognition. As the pandemic tightens its grip, I find myself confined to my apartment, allowed out only once a day for exercise. The sabbatical, which was supposed to be a time of joy, exploration and nourishment quickly loses its purpose. The futility of persisting with this hollowed-out version of a sabbatical becomes glaringly obvious. With a heavy heart, I decide to end it prematurely and plunge back into work.


It only takes four days for the voice of self-doubt to creep back into my thoughts, more insidious than ever. Each time I sit down to work, it whispers that my ideas are shallow, that my contributions to economics are insignificant and that I’m simply not smart enough for this role. The constant barrage of doubts is suffocating. It gnaws at me, chipping away at my motivation and resolve. 


One afternoon, as I gaze out of my window at the eerily quiet city below, I realise that I’m standing at a crossroads. Two distinct paths stretch out before me. The first is one of surrender – an escape route where I leave behind the career I’ve spent years building, trading it for something easier, something that demands less of me. The second path is far more daunting; a path of confrontation where I must face my fears and anxieties head-on, challenging the very doubts that have plagued me for so long. The choice is clear, but the journey ahead is anything but.


Unsure of where to begin, I reflect on the progress I’ve already made in self-management. These improvements have boosted my productivity, freeing up time for activities that energise me. I wonder if there’s more I can do – other strategies that can enhance my work efficiency and help alleviate the stress and self-doubt I feel. My search leads me to a course taught by Jim Kwik, a renowned brain and memory coach, titled Superbrain. Intrigued by the promise of unlocking new cognitive abilities, I decide to enrol, eager to discover what more my brain might be capable of.


With a mix of curiosity and scepticism, I sit down behind my computer for the first class. The silence of my quiet room is quickly filled by Jim’s confident voice, instantly capturing my attention. ‘There is no such thing as a good or bad memory,’ Jim begins, his tone both reassuring and persuasive. ‘Only a trained or untrained one.’ His words linger in my mind. Could it really be true? Can I actually train my brain to excel at memorisation? The idea feels both intriguing and hopeful, stirring a sense of possibility within me.


As the days unfold and I immerse myself deeper into the course, I begin to uncover something remarkable about my brain. I realise I’ve significantly underestimated its potential, focusing too much on its weaknesses rather than leveraging its strengths. In economic terms, I’ve been operating my brain with surprising inefficiency.


As the thirty-day course comes to an end, I realise my journey is far from finished. Having mastered memory feats that once felt way out of reach – easily recalling lists, facts and sequences – I find myself grappling with deeper questions. Why are these techniques so effective? If my memory techniques were flawed, what else might I be missing? Are my learning strategies inefficient too? And what about my creativity? Is there a way to enhance that as well?


Determined to explore these questions, I dive into the world of cognitive performance. It’s not long before I meet Philip Bond, a professor of creativity and innovation, and a Guinness World Record holder for memorising the first ten thousand digits of pi and correctly identifying random sequences within them (a feat known as the Mount Everest of memory challenges). Meeting Philip opens the door to a world where the limits of my brain are both tested and redefined.


Under Philip’s guidance, I embark on an exploration of cognitive training that stretches beyond memory, delving into problem solving and creativity as well. His techniques and exercises push me to new heights, revealing that significant improvements in cognitive abilities are possible within just a few months. The process is demanding, requiring considerable time and effort. Yet, even as progress sometimes feels slow, each small victory fuels my determination.


As I delve deeper into the mysteries of the brain, I uncover more methods to sharpen my memory, learn more effectively and spark my creativity. Some of these techniques are familiar, but many are entirely new. The irony isn’t lost on me: despite years of study and learning, no one has ever told me how to optimally use my brain. 


As my cognitive skills steadily improve, the sharp edges of my self-doubt begin to soften. I start to feel more confident as I see the tangible results of my efforts. The overwhelming self-doubt of the past now seems more manageable, but the shadow of my imposter syndrome remains. It’s a delicate balancing act – juggling the newfound confidence in my cognitive abilities with the persistent fear of inadequacy. 


This internal struggle becomes starkly evident after delivering a keynote speech at an international conference. While I’m met with enthusiastic feedback from fellow academics, my mind fixates on minor stumbles and a few inadequate responses to questions. The small flaws loom large, casting a shadow over the entire experience and making me question my credibility as a researcher. In that moment, it’s clear: I must confront the final hurdle – silencing the inner critic that continues to undermine my accomplishments.


At the suggestion of a friend, I sign up for another online course: Personal Mastery, taught by Srikumar Rao, a renowned author and life coach. The course promises to challenge my perspectives, and as the weeks go by, I find myself drawn into its thought-provoking lessons. Then, during one particular session, Rao says something that stops me in my tracks. His voice – calming yet authoritative – pauses for effect before delivering the statement that changes everything: ‘You can’t change behaviours without changing beliefs.’


The impact is striking, as if his words are cutting through a dense fog that has clouded my understanding. In that moment, the breakthrough I’ve been seeking crystallises. I realise that true transformation requires more than just tactical adjustments; it demands uncovering and reshaping the beliefs that quietly steer my life. This insight marks the beginning of a deeper, more introspective phase – one that forces me to confront and reimagine how I view myself and the world. 


Thus begins the final, most challenging phase of my journey: confronting and transforming my limiting beliefs. Again, I dive into a sea of resources, this time gaining insights into how beliefs are formed and the challenges involved in altering them. Gradually, I come to realise that my self-defeating thoughts are not immutable truths but merely outdated beliefs I internalised long ago. Consciously, I work to replace them with more empowering ones. Over time, I learn to shift my focus to the present moment, embrace the journey and accept failure as part of growth.


The transformation unfolds gradually, yet its effects are profound. As I reshape my beliefs, I begin to notice a marked shift in my inner world. The self-criticism that once dominated my thoughts starts to take a back seat, making way for a growing appreciation of my worth and capabilities. What used to feel like a burden – my work – now brings me joy, and finding balance between my professional and personal life becomes more natural.


