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To my husband, Jonathan, because geeking
out together is worlds more fun









Introduction


Let’s talk about the unpredictability of your days. See if this sounds familiar: Sometimes you feel witty, sharp, and on top of things. Ideas just flow. But other days, you struggle to keep up, you’re mentally foggy and a little slow on the uptake. You find yourself wishing that people would repeat themselves. It doesn’t matter how smart you are or how big your paycheck is; we all have those days.


Or consider your productivity: Some days your work glides seamlessly from the moment you sit down at your keyboard, fingers flying, priorities crystal clear, phone (mostly) easy to ignore. Other days you just can’t get started and you’re not sure why. You feel blunt, ineffective. You watch the hours disappearing, but you’re stuck and just can’t get motivated.


You feel the difference in your relationships, too. Sometimes you and your partner are in sync, and you know exactly what to do when your partner is stressed. Other times, no matter what you say, it’s the wrong thing, and you find yourself tiptoeing, wishing you could find the right words.


You don’t need to be at your best every single day, thank goodness, but it sure would be nice if being high functioning could feel, to some extent, more within your control.


With this book, it can be. In these pages, I will give you tools so that you can be “on” when you most need to be. At work, at home, and everywhere in between.


Your brain happens to be the most powerful tool you’ll ever own. It’s with you everywhere you go, but unfortunately, it didn’t come with a user’s guide.


Until now.


Say hello to the book that will help you make the most of the brain you’ve got.


The User’s Guide You’ve Been Missing


The way I see it, there are basically two ways to think about your brain:




1. It serves you incredibly well; or


2. It could serve you better. (In some cases, that might feel like an understatement.)





Most people I know, myself included, are in the latter camp. We wish our brains worked better. Some of my younger female friends complain about “pregnancy brain”—the memory loss and brain fog that many women experience before their babies are born.1 My older friends, regardless of gender, shake their heads and bemoan the fact that they’re just not as mentally sharp as they used to be. All too often, they say, they’ll walk purposively into a room and then stop, thinking, Wait, why am I here again?


Even people who don’t have maternity or age working against them still have their sacred little wish list when it comes to how their brains function. They wish they could focus better, make tough decisions with more confidence, or feel less aggravated by life’s little assaults. If you’re seventeen or eighteen years old, you might feel like you could solve the world’s problems if someone just gave you a chance. But the rest of us? We’ve at least been given a chance to solve some kind of problem and we’re doing okay, thankfully, but deep down we know we could do better. We’ve got this nagging feeling that something is missing, that our truest potential hasn’t been unlocked.


I’m here to help you unlock your full potential.


Or, if I’m a little more honest and a lot more modest, neuroscience is here to unlock your full potential, and I’m here to be your guide. I’ll wade through the research, translate the most promising findings, and explain it in ways you will not only understand, but about which you can get excited.


Some of you are probably armchair neuroscientists and will want all the specific details I could provide and more. You are my people.


But I also know what’s it’s like to have your eyes glaze over when a scientist geeks out. That’s why I’ll strive to translate the science clearly so that you feel you can use it immediately, and I’ll try to keep my geek-outs to a minimum. (But the thing is: I believe that becoming smarter and more productive by simply investing 5 to 20 minutes of your day is something to seriously geek out about!)


I’ll also teach you more about how your brain works. I find almost everyone perks up a little when they learn some juicy bit of brain science, as long as the information is clear, approachable, and useful.


What perhaps excites me most is that you can do something no neurosurgeon, no matter how talented, can currently do. You can give yourself a better brain. You can actually add gray matter with some of the practices in this book.


Throughout this book, I’ll be translating rigorous research into practical strategies, but when you’re feeling skeptical (and chances are you will from time to time), I’ll do my best to persuade you. I won’t cheerlead—no miniskirts or megaphones—but I can, and will, empathize. I too felt skeptical several times as I read some of the strategies I’m about to describe. But I nonetheless tried those approaches that felt just a little too weird to work. And if they’re included in this book, it means I found they made a difference.


If You’re Looking for Neuroscience 101 …


I like truth in advertising, so just to be clear, this isn’t Neuroscience 101. Maybe you’re going to stop reading now, and that’s fine, no hurt feelings.


What’s the difference? First and foremost, in a Neuroscience 101 course, you’d learn the names of at least 50 brain areas. (Trust me, I’ve taught Introduction to Cognitive Neuroscience, and it takes many flash cards to keep everything straight.) Here, though, I’m going to focus on about a dozen areas, those fascinating brain regions that are crucial to being brilliant and effective and to being a caring, decent human being in life in general. If you know about these brain areas, you’ll not only feel sharper but also be able to talk intelligently about how you learn, remember, make decisions, pay attention, show empathy, avoid bias, and cope with stress.


I’ll also be simplifying the story. Whereas a Neuroscience 101 course would offer a War and Peace version of the different brain areas, I’ll basically be giving you the CliffsNotes. Take anxiety, for example. When you feel anxious and strive to cope with that anxiety, there are at least eleven different brain areas involved in that process.2 Describing them becomes pages and pages to wade through (and reading it might inadvertently stimulate those anxiety-sensitive regions). To simplify each chapter and topic, I’ll zero in on one or two brain areas that play a particularly important role. I’ll aim to keep the neuroscience short, sweet, and to the point, and I promise not to overload you with terms you’ll wonder why you ever learned.


