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To Joel, Ethan, Ava, and Ella—my nucleus


You are the vibrant energy, love, and joy
that guide my focus and inspire this work.









PROLOGUE


Our capacity for focus, once a cornerstone of human achievement, is disappearing. Buried beneath an avalanche of to-do lists, we flit between tasks like lab rats in a maze of digital distractions, each notification a flickering promise of a reward.


We live in a constant state of flux, citizens of two worlds—the physical one around us and the ever-expanding digital realm. Managing our inboxes, social media feeds, and online identities feels like a second job, calling for our attention even when we’re trying to be present in the real world. This constant state of “betweenness” erodes our focus and leaves us feeling fragmented.


The demands are relentless—an endless cacophony of anxieties that echoes through our lives at a deafening volume. Looming deadlines blare while the hum of other obligations whispers a haunting melody of inadequacy. We’re left mentally exhausted, unable to hear our own internal voices above the din.


Even the solace of sleep feels like a luxury good in this hyperconnected marketplace. News alerts flash like strobe lights, emails ping with the urgency of a fire alarm, and our phones buzz with the incessant rhythm of a demanding taskmaster. This persistent noise of distraction drowns out the quiet yearnings of our souls—the desire for genuine connection, the simple pleasure of uninterrupted thought.


This isn’t a private or individual struggle, a simple case of poor time management or a lack of willpower. It’s a societal epidemic. Our devices, far from being the communication tools they promised to be, have become meticulously crafted attention vacuums. Engineered to exploit our brains’ reward systems, they bombard us with a constant stream of unpredictable notifications and positive reinforcement loops. Every “like,” comment, or follower delivers a tiny dopamine rush, a neurochemical pat on the back that keeps us compulsively checking for more. It’s a vicious cycle, leaving us wired and hooked, but ultimately unfulfilled.




This isn’t a private or individual struggle. It’s a societal epidemic.





We’ve become conditioned for these fleeting dopamine hits, perpetually on edge, searching for the next digital validation. Even the pressure to keep up with the curated social media feeds of our friends and family chips away at our ability to be fully present. We crave the digital reward system, which is as unpredictable and alluring as a slot machine. But at what cost? Have we sacrificed the very foundation of human well-being—meaningful connection—on the altar of busyness?


But it’s not just our devices. The unabated demands of modern life pile on: work deadlines, overflowing laundry baskets, the constant mental loop of errands and appointments. We relentlessly expect more of ourselves. Pursuing greater ambition at work; showing up not as merely “good” parents but as perfect ones; endlessly curating homes and lives and relationships that project an impossible kind of flawlessness. Even self-care becomes yet another thing to optimize.


Everyone, from high-powered executives to busy parents juggling countless demands to students just starting out, feels perpetually behind. Our days are fragmented by distractions, our energy depleted by the incessant demands of our frenzied lifestyles. Even in moments of leisure, the habit of task switching clings to us like a second skin. Folding laundry becomes punctuated by mental to-do lists, a walk in the park interrupted by a nagging thought about an unanswered email. Our brains, conditioned by the endless barrage of stimuli, have become uncomfortable with sustained focus. The very act of experiencing life in real time has become a challenge.




The very act of experiencing life in real time has become a challenge.





My most recent wake-up call came at a traffic light. Waiting in my car at the intersection, I seized the moment of downtime to answer a work email. As I finished up, feeling pleased that I’d completed this task so efficiently, I became aware that my son was loudly pleading from his seat. “Mom, I’m talking to you!” I hadn’t heard a word he’d said. When I turned to him and saw his earnest eyes fixed on me, my heart broke. Not only was I distracted, I was also modeling the very thing I often tell my kids never to do. I was being a hypocrite—and it wrecked me. In that moment, I knew I had to seriously regroup. I needed to be more conscious of where and when to focus my attention, and to be acutely mindful of when distractions were getting in the way of the life I wanted to lead.


The battle for attention has been simmering for years, a slow erosion of presence in the face of a rising digital tide. Layer on top of that the realities of the pandemic and the forced physical isolation that only served to increase our dependence on and the ubiquity of devices. Despite its staggering losses and all the hardship, the period of isolation actually gifted some of us something quite remarkable—a chance to break free of the cycle of distraction in an unprecedented way. In the absence of constant stimulation and the usual bustle of activity, a quiet space emerged for many of us. Here, we were forced to confront not just the external world but also the often neglected landscape of our own minds. The incessant whirlwind of our pre-pandemic lives evaporated. While video calls like FaceTimes and Zooms kept us connected in a virtual sense, the physical limitations imposed by lockdowns forced a different kind of connection—one rooted in shared experience. We were thrust together, stripped of the external distractions that typically populate our time.


This forced intimacy, though initially overwhelming, became a catalyst. We began to see, if just for a moment, the toll the “always-on” state was taking on us, as well as on our partners and our children. The frantic juggling of work, errands, and social obligations gave way to a simpler rhythm—one centered around the immediate needs and well-being of ourselves as individuals and of our families.


Though this was not the experience of everyone—certainly not for those who labored to save lives and continued to work in essential roles, from nurses to post office workers—for many the imposed introspection and the ever-present awareness of our own mortality was an opportunity to re-prioritize. Countless people left their jobs, dissatisfied with lives they had once found normal. In the face of a global crisis, the frenetic pace of life slowed, prompting a reevaluation of what truly mattered. This taste of a simpler life, though born out of crisis, held a surprising beauty. We experienced the fleeting power of focus and the joy of deeper connections, even if confronting our own thoughts sometimes felt uncomfortable.