As my inner critic recedes, a newfound self-assurance takes its place. With the confidence I’ve cultivated, I start to embrace my potential, trust in my abilities and meet challenges with resilience. Freed from the constraints of my old self-doubt, I now move forward with a clear vision of who I am. My journey has transformed me from merely existing to truly thriving. At last, I am free to be fully and authentically me.


*


Having witnessed the great benefits of harnessing my brain’s capabilities, I wondered whether my peers had given it some thought as well. It seemed logical; after all, the advantages are manyfold – improved productivity, less stress, a better work-life balance – so I assumed they would have given the topic at least some attention. To my surprise, most had not.


Some colleagues mentioned reading books on focus, deep thinking or time management, while others had stumbled upon effective strategies through trial and error. A few said they refrained from trying to excel at everything, accepting that trade-offs are inevitable. Yet, when I introduced the idea of actively working to enhance brain function, most responded with mild surprise. They admitted they had never really considered it.


What fascinated me most is that they’re all economists. Economists study how individuals and societies make the best possible choices given the resources at their disposal. Central to this is so-called constrained optimisation: the process of maximising utility – our overall satisfaction or happiness – within the limitations we face, such as time, money or other resources. Through this lens, we analyse decision-making processes, and the trade-offs people make to reach their goals.


Every decision we make involves weighing pros and cons to find the best possible outcome within our constraints. This is something we do every day, often without thinking about it. Imagine you’re deciding between two options for your evening meal: cooking a healthy dinner at home or ordering takeout from your favourite restaurant. Cooking allows you to control the ingredients, ensuring a nutritious meal that aligns with your health goals, plus it’s typically cheaper. However, it requires time and effort after a long day. Ordering takeout, on the other hand, is convenient and saves time, but the meal may be less healthy and more expensive.


The right choice hinges on your circumstances and priorities. If you have the time and energy to cook and are focused on improving your diet, preparing dinner yourself might be the better option. However, if you’re exhausted and short on time, and your budget isn’t too tight, opting for takeout might be more appealing for that night.


To make the right decision, you need all the relevant information. This includes knowing how much time and money you have, your remaining energy levels, what ingredients are available at home and how important maintaining a healthy diet is to you at that moment. You also need to consider how ordering takeout might impact your long-term health and saving goals. Without this information, you might impulsively choose takeout, only to regret it later when you feel sluggish or guilty about straying from your health plan – or when you realise you don’t have enough money left for those concert tickets you’ve been eying.


Decisions about dinner are usually straightforward, yet this example underscores a deeper truth: optimising outcomes requires informed decision making. This principle applies not only to our daily tasks and major life choices but also to how we utilise our most valuable resource – our brain. Just as selecting the right meal relies on a clear understanding of each option’s pros and cons, maximising our brain’s potential requires access to the right knowledge.


Our brain is incredibly powerful, but it needs proper care and effective strategies to function at its best. During my journey, I discovered that finding that knowledge is surprisingly difficult. Countless books have been written on the brain, yet the sheer volume of information can be overwhelming, making it hard to identify strategies tailored to our specific needs. Furthermore, harnessing our brain’s full power necessitates a holistic approach that addresses various aspects of how we think, feel and perform. Unfortunately, many books focus on one topic – be it memory enhancement, time management or mindset – leaving us to piece together a comprehensive strategy on our own.


That’s why I set out to create the resource I wish I had – a comprehensive guide that integrates the fragmented pieces into a cohesive whole. In the pages that follow, I’ve distilled everything I’ve learned into a book that covers time management, motivation, cognitive performance, mindset and happiness. My goal is to share the practical tools and techniques that not only helped me optimise my brain’s cognitive capabilities but also enabled me to reduce stress, overcome self-doubt and step into my true power. As you read, you’ll gain insights from my extensive exploration of neuroscience, psychology and economics. Many strategies I share are grounded in scientific research, while others stem from personal experiences and practices that have proven effective in my life. 


This book explores both the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ of various aspects of cognitive enhancement, helping you to make better decisions about your brain. Think of it as a buffet of ideas. There are many options to choose from and you can pick the ones that fit your preferences, constraints and lifestyle best. You’ll find that making trade-offs is unavoidable, but by giving up certain things, you’ll gain a sharper, more productive, more creative and more empowering brain. Successful people know that deciding what not to do is just as important as deciding what to do. 


The book is divided into three sections, each reflecting a key stage of my personal journey. The first part focuses on clarifying your goals and staying on track by learning to prioritise and manage your time more effectively. You’ll find techniques to sustain concentration, minimise distractions and boost both motivation and self-discipline. 


Part two offers a variety of tools and techniques that can significantly improve your cognitive abilities. I provide practical strategies for memory enhancement and effective learning. You’ll discover that creativity isn’t merely a stroke of luck, but a process you can actively control. I’ll also discuss the vital roles of mental and physical exercise, restorative sleep and mindfulness practices in optimising your brain’s performance. 


The final part delves into the transformative power of mindset and beliefs. You’ll discover how your brain forms and reinforces beliefs, often ones that hold you back. I’ll share practical strategies to begin reshaping these beliefs, paving the way for personal growth and empowerment. In the final chapter, I’ll share effective ways to bring more positivity in your daily life. 


As you reach the end of this book, you’ll find yourself armed with a newfound understanding of your brain and how to harness its power. Some parts may resonate strongly with you, while others may not. Take what’s helpful; let go of the rest. This book is simply an invitation to embark on your own journey of discovery. You might want to revisit it every now and then, as different insights may resonate as your life evolves. 


Unlocking your brain’s full potential isn’t about making monumental, drastic changes overnight. It’s about making small, thoughtful adjustments that, over time, can lead to big improvements in your life. I’ve experienced firsthand how challenging it can be when your brain is working against you. And how powerful it can be if it’s tuned to help you instead. Let’s dive in and unlock our brain’s true potential together.