In this book, you’ll also be getting something that you don’t get in most lecture halls. Toolkits. At the end of each chapter, you’ll have a fun “Try this” list consisting of practical strategies that have been given the thumbs-up by scientists. Most of these strategies are free, but if you like using apps to guide your progress, I’ll describe what to look for in an app and what to avoid. My goal here is to offer you serious science, filtered for practicality.


As you’ll soon see, some chapters have several strategies (for example, there are five strategies for improving your creativity in chapter 2) whereas others only have a few (there are only two strategies for feeling more empathy in chapter 8). It’s not that empathy is less important than creativity. Rather, it’s that empathy is a more nuanced topic and there are several popular misunderstandings about it, so I’ll spend a little more time distinguishing what works from what doesn’t and why. I want you to be smarter than the average bear, and I don’t want you to pursue an unproductive strategy or naively assume that any hack that’s trending is the way to go.


I’ve also included two things that I love in this book that I wouldn’t put in most university courses. First, I’m all about myth-busting, so several chapters have a “What Doesn’t Work” section in which I dispel a popular strategy that, frankly, science doesn’t support. Second, I want this book to help as many people as possible, so some chapters have a quick sidebar titled “Does Age Matter?” When I find solid science revealing a better strategy for adults over age sixty, I’ll include it.


Finally, there’s one last important way this book differs from Neuroscience 101. In a university course, the professor would assume that you’re devoting several hours to reading and studying the material every single week. That is not an assumption I will make. If anything, I’m hoping you’ll take 15 minutes to do a little research of your own, but it’s not necessary. I’m assuming that you’re squeezing this book into your very busy lifestyle, reading bits on the bus, over lunch, right before bed, whenever you can, hoping to find new tactics you can fit into your schedule. With the busiest version of you in mind, I’ve also tried to provide at least one strategy in every chapter that takes 10 minutes a day or less to implement. There are plenty. If you find yourself with even less time, check out the Appendix at the back of the book. It tells you where to find the quickest strategies.


Are We There Yet?


Every book has its origin story. This one started over thirty years ago.


When I began graduate school in the early 1990s, my goal was to apply neuroscience to real-world problems. Specifically, I wanted to know whether, with practice, people could become more skilled at multitasking. (The science examining multitasking was very new back then, and we didn’t even call it that—we called it “task switching,” a much less sexy phrase, but ultimately, a more accurate one.) I also wanted to know which areas of the brain were involved in multitasking. If someone became better at multitasking, were they drawing upon different brain regions or were they using the same ones they always had, just more efficiently?


The science wasn’t there yet. Not even close. As a grad student, I would sit at the back of a dark classroom, hands wrapped around a cup of instant General Foods International Coffee to keep me warm and awake, while a researcher clicked through their monotonous PowerPoint slides of what was evidently cutting-edge research. I remember one scientist describing, in a particularly dull presentation, how his team had flashed the image of a black-and-white checkerboard repeatedly at test subjects to see how their visual cortices, the part of the brain responsible for vision, would light up. Flashing black-and-white checkerboards while someone passively lies in a brain scanner, daydreaming, was considered state-of-the art research? Why weren’t scientists asking the important, practical questions that could help people improve their lives?


But back then, neuroscience simply wasn’t ready for practical applications. The most practical discoveries of that era, such as how to use cognitive behavioral therapy to help people cope with trauma, were being made by traditional psychologists who were using well-established research methods. But the discoveries being made by psychologists using neuroimaging? Their insights were more like forehead slaps. These scientists were coming to brilliant conclusions like, “We need to tell women not to wear underwire bras into a room with a giant magnet.” (I wish I was kidding.)


I think of it this way: Neuroscientists who were figuring out functional neuroimaging technology in the early 1990s were somewhat akin to the Wright brothers establishing airplane technology in the early 1900s. They were innovating, of course, but they were taking baby steps. They needed to prove you could trust the technology, that it was not only safe but highly reliable, and they needed to show that you could achieve the same fundamental results not once or twice but a hundred times.


But I wasn’t interested in the fundamentals. Whereas most neuroscientists were just making sure they could get the plane off the ground, I was asking how many bags I could check. I’m not saying I was precocious. Hardly. Just practical and, well, a tad impatient.


So I focused on teaching instead, where I discovered that I loved making hard concepts easier to understand. I became an assistant professor, I taught neuroscience courses, and although I dabbled in some testosterone research, I largely set aside my desire to do practical neuroscience research. About a decade later, in the early 2000s, I returned to it. At that point, I had become passionate about education. Some of my colleagues and I were brainstorming a grant proposal for the National Science Foundation about finding the best way to apply neuroscience to everyday classroom education. We realized that our proposal needed more gravitas, so I approached a prominent neuroscientist I knew, one of the best in his field, and asked if he’d like to join us. His response was essentially, “Applying neuroscience to education? Too soon. We don’t know enough yet.”