As we moved out of the pandemic, the return to normalcy, once a beacon of hope, felt strangely jarring. The frantic flurry of our pre-pandemic lives roared back, amplified by a new urgency. We craved the focus and connection we’d rediscovered, but once again relentless demands and digital distractions made it an uphill battle. Many of us, myself included, found ourselves even more tethered to our devices. This growing dependence served as a stark reminder of a larger issue: our struggle to maintain focus amid the chaos. In my work as a clinical psychologist, I observed that it wasn’t just my family or my clients who were overwhelmed and constantly anxious; it was a pervasive theme, and no one was exempt. My clients at schools, parents, professionals, and high-performing individuals at companies like American Express, Bank of America, KPMG, Coca-Cola, and Estée Lauder all suffer from a frenetic sense of distraction and a bone-deep feeling of exhaustion. We are stressed, tired, and dissatisfied regardless of our level of success.


This widespread struggle ignited a fire within me to find a solution. This book is the culmination of that spark—a battle cry for a world where attention isn’t a dwindling resource, but a vibrant force waiting to be harnessed.


RECLAIMING YOUR BIRTHRIGHT


Imagine a world where focus isn’t a privilege for the few, but a birthright reclaimed. A world where we can silence the external cacophony and the internal chatter, not through isolation, but through the collective power of intention. This world is within reach, but it requires more than knowledge. It requires action.


This book is your road map to this revolution. Unlike other books that promise superhuman concentration in the name of increased productivity, this book focuses on intentional control over our attention. Throughout this journey, we’ll embark on a deep exploration of the science behind focus, shattering the myths and misconceptions that have clouded our understanding of productivity. We’ll delve into the fascinating workings of your brain, examining how it processes information and why it’s so susceptible to distraction in our modern world. I’ll equip you with evidence-based strategies to help you choose what matters most amid the noise so that you can become an active curator of your attention instead of a passive consumer of information.




I’ll equip you with evidence-based strategies to help you choose what matters most amid the noise so that you can become an active curator of your attention instead of a passive consumer of information.





By the end of this journey, you’ll be empowered with a toolbox overflowing with practical strategies. You’ll learn to:




• Identify Your Focus Thieves—The digital and mental distractions that rob you of your time and attention. We’ll explore how to silence notifications, manage social media usage, and tame the ever-present inner critic.


• Craft a Personalized Focus Plan—A road map aligned with your values and goals. This plan will help you identify what truly matters and prioritize tasks that propel you toward your aspirations.


• Optimize Your Brain for Presence—Being in the here and now. We’ll unlock the secrets to hacking your brain’s natural focus cycles in order to enter a state of flow and achieve peak productivity.


• Sharpen Your Ability to Say No—The art of setting boundaries and protecting your time. You’ll discover how to politely decline requests that don’t align with your priorities and reclaim control over your schedule.


• Navigate the Digital World Without Succumbing to Its Demands—Strategies for taming the digital beast. We’ll explore steps you can take, from utilizing productivity apps to creating distraction-free zones.


• Cultivate a Sense of Calm and Awareness—How to quiet the mental chatter in a world of constant busyness. With these techniques, you can achieve a state of inner peace even amid external chaos.


• Strengthen Your Relationships, Including the One You Have with Yourself, and Build a More Meaningful Life—Reclaim your focus so that you will have time and energy to invest in the relationships that matter most.





THE FOCUS REVOLUTION: RECONNECT WITH YOUR CORE SELF


This book isn’t about diagnosing or pathologizing the challenge of focus. It’s about acknowledging the very real human struggle of living in an attention-scarce environment. Our “always-on” reality bombards us with stimuli, fracturing our thoughts, diminishing well-being, and leaving us chronically distracted. But here’s the good news: Neuroplasticity, the brain’s remarkable ability to adapt and change, is on our side. We have the power to cultivate focus and resilience, rewiring our neural pathways to favor sustained attention.


Reclaiming your focus isn’t just about personal productivity; at its core, it’s about unlocking your full potential to connect meaningfully, contribute authentically, and shape the life you have been yearning for. All the other positives will cascade as a domino effect of rewriting the narrative of distraction.


This path to reclaiming focus isn’t about retreat or disconnection. It’s about remembrance and exploration. It’s about remembering the wide-eyed wonder we possessed as children, the ability to lose ourselves completely in a single captivating activity. It’s about remembering the quiet hum of satisfaction that comes from a job well done, the intimacy that blossoms when we give our full presence to another human being. Even if it all feels too distant to recall, we can still cultivate curiosity and engagement in intentional ways and rediscover those forgotten whispers within ourselves.


This book is a call to arms for anyone yearning to break free from the grip of distraction and reclaim the power of attention. It’s about rescuing the very essence of who we are from the relentless tide of disruption. It’s about rediscovering the joy of focused exploration, the power of shared emotional attunement, and the wellspring of innovation that lies dormant within each of us, yearning to be unleashed.




This book is a call to arms for anyone yearning to break free from the grip of distraction and reclaim the power of attention.





It’s about saving ourselves from the slow erosion of our equanimity, the fragmentation of our lives, and the constant undercurrent of anxiety that has become the norm. And it’s about reclaiming the power to choose what matters most, to shape our realities with intention, and to live a life brimming with purpose and connection.


Take a breath and turn the page. Your journey to focus starts now.









INTRODUCTION


Understanding Focus


As we begin our journey, it’s helpful to understand both what we mean by focus and why we are so prone to distraction. When we appreciate what we’re aiming for in terms of focus and can recognize the reasons behind why our best efforts are often disrupted, we can feel empowered to develop strategies and stay the course.


Attention, concentration, and focus are words that are often used interchangeably, when in reality they have separate meanings. Understanding the subtle differences can help you appreciate the nuances of each experience.


Here is a simple breakdown:




• Attention: This is the broadest term and refers to the ability to selectively process information from the environment you are in. It’s like a roving spotlight that can shift across different stimuli, constantly scanning so that you can register what’s happening around you.