PART 1


Elevate Yourself: 
Achieving Clarity and Control


In a world brimming with distractions and endless demands, using our time and energy effectively can seem like a distant dream. As a result, we often find ourselves drifting through days of relentless multitasking, our focus splintered and our goals elusive. It’s easy to feel overwhelmed by the constant barrage of notifications and obligations, often pulling us in multiple directions. Yet within each of us lies the power to reclaim our time and energy; to make deliberate choices that align with our deepest goals; to transform the chaos into a more organised and purposeful life. 


Everything we do requires time, a finite and precious resource. Each day, we make numerous decisions, but we often neglect to consider the trade-offs involved. We focus on the benefits without considering the costs. And all too often, we fail to consider if our decisions help us reach our desired goals. By becoming more mindful of how we allocate our time and evaluating the true impact of our choices, we can steer our lives in the direction that aligns better with whom we aspire to be.


Similarly, our mental energy is limited, but we often stretch it thin across multiple tasks. When we allow ourselves to get bogged down by endless distractions and low-priority tasks, we deplete our mental reserves, leaving little room for the activities that truly matter. Our brain thrives when it can concentrate on a task and then has time to rest and wander. By learning to pay attention to the things that truly matter, we can use our mental energy much more effectively. 


Motivation plays a crucial role in this process. It’s the spark that ignites our desire to learn and grow, and the fuel that helps us sustain the effort. Motivation isn’t merely a trait we possess; it’s an active practice that we engage in that requires clear, achievable goals, self-discipline and an environment that supports our ambitions. This enables us to keep our enthusiasm high and our efforts consistent as we work towards our goals. 


In this first part we set out to master these skills. We’ll explore practical tools to manage time in line with our priorities (Chapter 1), strengthen our ‘focus muscle’ (Chapter 2) and maintain a high level of motivation for the things we set out to do (Chapter 3). These tools should help you unlock a new level of clarity and control over your personal and professional life. 









1


The Art of Prioritising What Matters


It’s just after 6 p.m. and I finally lean back in my office chair, staring blankly at the computer screen. My desk is cluttered with research papers, half-empty coffee mugs and scribbled notes – the remnants of a long and demanding day. Outside, darkness has settled in, and I am almost alone in the office, bathing in the harsh sterile glow of the fluorescent lights.


As usual, my day has been a whirlwind – various meetings, a deluge of emails and urgent tasks that demanded my immediate attention. Now, in the quiet of the evening, I am trying to focus on my research. Yet, the more I try to delve into it, the more I feel like I am treading water. For months, my productivity has been waning and the constant pressure is starting to take its toll.


I’ve had a demanding career for years and I am accustomed to long hours, but tonight feels different. I’m not just tired; I am frustrated by my inability to make any real progress. The constant interruptions and shifting priorities have drained my energy and focus, impacting not only my work but my personal life as well.


As the office grows quieter and the day fades, a realisation begins to take shape. Despite my best efforts to stay on top of everything, I am spinning my wheels. The days’ incessant urgencies keep pulling me away from what really matters, and my effectiveness is suffering as a result. I am caught in a cycle of reacting to demands rather than moving forward with purpose.


I pause for a moment, close my laptop and allow the stillness to settle. It’s becoming clear that my current approach isn’t working. There is an obvious gap between my efforts and the results I’m seeing. I need to break free from this reactive mode and find a way to take back control. It’s time for a new approach – one that involves making intentional choices that lead to real progress. 


The Power of No


Most of us would rather not face the harsh truth of how many hours a week we actually spend scrolling mindlessly on Facebook, Instagram, TikTok or X. When it comes to social media, we often apply what Cal Newport, author of Deep Work, calls the ‘any-benefit approach’: we justify using it if we can find it provides any kind of benefit, such as entertainment.1 We don’t ask ourselves whether we lacked entertainment before we joined the platform, or whether we would be better entertained doing something else. 


Often without realising, we apply this ‘any-benefit approach’ to many other decisions in our lives as well. How often have you agreed to take on an additional project at work, knowing perfectly well that it would mean working late nights? How often have you accepted an invitation to a social event even though you really needed a night by yourself on the couch? We tend to focus on the benefits of saying yes to something, without factoring in the full cost of doing so.


Of course, in some cases we don’t have much of a choice. But when a choice is available to us, why do we struggle so much to utter that two-letter word ‘no’? One explanation lies in so-called hyperbolic discounting: our tendency to exaggerate the present moment in our decision-making. Even if a future reward holds more value than an immediate one, we often opt for the short-term gain. For instance, when a friend invites us to a last-minute social gathering, we may say yes, lured by the excitement of the moment. We do this despite knowing that declining would allow us to rest and recharge, and feel more energized tomorrow.


Another reason is that we fail to consider the trade-off involved. Saying yes to one thing inevitably means saying no to doing anything else in that timeframe. Economists call this an opportunity cost. The opportunity cost of something is whatever you had to give up to do it. It’s an important concept to understand.


Requests such as delivering a presentation abroad, reviewing a colleague’s report or attending a friend’s party can seem perfectly reasonable. However, to make sound decisions, it’s essential to examine them through the lens of opportunity cost. This way, the true implications of each choice become much clearer.


Should I agree to present, knowing it means being away from home for two days and nights? Should I commit to reviewing a colleague’s report, which would delay my own work? Should I attend my friend’s event at the expense of time I could dedicate to self-care? Economic journalist Tim Harford suggests a useful reframing of these choices: rather than simply focusing on what you’re agreeing to by saying yes, consider what you are passing up – the opportunity cost.2


Another reason we struggle to say no is the pressure to meet expectations – whether personal, professional or societal. The fear of letting others down or being perceived as less committed or engaged can make us feel obligated to say yes. At work, the expectation to be a team player can lead us to accept additional responsibilities, even when they push our limits. Socially, the desire to fit in and not miss out can prompt us to agree to plans we’d rather skip. On a personal level, the desire to meet our own high standards can trap us in a cycle of doing things we don’t have time or energy for. Such expectations, whether genuine or perceived, can cloud our judgment and make it difficult to prioritise our true needs and values, ultimately preventing us from setting the boundaries we need.


It turns out that learning to say no is especially important for women. In their book The No Club, professors Linda Babcock, Brenda Peyser, Lise Vesterlund and Lauri Weingart provide ample evidence that women are disproportionately expected to perform what they call ‘non-promotable tasks’, like planning the office party, screening interns, attending to a time-consuming client or simply helping others with their work. These are all important tasks in an organisation but won’t help the person doing them advance their career. This leaves many women overcommitted but underutilised, contributing to loss of confidence, erosion of time with family, increased stress levels and stagnating careers.


So, the next time you’re faced with a request, take a moment to pause and reflect. Consider what you will have to decline if you agree to this new task. Think about any prior commitments you’ve made. This reflection is particularly important for tasks that have future deadlines, as the demands on your time and energy can change significantly as those deadlines approach. Most importantly, ask yourself whether saying yes aligns with your overall goals.


It can be difficult to say no to an opportunity when the exact costs of doing so are unclear. For instance, refusing an extra work task frees up time now, but could limit chances of future professional development. To make informed decisions, you need to weigh such potential abstract losses against concrete benefits and have a firm grasp of your long-term goals. If a task brings you closer to a goal, take it. Otherwise, it’s best to decline.


Saying no can be tough. But it helps to keep in mind that declining one opportunity opens the door for another. Instead of taking on another client, you can use the time to take your partner on a romantic getaway and strengthen your relationship.


Goal-setting 101 


Learning to say no to unimportant things is a key step towards making room for things that do matter – our goals. Goals are important as they act as a compass in our life. They’re like stepping stones, leading us to our ultimate destination, be it a promotion, finding a life partner or creating unforgettable family moments.


Effective goal setting begins with a heartfelt conversation with ourselves, reflecting on our values, passions and aspirations. Unfortunately, we often overlook this self-reflection amidst constant distractions, societal pressure to always be busy or the fear of confronting uncomfortable emotions and uncertainties. However, taking the time to pause and reflect allows us to stay focused on what we would like to achieve.


Yet, merely setting goals isn’t enough; it’s the clarity and strategy behind them that truly makes the difference. This is where SMART goals come in. SMART is an acronym that stands for Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound – criteria that provide a structured approach to ensure we’re not only dreaming big but also take the necessary steps to achieve our desired outcomes:


•  Specific: A goal should clearly define what you want to achieve, creating a focused target to aim for.


•  Measurable: Quantify your goal or provide a way to measure progress, so you know when it has been achieved.


•  Achievable: A goal should be realistic, challenging you while still being attainable. Breaking down large goals into smaller milestones, makes them more achievable. 


•  Relevant: It should be meaningful and align with your values and long-term objectives.


•  Time-bound: There should be a deadline or timeframe, which provides a sense of urgency and helps to prioritise.


[image: Start of image description, Diagram of the SMART method. S stands for specific, M stands for meaurable, A stands for achiveable, R stands for relevant and T stands for time-bound., end of image description]


The SMART framework was first introduced by George Doran in 1981 and remains widely adopted.3 And for good reason – there’s plenty of scientific evidence that it works. Well-defined goals have been shown to enhance performance across a wide variety of tasks and settings by sharpening focus, boosting effort, increasing persistence and encouraging the development of effective strategies and plans.4 


The brilliance of setting SMART goals lies in their power to bring clarity and focus. They transform vague aspirations into actionable plans. It’s the difference between setting a nebulous goal, such as ‘I want to get fit’, and a clear, specific target: ‘I’m going to complete a 5k run in under thirty minutes by July.’ As we’ll explore in Chapter 3, this shift makes a world of difference for motivation and accountability. SMART goals encourage commitment, allow for progress tracking and offer tangible milestones to celebrate along the way. Each milestone we hit fuels a sense of accomplishment, reinforcing our drive to continue moving forward.


So, the next time you set out to achieve something, try making your goal SMART. By doing this, you create a mental blueprint that gives you purpose, direction and a yardstick against which to measure your progress. This simple shift makes you far more likely to succeed. While we’ll dive deeper into goal setting in Chapter 3, why not start now? Set a SMART goal for finishing this book – you’ll be surprised how much more rewarding the journey becomes when you’ve set a clear destination.


Setting medium- and long-term goals is important, as they give us direction, but how do we manage the daily grind when tasks keep piling up? How do we stop feeling overwhelmed by everything on our plate?


The Priority Compass


Imagine you have a bank account that deposits £1,440 each morning. The account doesn’t allow you to carry over any remaining balance to the next day. Every evening, whatever money you failed to use during the day disappears. What would you do? You’d draw out every dollar each day!


We all have such a bank. Its name is Time. Every morning, it credits us with 1,440 minutes. Every night, it writes off as lost whatever time we have failed to use wisely. It carries over no balance from day-to-day. It allows no overdraft. We can’t borrow against ourselves, nor can we borrow someone else’s time. If we fail to use the day’s deposits, it’s our loss, and we can’t appeal to get it back.


The time we have is the time we have. It’s ours to decide how we spend it, just as we decide how to spend our money. Often, it’s not the case that we don’t have enough time to do the things we want to do. It’s that we don’t prioritise those things. 


After reading this analogy one morning, I couldn’t shake it off. As I moved through my day, I started noticing the small decisions that filled my time – responding to emails that weren’t urgent, getting caught in another meeting that didn’t need to happen. The minutes were spent, but not on what I really cared about.


As the day continued, I became more aware of how easily time slipped through my fingers – scrolling through updates, chatting with colleagues and handling tasks that seemed important in the moment. Before I knew it, the day had ended, leaving me to wonder where all those hours had gone. The list of things I’d wanted to do remained untouched. It wasn’t a matter of not having time; I just let it slip away without conscious thought.