• Concentration: This term refers to the ability to sustain your attention on a specific task or stimulus. An example would be a student concentrating on a book or a musician attending to a particular note. It requires effort to keep the spotlight fixed and resist distractions.


• Focus: “Focus” often gets used interchangeably with “concentration,” but it can also imply a higher level of intensity and mental effort. Imagine the spotlight narrowing even further, blocking out almost everything except the object of your focus. Focus allows for deep engagement and absorption in the task at hand.





In his book The Principles of Psychology, published in 1890, and still cited in research today, psychologist and philosopher William James said, “Everyone knows what attention is. It is the taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. . . . It implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others.” This definition resonates with me. Our minds receive and process an enormous amount of information from multiple sources, external and internal, at every moment as we move through our days, and we can’t pay attention to all of it. James continued, “Millions of items of the outward order are present to my senses which never properly enter into my experience. Why? Because they have no interest for me. My experience is what I agree to attend to.” Attention is a spotlight that highlights parts of the world around us and, in doing so, creates our subjective reality for us.


Concentration is like holding a flashlight beam steady on a specific object. You direct your attention and effort to stay engaged with a particular task or source of information, filtering out some distractions but still aware of your surroundings. It requires active effort to maintain that spotlight but doesn’t necessarily entail deep immersion. Imagine studying for an exam—you actively concentrate on the textbook but might still hear background noise or be aware of passing thoughts.


Focus is more extreme—it’s like shining a laser pointer with pinpoint accuracy. You achieve a state of deep absorption and engagement, where almost everything else fades away. Your attention is completely captured by the task at hand, blocking out distractions and external stimuli. It’s an intense state that allows for profound understanding and high-quality performance. Think of being so engrossed in a thrilling book that you lose track of time and your surroundings.


Essentially, concentration is the bridge between attention and focus. You use concentration to narrow your attention from the broader environment to a specific task, and then, with further effort, achieve the deeper level of immersion we call focus. All are valuable tools for navigating our information-rich world, and understanding their differences helps you choose the right “mental mode” for the situation at hand.


To make this all a bit more concrete, try imagining you’re at a busy restaurant:




• Attention: You’re casually aware of your surroundings. You can hear the music playing, conversations happening around you, and clinking silverware. You might even notice someone you know walk in.


• Concentration: You decide to listen to a conversation at your table. You tune out the background noise and attune your attention to the specific words being spoken.


• Focus: You need to have an important conversation with your partner over dinner. You silence notifications, put the restaurant noise aside, and concentrate fully on how you choose your words, noting your tone of voice, facial expressions, and emotions.





To think of it as a spectrum: Attention is broad awareness, concentration is a narrowing of your attention, and focus is intense concentration with a determined goal. They work together to help you navigate the world and complete tasks effectively.




Attention is broad awareness, concentration is a narrowing of your attention, and focus is intense concentration with a determined goal.





We all go through some version of all three every day. We pay attention to some things and not others, and we direct our focus and concentration toward various tasks and activities—and when we do, our brains like it. When we’re engaged in a focused task, our brains are bathed in dopamine, the neurotransmitter that motivates us to do things that bring us pleasure. For our ancestors, this made evolutionary sense as it led them to seek out food or a mate to ensure survival. The dopamine reward for successful foraging, sexual activity, or a well-defended cave kept them on task and focused.


However, the dopamine release associated with sustained focus can diminish over time. This is where we, in our modern world, fall prey to distraction. We can find that dopamine rush pretty much anywhere we look. Our anticipation of social media comments and “likes,” or an interesting email, may not be a matter of survival, but our brains experience the same spike of pleasure nonetheless. So when a distraction calls to us, offering a quick dopamine hit, we are happy to give it our attention. No matter how determined we are to stay focused, it’s often a losing battle. In many ways, we are set up for failure, and before we know it, we find our attention focused on something other than what we intended.


We can’t discuss focus and attention without touching on ADHD (attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder), a diagnosis that has come more into the mainstream conversation as many people are being diagnosed, often as adults. ADHD involves a consistent pattern of inattention and difficulty in directing focus and/or hyperactivity and impulsivity, though it can manifest in different ways in each person. It is often treated with medication that increases dopamine and norepinephrine in the brain in order to aid in attention. In our distracted age, individuals with ADHD can have an even harder time maintaining their focus. This book isn’t specifically written with ADHD in mind, but many of the tools may prove helpful to neurodivergent readers. A key part of the conversation around ADHD, and neurodiversity in general, is reducing stigma, which is something this book hopes to undertake. Distraction, or an inability to focus, is not a moral or personal failing; regardless of how your brain functions, our modern world makes it incredibly difficult to be intentional with our attention.


So why exactly is focus so difficult? Let’s explore some of the other underlying causes for our habitual distraction.


Novelty Bias


Our brains are wired to prioritize the new and exciting over the familiar, and, as dopamine dips, they seek novelty and stimulation. Our current task, no matter how important it might be, loses its sheen, and the allure of the unknown beckons. Beyond neurochemistry, brain structure also plays a role in undermining us. The default mode network (DMN), active when we’re not directly focused, thrives on exploration. It constantly scans the environment for potential rewards and interesting stimuli, and as our focus wanes, our wandering attention doesn’t have to look far for an alternative in a world filled with shiny distractions. A quick glance at Instagram, a sudden news alert, or an email landing in our inbox all hold promise for us.




• Attention Fatigue: Even if we want to stay on task, we may not be able to. Sustained focus is mentally taxing, especially when we’re unpracticed in the art of concentration. Our attentional systems can tire, making it harder to resist the siren call of easier, more engaging activities.


• Emotional Escape: Difficult or mundane tasks can be emotionally draining and we welcome distractions as a temporary refuge to provide a breather from mental strain. Who doesn’t prefer to watch videos of kittens instead of paying bills?