Planning every minute of the day to avoid ‘wasting time’ feels exhausting and unrealistic – I’ve never been able to stick to that kind of rigid schedule. But I’ve learned that simply stepping back to observe how I spend my time, especially at work, makes a noticeable difference. I began to see where my efforts aligned with my goals and where they didn’t. The more attention I paid, the clearer it became that much of my time went to tasks that seemed urgent but weren’t truly important. By focusing on what really mattered, I gradually started gaining control over my day, one small decision at a time.


I had to begin with a clearer understanding of my goals. What was I trying to accomplish? What were my key responsibilities? So, I sat down and took stock of everything on my plate. As a researcher, my primary responsibility is to publish research papers, which involves a whole host of tasks: conducting experiments, analysing data, reviewing literature, writing and editing, and presenting at conferences. But there’s also a mountain of additional responsibilities that I hadn’t really accounted for – department meetings, coordinating with co-authors, answering a flood of emails, reviewing papers for journals, updating my online presence, mentoring and more.


Once I laid everything out, it became clear just how many small, overlooked tasks were eating away at my time. That’s when I knew I had to start prioritising, and the Eisenhower Matrix, popularised by Stephen Covey in The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, came into play. It’s been a game-changer for me, helping me sort through what’s really important versus what just feels urgent. 


The Eisenhower Matrix is a simple yet powerful tool for prioritising tasks by urgency and importance. It divides tasks into four quadrants, helping us to determine what requires immediate attention and what can be handled later – or not at all. Let’s break down how the four quadrants work, using examples from my typical day as a researcher.


[image: Start of image description, Diagram of The Eisenhower Matrix. It shows 4 squares. Top left is important and urgent. The square has number 1 with the words ‘Do it now’ in it. Top right is important and non urgent. The square has number 2 with the words ‘Schedule it’ in. Bottom left is urgent but not important. The square has the number 3 with the words ‘Delegate it’ in. And bottom right is not important and non urgent. The square has the number 4 with the words ‘Delete it’ in., end of image description]


Quadrant 1: Urgent and Important


This quadrant is for tasks that demand immediate action and are crucial to achieving our goals. These are the fires we need to put out – urgent deadlines, crises or critical problems that, if left unattended, could have serious consequences. In my case, this could be a rapidly approaching deadline to submit a research paper or an unexpected issue with an experiment that needs immediate troubleshooting. These tasks require immediate focus and can’t be pushed off.


Quadrant 2: Not Urgent but Important


This is the sweet spot for long-term success. These tasks are important to our goals but not time-sensitive. They often get overlooked because they don’t press for our attention, but investing time in them consistently is what ultimately makes the biggest impact. For me, this includes activities like planning out new research projects, writing sections of a paper in advance or mentoring junior researchers. These tasks may not have an immediate deadline, but focusing on them ensures progress towards larger goals. The challenge is that they often get delayed because Quadrant 1 and 3 tasks feel more pressing in the moment.


Quadrant 3: Urgent but Not Important


These tasks are urgent in the sense that they demand our attention now, but they don’t really move us towards our bigger goals. They often come from external pressures – like responding to routine emails, attending non-essential meetings or dealing with last-minute requests that someone else has deemed urgent. In my work, this might be replying to department-wide email chains or attending meetings that don’t really require my input. These can eat up valuable time, and the key here is to minimise or delegate them whenever possible.


Quadrant 4: Not Urgent and Not Important


This is where tasks that neither advance our goals nor require urgent attention belong – essentially, time-wasters. These might include mindlessly scrolling through social media, getting distracted by unproductive conversations or handling minor tasks that could be done at any time. For me, that might look like getting sidetracked by non-work-related content or spending too long on website updates. These activities may feel like breaks, but they can also lead to wasted hours if we’re not mindful of how much time they consume.


By taking stock of my tasks and sorting them into the four Quadrants, I found it much easier to pinpoint and concentrate on my Quadrant 2 activities. This approach has enabled me to make meaningful progress in what truly matters in my work, rather than merely reacting to whatever seems urgent. I encourage you to try applying this framework to your own tasks; it can help gain clarity on where your time and energy are currently allocated – and more importantly, where they should be directed for maximum impact. You might be surprised at the insights you uncover


However, identifying those important tasks is just the beginning. To prioritise effectively, we need more than just an understanding of the Eisenhower Matrix. We need systems and habits in place that help us consistently stay on track. This is where Rick Pastoor’s book Grip offers some valuable insights. Pastoor focuses on practical strategies for taking control of our day-to-day work in a way that aligns with our larger goals.


One of the core ideas from Grip is the importance of structuring our week in a way that puts us in control of both our time and attention. He recommends breaking tasks into smaller, manageable pieces and blocking out focused work time in our calendars. This approach fits perfectly with the Eisenhower Matrix, particularly when it comes to Quadrant 2 tasks. These tasks need to be deliberately scheduled because their lack of urgency makes them easy to neglect. Without setting aside dedicated time, urgent tasks – including those driven by others’ demands – will inevitably take over. Planning ahead allows us to make steady progress instead of waiting for a crisis to force us into action. In the next chapter, we’ll explore the best times to schedule these Quadrant 2 activities.


Another insight from Grip is the importance of reviewing our commitments regularly. Pastoor suggests taking time at the start of each week to evaluate your tasks and projects, ensuring they align with your priorities. This practice helps avoid getting caught up in Quadrant 3 distractions – urgent but not important tasks. Additionally, he recommends reflecting at the end of the week to assess what we’ve accomplished. This helps determine whether your time was spent on meaningful work. By regularly reviewing and reflecting, we can fine-tune our priorities and make sure we become better at assessing how much time various tasks entail. 


A particularly practical tip from Grip is to reduce our priority jobs for the week to only two or three, instead of the five, ten or thirty we might have on our list. This approach is crucial because it helps combat the planning fallacy – our tendency to underestimate the time needed to complete tasks, even when we have prior experience with similar tasks.5 We just tend to be far too optimistic about how long it takes to finish a task. My personal guideline is to make an estimate of how much time I need to complete something and then multiply it by 5. Allocating time and scheduling your top 3 priority tasks, should also make it easier to say no. 


The four quadrants and scheduling tips are valuable for managing all aspects of life, but it can be overwhelming to categorise every activity and determine priorities. I found it helpful to start by focusing on my job. Once I had a better handle on that, I gradually expanded to include my personal life as well. While distinguishing between urgent and non-urgent tasks is fairly easy, determining what tasks are important can be more challenging, since it’s a sliding scale, rather than a binary choice. Fortunately, economics offers some handy tools. 


Maximising Impact


In the late nineteenth century, Italian economist and sociologist Vilfredo Pareto noticed a curious pattern in the distribution of wealth: a small portion of the population seemed to control a disproportionately large share of the wealth. Intrigued, he gathered data on land ownership in Italy and discovered that 80 per cent of the land was owned by just 20 per cent of the population. Fascinated by this discovery, Pareto expanded his research to other countries, historical periods and outcomes. To his surprise, he found that this unequal distribution was not a mere anomaly but a consistent pattern.6


Pareto’s observation that 80 per cent of the results come from 20 per cent of the causes is now known as the Pareto Principle or the 80/20 Rule. Although the exact shares may vary, this unequal distribution can be observed in many areas. For instance, in business, it’s commonly observed that about 80 per cent of a company’s revenue comes from just 20 per cent of its customers. Similarly, in shops, a small number of products usually account for the majority of sales. And a small portion of the workforce tends to generate the bulk of productivity.7 


The Pareto Principle is relevant for time management as well: a few key tasks or activities usually drive the majority of our results. By focusing on our most impactful tasks – those that contribute most to our goals – we can greatly enhance our productivity and effectiveness. Recognising and prioritising these high-impact activities allows us to work more efficiently and achieve greater progress.


The question then becomes: how do we identify the critical few? A great starting point is to revisit the Quadrant 2 tasks you’ve just identified. Reflect on which of these tasks consistently yield the best results in your work. Start by asking yourself questions such as: which tasks align most closely with my current long-term goals? Which activities will likely have the greatest impact on my future success?


Another effective approach is to analyse your past performance. Take some time to review your completed projects or tasks from the last few weeks, months or even years. Which ones contributed most to your success or advancement? By identifying patterns in your past achievements, you can better focus on similar tasks that promise high returns in the future.


The next step is to concentrate your time and energy on your vital few. They should be part of your top 3 priorities. Aim to reduce the other 80 per cent of your responsibilities – those tasks that are less important, less urgent or less enjoyable – through elimination, delegation or automation. Note that this means that some tasks that you initially identified as Quadrant 2 tasks might actually fall into Quadrant 4 (I refer to them as Quadrant 2.5 tasks as they are important, just not as critical as my vital few). 


This process requires you to set clear boundaries and learn to say no to less vital commitments – which can be challenging. However, having identified your vital few tasks should make this easier, as the opportunity cost of saying yes to non-essential tasks becomes clearer. By focusing on your vital few, you not only prevent yourself from spreading too thin but also alleviate the stress that comes with trying to juggle everything. This approach ensures that you maximise the return on the time and energy you invest in your work. You just can’t do everything you wish you could; the key therefore is to focus on what will truly drive you forward.


Personally, I also found the 80/20 rule a powerful tool to combat my perfectionism. When I prepare a presentation (or anything for that matter), my natural inclination is to dive deep into every detail – tweaking each slide, refining the wording and adjusting the design to get everything just right. I can spend hours on what objectively are minor details, trying to make the presentation flawless. However, this meticulous approach often leads me to spend excessive time on my presentations at the expense of more important tasks. 


Realising the need for a more efficient approach, I turned to the 80/20 rule for guidance. I now focus my energy on the parts of the presentation that are most critical – an impactful introduction and strong visuals that convey my message. By focusing on the core elements that truly matter, I am better able to concentrate my efforts without getting bogged down by small fixes (though I’ll admit, my inner perfectionist still sneaks in for a final polish). 


What about breaking commitments? Walking away from something, even when it no longer holds value, is often surprisingly difficult. Take this example: imagine you’ve enrolled in a series of cooking classes, only to realise that the teacher isn’t great and you’re not learning much. Despite this, having paid for ten classes and attended four, you might feel compelled to continue as quitting now would seem like wasting the time, money and effort you’ve already invested. But you shouldn’t. 


This is a classic example of the sunk cost fallacy. The time, money and effort you’ve already spent can’t be recovered, so they shouldn’t influence your decision to carry on. Yet, these factors often feel relevant because they represent an investment we’re hoping will eventually pay off. Letting go is hard because it feels like admitting those past investments were for nothing.


Think about it this way: you’ve bought a movie ticket, and halfway through you find the movie boring. The sunk cost fallacy would have you believe you should stay to ‘get your money’s worth’. But really, that ticket price is gone whether you stay or leave. The smart move is to decide based on what’s best for you now – maybe leaving and doing something more enjoyable instead.


It’s easy to fall into the trap of persisting with something simply because you’ve already invested so much into it. However, recognising when to cut losses and redirect your resources is a valuable skill that can save a lot of time and trouble later. Time is a scarce resource, so try not to waste it on things that just aren’t important enough – like I did, spending far too much time trying to save 25 cents on an avocado. 


Easy Wins


The Dutch are generally considered to be masters of frugality. Indeed, we love sales and discounts, and we have expressions like, ‘When it’s free, it’s even better’, ‘He who saves has something’ and ‘Look after your pennies’. We even optimised ‘going Dutch’ through a popular mobile app called Tikkie, which makes it super easy to ensure that each person pays his or her share of the bill.


Of course, as with all such stereotypes, we should take this one with a grain of salt. But being frugal is part of my DNA. From my early childhood, I was taught to save for a rainy day and to spend my money wisely. We would only buy vegetables that were on sale and my dad would go to different supermarkets to find the cheapest products – not so much out of necessity, but just not to waste any money.