• Sense of Control: In a world with so many demands, choosing to distract ourselves can feel empowering. It’s a way of reclaiming control, even if briefly, from the pressure of focused work and other commitments.





THE MYTH OF MULTITASKING


As we begin to recognize the way our brain mechanisms and environment can influence our predisposition for distraction, it’s also crucial to understand that we’ve all been sold a myth when it comes to multitasking. We’ve been taught to view it as the key to productivity, our ticket to winning at life, and yet, in reality, the opposite is true. Multitasking challenges and undercuts our efforts at focus. It’s overwhelming and exhausting, bringing on a silent cyclone of collective mental distress.




Multitasking challenges and undercuts our efforts at focus.





In recent years, there’s been a growing realization that multitasking may not be all it’s cracked up to be, but we just don’t want to believe it—nor do we know what to do about that. We still cite multitasking as a desirable skill on our résumés, and talent recruiters seek out candidates who can juggle multiple simultaneous tasks. With our phones at our fingertips, we can connect in an instant to an ever-ready treasure trove of information, social networks, and entertainment. As we dance between emails with our boss and texts with our friends, shop for groceries while picking up the kids, or catch an episode of the latest must-watch show in the doctor’s waiting room, we feed off the buzz of getting so much done. But by the end of the day, or earlier for many of us, we are exhausted and overwhelmed. Our brains are fried and our focus is destroyed. Still, we fail to connect the dots, and we miss the fact that our cognitive and mental distress is caused by our incessant multitasking.


We genuinely believe that we need to multitask, that we’re good at it, and that it makes our lives better. But, in essence, it is undermining us at every turn and derailing our ability to focus. Our brains simply do not have the cognitive capacity to navigate the avalanche of information that assaults our attention on a daily basis. Nor are our brains able to process two or more tasks at the same time, especially if each undertaking requires cognitive control—paying attention, ignoring distractions, using working memory, and moving toward goals. That includes the majority of our daily activities, such as tackling our inboxes, finishing a project, leading a meeting, creating a shopping list, cooking a meal, driving to the mall, writing a paper, or planning for the future.


In fact, pretty much everything we do in our productivity-centric lives involves some element of cognitive control. And still, even though our brains aren’t set up for it, we all spend a large part of our days doing more than one thing at a time. It may be talking on the phone while driving, texting during a class, or double-screening while watching TV. We think of this as multitasking and we’re pleased to think we’re accomplishing more in less time. In reality, though, we’re not doing multiple things at once. We’re either dividing our attention by rapidly toggling our attention back and forth, microseconds at a time (such as having a phone conversation while watching the road and driving), or we’re switching between two or more tasks every few minutes (for example, sending emails and studying for an exam). We do so to the detriment of our mental health and our capacity to focus.


We’ve divided our attention so frequently throughout our daily lives that we barely notice we’re doing it anymore. We live in a state of constant interruption—and accept it as normal. You may recognize this common scenario: You’re focused on a task when an email, text, or other notification comes in. Immediately, your attention is pulled from whatever you’re doing and is now divided, meaning that you’re focusing on more than one thing. You may decide to ignore the disruption and continue with what you were doing, though the effort to block out the distraction will cost you precious cognitive resources. Or you may decide to check the message or open the email and attend to it because, you reason, it will only take a moment and then it will be done and you can get back to whatever you were doing. However, research shows that even after simple interruptions like opening and answering an email, it can take us a long time to get our minds back to our original task. One study showed that it takes, on average, twenty-three minutes and fifteen seconds. Even as we resume our task after an interruption, part of our mind is still focused on the email we just sent, a phenomenon known as “attention residue,” in which our attention flickers back to the completed task. It takes time to shift our mindset and reorient. The process reduces our efficiency.




We live in a state of constant interruption—and accept it as normal.





We may receive dozens of emails an hour, not to mention texts, social media notifications, and people poking their heads around the door with “just a quick question,” all of which is distracting and causes us to shift between tasks. Studies show that while these interruptions may not necessarily decrease our productivity, the subsequent scramble to get our tasks done leads to higher stress levels, more frustration, and increased time pressure and effort—which, when repeated day after day, takes an enormous toll on our well-being.


Recently, at dinner with friends, the conversation turned to multitasking, and I was struck that many people around the table knew intuitively that it wasn’t good for them, yet they still believed it was imperative to engage in it to get through the day. They felt that the demands of their work and home lives made the ability to multitask an absolute necessity. They weren’t able to accept the fact that our brains simply cannot do the job we’re asking of them, and that we are setting ourselves up for failure on a daily basis. One study found that just 2.5 percent of people are able to multitask effectively.


Like you, I have a busy life filled with commitments, not all of them pleasant. I know that our hyperconnected world demands a lot of us, and I often wish that there were more hours in a day to get everything done. But I’ve also come to know that multitasking is not the answer, no matter what we’ve been told or what we try to convince ourselves.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Reclaiming our attention is a crucial goal in today’s world, and making the transition from distracted to focused requires genuine desire and work. It’s certainly not something that can be achieved overnight. As we make this journey together, my hope is for you to find a path that works for you, that is realistic in your life right now, and for you to move along it one step at a time. Starting something new can be overwhelming, and sometimes it can seem like one more impossible thing in an already busy day, week, or month. If we can acknowledge up front that reclaiming focus takes time and intention—and maybe you don’t have a lot of that to spare—we can take off some of the pressure. There’s no timeline or deadline here, other than what feels right for you. Later in the book, we’ll explore the idea of process, of keeping our eyes on the steps rather than becoming fixated on what can seem like an unachievable goal. Process takes place in the present, in the daily minutiae of our lives, and in many ways, it’s all we have. This here, this now, is the stuff of our lives. The current moment is the future we once dreamed of, and, if we think about it, it’s with these moments that we have the most power to create change in our lives. So with that in mind, let’s remember that small steps can lead us to places we want to be if we can be patient with ourselves.




This here, this now, is the stuff of our lives.





In the chapters that follow, I provide you with clear advice, key information, and actionable steps. It may seem like a lot to take in and even more to bring into your life, and you may find yourself wondering how you might possibly find the time for it all. Again, do what makes sense for you. Some of the suggestions might resonate more than others, and some may fit easily into your routines while others may just give you a new awareness or perspective to mull over. As with so many endeavors, perfect really is the enemy of good here. Try to do as much as you can while knowing that even one change is beneficial. When there are days when you feel you can’t get anything done, that’s okay, too. It’s not all or nothing.




Remember that small steps can lead us to places we want to be if we can be patient with ourselves.





At the end of each chapter, I’ve compiled a summary cheat sheet so that you can refer back to its main points throughout your journey as needed. For those of you who might prefer the structure of a time frame, in the appendix I’ve provided a 21-Day Guide to Focus. These daily prompts are linked to each chapter and offer suggestions to practice key elements. The guide invites you to complete a task each day, intended to begin the work of resetting your patterns and rewiring your habits and your brain. I’ve also put together an emergency toolkit for those stressful seasons in your life when it seems there isn’t enough time for anything. My top five tips will help you find your focus even when life is unbearably hectic.


I’m excited to embark on this journey with you toward a more intentional life. The time to reclaim your attention is now. Let’s do this!









PART ONE


Building Your Foundation


Welcome to the first part of your journey in recovering your ability to focus and reclaiming your choice in where to direct it. Over the next five chapters, we’ll delve into foundational behaviors that will provide a solid base for your transformation and ensure that you achieve your best possible results:




• Vision and Commitment


• Fuel


• Sleep


• Physical Activity


• Nature





Each chapter will introduce you to the subject, provide you with scientific data and metrics, and help you begin implementing the findings in your own life through concrete tools and strategies.









CHAPTER ONE


Vision and Commitment


Many of you will have been drawn to this book because you feel overwhelmed. You may feel stressed by the constant demands of work or family obligations, or by the endless cycle of fear-inducing news, or by the unremitting pressure of having to present your best self to the world of social media. There are myriad reasons why you may feel pulled in different directions and uncentered, and why recovering the capacity to focus again might seem attractive. Life-saving, even. For me, the turning point came when I realized I wasn’t giving my family—all five of us, including myself—the presence we deserved. My kids shouldn’t have to say my name repeatedly just to be acknowledged, and my husband shouldn’t feel like he’s competing with my phone for my attention. This wasn’t the present family life I envisioned. I craved a deeper level of connecting, the kind that thrives when we truly hear, see, and hold space for the people we love. You will have your own experiences and wishes for bringing focus back into your life.


As we begin your journey, I’d like you to think for a moment about how you want your life to change when you can focus again. What does a life in which you can pay attention to anything you want look like for you? What will you choose to attend to, and what will you do with the extra time you create by minimizing distractions? I’m asking you to engage with the idea of visioning, picturing your ideal life and how you might feel living it. This may be difficult to contemplate amid the rush and chatter of the perpetual demands of your never-ending to-do list. Even the idea of thinking about it may seem like one more impossible task. It’s important, though, to attend to our visions—and to make a commitment to them. So many of us have lost the dreams we once held for the future as our lives have become weighed down with information, interruptions, and, though we may not know it, other people’s visions. This is one of the problems of not intentionally directing our attention—someone else is always happy to direct it for us.




This is one of the problems of not intentionally directing our attention—someone else is always happy to direct it for us.





From the moment we wake up, we are bombarded with messages, notifications, emails, advertising, news, and more news—and that is just coming at us through our phones, possibly before we have made it out of bed. Everywhere we look we are being told something, or sold something, and it’s hard to keep our heads above water. At work, much of our day (studies say a third of our time) is spent managing data, navigating emails, reacting to whatever comes our way. It can feel as if we’re being crushed in the process, that there’s no way out from underneath it all. With the onslaught of so much information, it’s almost impossible to create a plan for the day, or even the next hour, let alone the rest of our lives. If we ever try to think about the big picture, it seems too vast, too unwieldy, too abstract. We don’t have time for it, or the capacity to reflect, and we find it much easier to answer an email or respond to a text.


If we’re honest, do we really know what we long for anymore? Have we thought about it recently? Truly thought, from the core of our being? In a society that tells us what we want based on the vast amounts of personal data we willingly, if unknowingly, share, it is easy to lose sight of ourselves and our authentic needs. If we linger over an Instagram post, if we direct our attention to a Facebook ad, the algorithms take note and target us in the future based on our so-called preferences. Over 80 percent of Netflix viewing activity is decided not by people’s conscious choices but by algorithms—though most of us will argue that we are watching what we would have chosen anyway. Maybe you’ve heard people say, “They know me better than I know myself!” Ultimately, our choices narrow until we watch—or wear, or eat, or read—what we are told we want, and we unthinkingly accept it. How can we find a place for visions in this world where everything is curated for an algorithm-induced version of ourselves?


WHY WE NEED A VISION


When you hear the word “vision,” you may know immediately what your vision is for your life. Or it may be that you have never really considered this question and need to take some time to think about the path you want to take. You may be questioning the whole concept: why this is important and what it has to do with finding focus. See the following for examples where having a vision can help as you begin this journey.