Without thinking twice, I followed in my dad’s footsteps as an adult. Until quite recently, if I needed an avocado and found the price too high in one store, I would refuse to buy it, go to another supermarket, and buy one that was 25 cents cheaper. It was only when I started thinking about the opportunity cost – how much time I was spending going to another store to buy a slightly cheaper avocado – that I realised I was wasting my time. Surely ten minutes out of my busy day were worth much more than 25 cents. Nowadays, when I am at a shop in need of an avocado and find it too expensive, I just buy it, make a mental note not to buy avocados at that store again, and feel happy that I just saved myself ten precious minutes.


It’s easy to overlook how much time we lose to seemingly innocent habits. Whether it’s making an extra trip to a different supermarket for a small discount, scrolling endlessly through social media, scrambling to plan meals at the last minute or dithering over what to wear, these seemingly minor habits can add up to significant time wastage over days and weeks. Additionally, every decision we make consumes mental energy, as our brains work to evaluate various options and scenarios. While complex decisions can be particularly draining, even the smaller, daily choices can accumulate and become quite tiring.


This is why highly successful individuals often design their lives to minimise unnecessary decisions. Take, for example, figures like Barack Obama, Steve Jobs or Mark Zuckerberg. You might notice that they often wear similar outfits. This isn’t just a fashion choice; it’s a deliberate strategy to reduce decision fatigue. As Barack Obama mentioned in an interview with Vanity Fair: ‘You’ll see I wear only the same grey or blue suit. I’m trying to pare down my decisions. I don’t want to make decisions about what I am eating or wearing because I have too many other decisions to make.’8


By automating repetitive decisions, we can streamline our daily routines, saving both time and mental energy. When we establish consistent habits, our brains create neural pathways that help us perform these tasks instinctively, freeing us from constant deliberation. This process helps to mitigate decision fatigue – a condition where too many choices lead to poorer decision-making, lower satisfaction with the choices made and even procrastination. Reducing the number of conscious decisions each day allows us to focus more on the things that matter.


Moreover, turning desired behaviours into automated habits makes it easier to resist temptations and stay disciplined. For example, if running on Monday nights is part of your routine, you’re more likely to follow through even after a long day. Conversely, without a set habit, the temptation to relax on the couch with a snack will become much harder to resist.


In Chapter 7, we’ll delve deeper into how we can effectively establish and maintain habits. For now, consider auditing your daily decisions to identify opportunities for automation or other ways to save time. Perhaps you can streamline your morning routine by planning outfits in advance, simplify grocery shopping with a standard online list, or set up automatic bill payments or recurring reminders for routine work tasks. Whatever; as long as it makes your life easier.


Remember to revisit and reassess your routines periodically. Just like the London commuters who discovered more efficient routes during the 2014 tube strike, you might find better ways to manage your tasks.9 By occasionally questioning your routines, you might uncover smarter, more efficient methods.


Time is a precious resource. By taking a moment to reflect on how you’re using it and exploring ways to automate and streamline your tasks, you can save valuable minutes each day. Over time, these savings add up significantly – fifteen minutes saved daily translates to roughly ninety hours a year. That means more than two full working weeks!


However, even with the time-management skills we’ve just discussed, there will inevitably be moments when you feel overwhelmed by the constant demands on your time. Getting everything crossed off your to-do lists is an impossible ideal. New tasks are always popping up, and we tend to underestimate the time needed to complete the ones we’ve already set. That’s why maintaining balance isn’t about constantly being productive but recognising when to pause. Sometimes, the best way to regain control is to allow ourselves the space to relax and enjoy life without purpose. 


‘Alles Mag Dag’


As a kid, there was a day I eagerly awaited every year. We called it ‘Alles Mag Dag’ or ‘Anything Goes Day’. It was this magical twenty-four hours where the only rule was that there were no rules (well, within safety perimeters of course). I was the master of my time and total freedom reigned. The list of possibilities was endless – munching on as many candies as I could, bingeing on TV until my eyes burned and defying bedtime hours. 


As I grew older, though, these exhilarating days of freedom inexplicably vanished. I had somehow convinced myself that as an adult, I could already do as I pleased, right? Recently, though, it dawned on me that those ‘Anything Goes Days’ that I cavalierly dismissed are, in reality, of great importance as they offer a mental break from the constant pressure ‘to be productive’. 


So, I decided to dust off the concept of the Alles Mag Dag and weave it back into my life. Occasionally, I give myself a day where life follows my whims and not the other way around. Lounging in my bed till 11 a.m. reading a newspaper, spending the entire day in my bathrobe, savouring a bag of crisps sans guilt, soaking up the sun and enjoying my coffee without feeling the need to respond to all the WhatsApp messages, not cooking but indulging in takeout, diving into a book just for the sheer thrill of it – anything my heart desires at that moment. 


I emerge from such a day fully revitalised, feeling as though I’ve been on a brief yet satisfying vacation (minus the hassles of travel and figuring out new cultures and customs). The benefits are twofold. Firstly, I grant myself the licence to unapologetically indulge in a day of leisure without the nagging burden of guilt that I should be ‘doing something productive’. Secondly, because I’m not chasing future outcomes, I’m engrossed in the present, savouring every bit of it.


As it turns out, I’m not the only one who has (re)discovered the value of stepping away from the daily to-do lists and giving myself permission to be idle. Oliver Burkeman, the author of Four Thousand Weeks, shares these sentiments. He believes that our futile pursuit of time control leads to feelings of guilt and discontent. He advises accepting our time limitations and deliberately incorporating purposeless time into our schedules, which he defines as periods where we have no specific tasks or goals, permitting us to do as we wish, without any pressure or expectation of productivity, much like the Alles Mag Dag.


Olga Mecking takes it one step further in her book Niksen: Embracing the Dutch Art of Doing Nothing. ‘Niksen’ translates as ‘doing nothing’. It’s apparently a Dutch concept but nobody really knows why. Niksen isn’t about being lazy or unproductive. Instead, it’s about deliberately setting aside time to simply be, without any specific purpose or goal in mind. It’s about allowing ourselves to exist in the present moment, without feeling the need to achieve anything.