Direction


Having a clear vision paints a picture of our desired outcome. A vision acts as our North Star, giving us a firm direction in an uncertain world, a way of shaping our lives instead of watching them happen to us. It helps to make things possible. It clarifies our priorities, enables us to make informed decisions, and keeps us focused on what truly matters. Many people believe they want to learn how to focus in today’s noisy and distraction-filled world so they can become more productive. But I invite you to question that assumption and to reframe what “productive” means to you. Does it mean sending more emails or logging more time at work? Or a social media post going viral? Or focusing on a hobby you’re passionate about? What is it that creates value in your life? By the end of the chapter, when you have named your vision, you’ll have a better understanding of what you really want.




A vision acts as our North Star, giving us a firm direction in an uncertain world, a way of shaping our lives instead of watching them happen to us.





Resilience


Obstacles are inevitable on any journey. A strong vision acts as a source of hope, reminding us of what we’re working toward and why it matters. It’s not just about knowing your goals; it’s about anchoring them to meaning. This mental anchor fuels resilience. When setbacks strike, a clear vision reminds us of the “why” behind our efforts. It becomes the internal nudge that pushes us forward, even when the path gets tough.


Commitment


Sometimes we can forget that the road toward our vision begins at our feet. Following that path requires commitment—or our vision will remain something distant and unapproachable instead of infusing our present. The daily work of commitment allows us to move with intention to where we want to be, building in increments over time, pushing through challenges, and strengthening our resolve when things are difficult. Changing habits is never easy. Vision ignites the spark of desire, but commitment fans it into a burning flame. It’s the force that keeps us digging in when motivation wanes. Verbalizing our visions adds another layer of power. By speaking them aloud, we solidify them in our minds, making them feel more achievable. This simple act becomes a powerful motivator, pushing us closer to the future we want.


Accountability


When we’re truly committed, we hold ourselves accountable for our actions and progress. We set milestones, track achievements, and adjust course as needed. This self-accountability ensures you stay on track, moving in the direction of your vision.


That’s easy to say, but harder to enact. How do we gently hold ourselves accountable and commit to our visions in the midst of the frantic nature of life? In a study on goal setting, participants were divided into five groups and instructed to work toward goals following different plans (including having neither goals nor a concrete plan, writing well-defined action plans, and sharing goals and plans with a friend). At the end of the study, data showed that writing down and committing to a goal made it much more likely that someone would achieve that goal. Sharing goals with others to create accountability and providing frequent progress updates were also important to success.


Summoning your vision and making a commitment in writing embeds it deeply in your mind. This is because of the “generation effect,” which means that we’re better able to remember material we’ve generated ourselves (such as through imagining it and writing about it) than we are to remember material we’ve only read. Thinking about your vision, creating an image of it in your mind, and then writing it down ensures that you will remember it.


Together, vision and commitment create synergy. They work in tandem in a powerful feedback loop. Your vision fuels your commitment, and your commitment strengthens your vision. This positive reinforcement cycle propels you closer to your goals with increasing momentum.


FINDING YOUR VISION


Sometimes, it can be hard to aim big because what you yearn for seems so unrealistic or impractical. I’ve found that people often downgrade their visions because they seem unattainable. But it’s always best to begin with your ideal. Your vision is your overarching dream, not the steps along the way.


Remember that visions are about how you want to feel rather than about things you’d like to accomplish or acquire. If you find yourself wishing for something specific, such as a new job or a romantic partner, try to dig deeper and uncover the underlying feelings. Perhaps you’re wishing you could find the courage to try something new, or you long to build deeper intimacy in relationships. One of my clients desperately wanted to run away from everything and live in Italy, and the idea presented itself every time she thought about her vision. She tried to banish it from her thoughts and come up with something else. It was unrealistic, she told me. It would never happen. But I suggested that she stay with the idea, as it came from her gut. Over time, as we worked together, she was able to peel back the layers and find what she truly wanted: to be more curious and more open to new ideas, people, and places. To focus her time on building these practices. Her image of Italy led her to a vision closer to home but no less life-affirming.




Remember that visions are about how you want to feel rather than about things you’d like to accomplish or acquire.





For some of us, it is easier to state what we don’t want than what we do want—and that is okay, if you can use your instincts to guide you toward a vision. Perhaps you are tired of feeling alone and want to be more connected. Or everything feels out of control and you’d like to experience calm. Ask yourself what is at the core of what you need.


If you’re struggling to discern your vision, you can find some helpful questions in Appendix B at the back of the book. The section for Day Two can guide you in the reflective work of naming your vision. It may take some time to think about your vision, and you may want to come back to this task over time. But don’t give up on it. It’s an important foundation for the rest of your focus work. The following chapters will be your daily reminders, your committed steps along the path toward your goal.




Focal Points


In this chapter we unpack the challenges of focus in today’s information-flooded world. We explore the power of crafting a vision, a guiding light that transcends mere productivity. Here are the key takeaways:




• Focus Famine: We’re bombarded with distractions, more than ever before, and this hinders our ability to concentrate.


• Vision’s Compass: A clear vision defines what matters most, propelling us forward.


• Beyond Productivity: Focus isn’t just about churning out tasks; it’s about aligning actions with personal values.


• The Power of Writing: Putting your vision on paper strengthens its hold and ignites commitment.


• Dream Big, Feel Deep: Don’t be afraid to dream audaciously and connect your vision to desired emotions.


• Find Your North Star: Take time to discover your vision, even if it starts with what you don’t want.















CHAPTER TWO


Fuel


In this chapter we will explore the importance of eating well to boost attention, looking at recent gains in the field of nutritional psychiatry that show how food affects the way our brains work, and ultimately our ability to think clearly. It may seem unconventional to consider what we eat as a foundational skill in recovering our focus, but I couldn’t neglect this important element. While I am not a certified nutritionist, I do take a holistic approach to mental health, and the science on this topic is unambiguous: Our diets have the capacity to alter our brain health, which in turn impacts the way we feel, think, and behave. Some foods and substances can damage brain cells and lower our cognitive ability while others help our brains work to their highest capability. By understanding the role that food can play in optimizing our minds and eating accordingly, we’ll address one of the root causes of our distracted lives.