The practice of Niksen can take many forms. It might involve sitting quietly and observing the world, taking a leisurely stroll with no destination in mind or even just lying down and staring up at the sky. The key is to let go of the need to be constantly occupied and to embrace the stillness and calm that comes with doing nothing.


Both concepts emphasise the value of downtime and non-productivity but apply it in different ways. Niksen promotes mental idleness, letting your mind drift freely, while the Alles Mag Dag grants the freedom to do anything without a set goal. The choice of which to embrace is yours, but incorporating such moments of purposeless time into your routine offers benefits far beyond relaxation.


Stepping away from constant productivity allows creativity to flourish. Activities without pressure – whether it’s a stroll through the park, a nap or doodling – give our mind space to wander and spark innovative ideas. Additionally, periods of daydreaming can enhance problem-solving and boost mental agility. Downtime isn’t just a break; it’s essential for supporting our cognitive processes.


Last, but certainly not least, unstructured time is a potent antidote to burnout and stress. Our fast-paced lives often leave us overwhelmed, sacrificing rest for a never-ending to-do list. Prioritising agenda-free moments allows us to recharge, fostering a sense of well-being that spills over into every facet of our lives. The beauty of idleness lies not in the activity it avoids, but in the life it invites.




The Key Takeaways


Learning to schedule your priorities instead of prioritising what’s on your schedule is the first step towards unlocking your brain’s true potential. This small shift in perspective can already greatly improve your mental functioning. By aligning your 1,440 daily minutes with your goals and desires, you’ll feel less overwhelmed as you juggle life’s many demands. 


•  Embracing the power of saying no is like clearing clutter from a crowded room – it creates space for what truly matters. By strategically declining requests that don’t align with your core goals you free up time and energy for your top priorities. Adopt an opportunity cost mindset to evaluate choices, considering not just the benefits but also what you’re sacrificing.


•  Setting SMART goals ensures your objectives are clear and actionable. By making them Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound, you create a clear plan that improves focus and motivation. This approach makes it easier to track progress and increases your chances of achieving meaningful results. 


•  Quadrant 2 activities are key to long-term success and well-being, yet their lack of immediacy often causes us to neglect them. By intentionally carving out time for these important but non-urgent tasks, you create a buffer against future crises and pave a smoother path towards your long-term goals


•  The 80/20 rule teaches that a small portion of your efforts often yields the majority of your results. Embracing this principle means focusing on high-impact activities and accepting that it’s unnecessary to do everything equally well. Keep in mind that sunk costs – resources already spent – shouldn’t dictate your decision to continue with a commitment. 


•  Seemingly harmless habits and daily decisions – like choosing outfits, meal planning or scrolling through social media – can take up a lot of time and energy. By looking for ways to save time and automate routine choices, you can reclaim valuable time and energy for more important things. Saving fifteen minutes daily translates into roughly two full working weeks a year. 


•  Integrating periods of unstructured idleness, like an Alles Mag Dag or practising Niksen can be a potent antidote to your never-ending to-do lists. These intentional breaks provide a mental reset, reducing stress and allowing creativity to flourish. By stepping back, you create space for rest, so you can return to your tasks with renewed energy and focus.
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From Distracted to Disciplined


It’s Monday morning, the start of a new week. Even though you slept the recommended 7.5 hours, your head is still groggy and you struggle to fully wake up. You decide to make yourself a cup of coffee, hoping to embrace the caffeinated bliss that follows. As you sip your first cup, the energising effect kicks in and you immediately feel more alert and focused. 


You start your job and feel productive and invigorated. When you take a break, you decide to take another coffee hoping to increase your productivity further. Your energy levels rise, but not as dramatically as with the first cup. When you take your third and fourth cup, you notice even less of an impact. You’ve reached the point where the additional cup of coffee only provides a minimal increase in energy, if any at all. 


What you are witnessing is the law of diminishing marginal returns. This is an economic principle which states that as you increase the amount of input or effort you put into something, the additional benefits or output you receive will gradually decrease and may even reach a point where they become negative. In simpler terms, at a certain point, putting in more effort or adding more resources doesn’t lead to proportional increases in productivity. 


We can apply the law of diminishing marginal returns to our brain as well. Our brain has limited capacity for things like paying attention, working memory and processing information. When we overload it with too much information or try to do too many things at once, we put a strain on these mental resources. As a result, our ability to stay focused, be creative and solve problems declines. The quality of our work drops and our overall performance takes a hit.


There comes a point when spending that extra hour poring over spreadsheets or cramming that additional chapter into a late-night study session, like having that third or fourth cup of coffee, doesn’t help us achieve much more. In fact, it might even make our overall output worse. Our brain, much like our body, has its limits. It’s not designed to be ‘on’ all the time, for multitasking or for churning through an endless barrage of information. Instead, it thrives when allowed to concentrate on one task at a time, to delve deep and immerse fully, and then take a break and relax. When we learn to channel our mental energy effectively, we can get a lot more done. Let’s have a look at how that works. 


The Brain at Work


With every step away from the office, the fatigue I’ve been ignoring finally settles in. I’ve spent the day racing against a looming conference deadline, pouring all my energy into completing my research paper. The moment I hit ‘send’, relief washed over me, but now, as the cool evening air hits my face, the weight of the day sinks in. My body is moving, but my brain feels like it has reached its limit.


When I walk through the door, my running shoes sit untouched by the entrance, mocking the morning’s ambition. My stomach rumbles, but the idea of cooking feels too ambitious for tonight. Defeated by the day’s mental marathon, I collapse onto the couch and opt for my favourite takeout. It’s all the activity my drained self can muster tonight. 
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‘A tour de force. Drawing on cognitive psychology, neuroscience
and her own experience, this book offers compelling lessons for
how busy people can lead better lives’

Richard Layard, author of
Happiness: Lessons from a New Science