We’ll look at the link between nutrition and our overall brain health, and you’ll find recommendations for specific foods and nutrients that you can add to your diet to support cognitive function and focus. With some foods, you may feel the immediate effects of mental clarity, but for the most part you’ll begin to reap the benefits over time as you introduce brain-boosting foods into each meal and it becomes a natural way of eating for you. Your individual experience of the benefits from brain-boosting foods depends on what changes you make and your baseline health. While some people feel energy and mood effects very quickly after making these changes, significant cognitive improvements like memory and focus typically take weeks to months with consistent effort. Aim for long-term investment in brain health through sustainable dietary changes, and don’t expect overnight miracles. One handful of blueberries isn’t going to change your life. As always when making changes that may affect your health, it’s best to talk with a health-care professional before introducing new foods or supplements into your diet.


As you start to think about the connection between what you eat and your ability to focus, you’re already taking the first step in breaking a harmful cycle that has us reaching for highly processed foods whenever we are exhausted or overwhelmed. And for many of us, that’s much of the time. These food choices—think pizza, pastries, and salty snacks—undermine our brains’ capacity to function well, keeping us stressed and unfocused, and even more likely to continue making poor dietary decisions. We’ve all had days or weeks when we haven’t been able to eat properly, when we’ve been on the road or stuck in a series of never-ending meetings. If you’re like me, during those times you probably ricocheted between feeling emotionally drained or constantly on edge. In becoming aware that our nutritional choices directly impact our brain health and mindful of what we are putting into our bodies, we can begin to move toward change.


An easy way to think about the impact of food on our mental health is to consider food as fuel. Just as your car performs best on premium fuel, so, too, does your brain. So what constitutes premium fuel for our brains?




Just as your car performs best on premium fuel, so, too, does your brain.





Ideally, we need to eat foods that help our brains operate at an optimal level and that protect them from damage and cognitive decline. In general, some of the best foods for overall brain health are those that are rich in antioxidants, that are anti-inflammatory, and that support the brain-gut connection.


ANTIOXIDANTS


Antioxidants are substances that help protect us from disease by keeping unstable free radical molecules in check. Free radicals can damage our brains and bodies and cause disease. They are created inside our bodies as a natural byproduct of metabolism, but we are also exposed to them through various environmental sources, including pollution and sunlight. Problems can occur when there are more free radicals than can be neutralized by antioxidants. This imbalance causes oxidative stress, which can result in brain cell damage leading to impaired brain function—and loss of focus.


One way to prevent this from happening is to load up on foods rich in antioxidants, including vitamins C and E, beta-carotene, lycopene, lutein, selenium, zinc, and polyphenols. Luckily, there are many foods to choose from, especially colorful fruits and vegetables, and the best way to ensure that you are eating your fill is to “eat the rainbow,” as we like to say in my house. Some of my favorite foods bursting with antioxidants include the following.


Berries


Just one cupful of berries will provide all the antioxidants you need in a day. Wild blueberries are antioxidant all-stars, but cultivated blueberries, cranberries, blackberries, raspberries, and strawberries have plenty, too. Eat them in season for the best prices, and try frozen and dried fruits at other times of the year. One study of over 16,000 people found that eating blueberries and strawberries was linked to slower mental aging by up to 2.5 years.



Fruit



There are so many delicious fruits to choose from, but these are all brimming with antioxidants: apples, red grapes, black plums, cherries, oranges, peaches, and mango. Try picking a different colored fruit to eat each day!


Leafy Greens


Kale, spinach, arugula, romaine lettuce, microgreens, collard greens, and bok choy are just a few of the greens that can protect your brain from damage and keep it functioning at its best. Throw them in salads, soups, or smoothies, or enjoy them as sides. Multiple research studies have shown that eating just one serving a day of leafy greens can slow the cognitive decline that comes with aging. Along with greens, you could add other powerful antioxidant options as well, such as broccoli, carrots, zucchini, eggplant, and asparagus.


Tomatoes


High in the antioxidants lycopene, lutein, and beta-carotene, tomatoes are easy to add to your diet whether raw, dried, or cooked. I love the abundance of red, orange, and yellow tomatoes at my local market.


OMEGA-3 FATTY ACIDS


Omega-3 fatty acids have been shown to support brain health by protecting neurons (nerve cells that send and receive messages to and from the brain) from inflammation and lowering the risk of cognitive decline. As our bodies cannot make them, we have to get them through dietary sources, and most of us need to consume more than we do. We also need to pay attention to omega-6 fatty acids and the ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 in our diet. Humans evolved eating them at a ratio of around 1 to 1, but most of us who consume a typical Western diet (think full-fat cheese, fried food, corn chips, and red meat) now eat them at a ratio of about 16 to 1. Over the years, omega-6 fatty acids have been demonized, as they can be pro-inflammatory in some cases, and we’ve been told to cut them from our diets. However, the science isn’t as simple as that. Our bodies need omega-6 as well as omega-3 fatty acids. Both contribute to important functions such as brain health, cell membrane structure, and hormone production, but excess omega-6s and insufficient omega-3s can tilt the balance toward chronic inflammation, which is linked to numerous diseases, including heart conditions, diabetes, and autoimmune disorders. To optimize our brain health, and our health in general, we need to pay attention to our intake of omega-6 fatty acids and increase our omega-3s.


Omega-3 fatty acids are present in a variety of foods and there are three main types: alpha-linolenic acid (ALA), docosahexaenoic acid (DHA), and eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA). ALA is found in fruits and vegetables and DHA and EPA can be obtained by eating marine plants and animals, particularly fish and shellfish.


Increase Your Omega-3 Fatty Acids


Here are some good ways to reach the daily recommended amount of 1,100 milligrams for women and 1,600 for men:




• Seafood: Try to have fatty fish several times a week, especially salmon, tuna, mackerel, herring, sardines, or anchovies. These other seafoods may not be quite as high in omega-3s but they will still provide benefits: seabass, oysters, sardines, tilapia, cod, and shellfish. While fish are a great source of omegas, some contain high levels of mercury. This can be harmful during pregnancy, for young children, and for those planning pregnancy. Limit certain fish types and speak to a health-care professional for more information.


• Grass-Fed Beef: Beef can be part of a well-balanced diet, and grass-fed beef has three to four times more omega-3s than beef from cows fed on grains—though it’s best to enjoy it in moderation, as it is still high in omega-6s.





Vegetarian Options include the following:




• Seaweed (including nori, kelp, kombu, wakame, dulse, and blue-green algae, such as spirulina and chlorella)


• Walnuts


• Natto (fermented soybeans)


• Chia seeds, hemp seeds, freshly ground flaxseed—experiment by adding them to cereal, yogurt, or smoothies


• Flaxseed oil—drizzle a little on your salad


• Omega-3-enriched eggs (produced by hens that are fed fish oil, chia seeds, and flax seeds)





Supplements


While it’s best to try to get your omega-3s from whole foods, if you’re struggling to reach the recommended daily levels, you can try supplements as well. There are plenty of fish oil, cod liver oil, krill oil, and algae oil supplements available. Always read labels carefully so you know exactly what you’re putting into your body and look for supplements that have been certified by a third-party testing organization.


Be Aware of Omega-6 Fatty Acids


As you raise the omega-3 levels in your diet, pay attention to the kinds of omega-6s that you’re eating, as not all omega-6 food sources are healthy options. You’re likely getting plenty of omega-6 in your diet already, and the key here is to maintain a balance with your intake of omega-3. While humans evolved for a 1:1 ratio, in the modern day it makes sense for us to try for the more achievable ratio of 4:1. For every four grams of omega-6, you’ll want to be aiming for one gram of omega-3.




• Switch your cooking oils. This is one way of reducing omega-6 levels if you think your diet has too much, though be aware that these oils can be a healthy source of omega-6. Sunflower, corn, soybean, grapeseed, and cottonseed oils contain the highest levels of omega-6 while coconut oil, avocado oil, and olive oil are relatively low in comparison.


• Reduce the amount of processed food (such as cookies and crackers) and fast and fried food that you eat. These foods are likely the culprit that tips your omega-6 to omega-3 ratio to an unhealthy level.





GUT-BRAIN CONNECTION


We used to think that the gut’s only purpose was its role in digestive processes. Recent scientific research, however, shows that it plays a much more complex role in the functioning of our bodies. It turns out that the trillions of bacteria living there—our gut microbiome—affect our physical, psychological, and cognitive health. The gut and brain are connected through the central nervous system and the enteric nervous system, a complex network of about 100 million neurons found in the lining of the gut and sometimes referred to as “a second brain.” The interplay between the microbiome, the gut, and the brain has emerged as a key to understanding the effects of nutrition on our cognitive and psychological well-being.


Multiple studies indicate a link between the microbes in our intestinal tract and our minds, including our mood, cognition, and memory. One study of more than 2,500 people found that specific gut microbiota were associated with depressive symptoms. A 2017 study published in the Journal of the International Neuropsychological Society found a direct link between gut microbiome composition and cognitive performance in older adults based on tests that assessed attention, learning, and memory. It has become clear that changes to the gut microbiome can alter brain chemistry and influence behavior.


Scientists have found that our gut microbiota contain between 300 and 500 species of bacteria, though the number can vary widely from person to person, and that the greater the diversity of our microbiomes, the better our overall health. Ever since I’ve become aware of the link between a healthy gut and a healthy brain, I’ve tried to eat in a way that helps my microbiome flourish. I’ve condensed the following main points of what I’ve learned.



Probiotics



When eaten, these live microbes can prevent harmful bacteria from colonizing the gut while encouraging the growth of health-promoting bacteria. They can be found in fermented foods like the following:




• Fermented dairy products, such as kefir and yogurt; look for products with live or active cultures and choose options with as little sugar as possible


• Sauerkraut


• Kimchi


• Pickles


• Fermented soy products, such as miso, tempeh, and natto


• Kombucha, a fermented tea drink; try to limit added sugars and be aware that the natural fermentation process produces trace amounts of alcohol


• Some cheeses, such as cheddar, mozzarella, gouda, and cottage cheese





Prebiotics


The microorganisms in the gut need prebiotics to survive. When we eat them, in the form of high-fiber foods, they pass, mostly undigested, to the large intestine, where they are metabolized and broken down into other compounds that maintain gut health. We can create a lot of friendly gut bacteria by eating the fiber found in a wide range of foods, including the following:




• Garlic, onions, leeks, asparagus, chicory, jicama, onions, cabbage, dandelion greens, Jerusalem artichokes, and shallots


• Chickpeas, lentils, kidney beans, and soybeans


• Whole grains, such as oats, barley, rye, wheat, and corn


• Fruits like bananas, apples, berries, grapefruits, and watermelon


• Almonds, pistachios, cashews, flax, and other nuts and seeds





Although you may be tempted to reach for probiotic or prebiotic supplements, it is not always a good idea. Some research has shown that supplementation can disrupt bacteria in the gut and lead to lower microbe diversity. Probiotic supplement brands vary in quality and potency, so be sure to speak to a knowledgeable resource if you are considering supplementing. The most beneficial way to support your gut is by eating a wide variety of fermented and high-fiber foods.
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