Again, I set aside my neuroscience interests for more practical pursuits and focused on helping good professors become students’ favorite professors. I loved my work. I published a few books applying traditional psychology research to everyday problems and largely forgot about my neuroscience ambitions.


And then one day in early 2021, I stumbled upon the Huberman Lab podcast. Dr. Andrew Huberman is an associate professor of neurobiology at Stanford who takes complex, high-level concepts in neuroscience and translates them to everyday use, which is exactly what I’d always been looking for. As I listened to him apply neuroscience to everyday challenges, I realized the science had finally arrived. (I want to acknowledge that Huberman has been criticized for certain issues, some personal and some professional, but the discovery of his podcast remains a lightbulb moment for me.) I dove headfirst into the research literature to catch up, and this book is the culmination of the best of that research.


Becoming Sharper and Taking Shortcuts


As you read this book and start using some of the strategies we discuss, you’re bound to become a sharper version of yourself. Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary defines the word “sharp” as “keen in intellect, perception, and attention.” That’s what I want for you. On days you’re feeling sharp, you think more quickly, and you solve problems more easily. You focus like a concert pianist. You’re not dull or slow when you’re sharp, but you’re also not thrashing about, fruitlessly trying things that don’t work. You’re the most effective version of yourself. With the help of this book, you’ll not only recognize those moments when you’re not living up to your fullest potential but you’ll know how to dial up specific abilities so you can perform at your best.


This book is a valuable resource, yes, but your principal resource—already at your disposal—is, quite simply put, your brain. And realizing that you have the resource you need most makes all the difference. As you’ll see in chapter 13, a stressful situation feels more threatening when you don’t think you have sufficient resources to cope. A hard feedback meeting with your manager, for instance, or a presentation in front of a roomful of people, can be incredibly intimidating when you feel you don’t have what you need to succeed.


It probably feels like the resources you need in that moment are more time or support (or maybe a crash course in public speaking?), and sure, they could help, but the amount of time and support you receive is often outside your control. What is largely within your control and at your disposal? Your brilliant brain. As you read this book, you’ll become more confident and less stressed because you’ll know exactly what to try before you walk into that meeting or up to that podium. Obviously, you use your brain all the time, but compared to how you could use it, chances are it’s an underutilized resource.


Let’s clarify something up front. I’m not claiming that you only use 10% of your brain. That’s a very popular misconception—more than 1 out of every 3 individuals worldwide believes that misleading notion is true—but it’s completely inaccurate.3 As one neuroscientist at Mayo Clinic observed, “Evidence would show that over a day you use 100% of your brain.”4 Even when you’re simply relaxing and letting your mind drift, you use much more than 10%, and when you’re solving hard problems, neuroimaging would reveal that many brain regions fire up. We also know we use our whole brains because when people have damage to even a small region of their brain, they often have debilitating impairments, and that wouldn’t happen if 90% of your brain was just sitting around, underutilized. (If your mum, for instance, suddenly showed signs that she was having a stroke at dinner, you wouldn’t shrug and say, “It’s okay, Mum. Finish eating your lasagna. If you are having a stroke, chances are it will be in the 90% of your brain that you don’t use.”)


So when I say that this book will help you use your brain to its fullest potential, I mean you’ll be tapping into areas that you already use but could use more efficiently or effectively. You can be sharper. I love a good analogy, and I think a driving one works here: Basically, I’m going to teach you how to take shortcuts. Imagine that you’re driving to a destination you already know. You get in your car and go. You operate intuitively and on autopilot. You take the most familiar route, the one that is routine. Yet one day, there’s construction, and you curse how ridiculously long that route, one that normally works, is taking you.


With a little prep work, however, you could have avoided that frustration. If you had checked your favorite driving or mapping app before leaving home, say, you might have discovered there was a faster, more pleasant way.


Likewise, when you’re trying to reach a solution at work or at home, you’ll often do what you’ve tried before. And it works. Sort of. You activate the same brain regions in the same ways you always do, completely unaware that those areas may already be overloaded, and that there might be a better way.


Imagine, for example, that you’re about to go to an important meeting where you’ll be in a room full of new people whose names and faces you’re going to want to remember. You could use whatever intuitive memory strategy has worked for you in the past, even though historically you’ve only been able to memorize the names of three or four people before they all begin to blur. And that’s when you’re relaxed! You’re far from relaxed right now, though, because you’ll be giving a presentation to this group, and your brain is in a highly overloaded, congested state. But you don’t know another memory strategy, so you cross your fingers and use the same tactic you’ve always employed.


I can offer some surprising tools to help you remember those names (chapter 6) and deal with the stress you’re feeling (chapter 13) based on the brain science of memory and what we know about strategies for reducing stress hormones. Once you know these strategies, you’ll find it easier to both remember the names and manage your stress. Predictability and improved performance when you need them most? Check. Plus, you’ll have some new tools you can use even when your stress isn’t high. You’ll become a little sharper with each and every chapter.


There will be times when I offer a strategy that is backed by solid psychology research, so we know it works, but neuroscientists haven’t pinpointed how it works in the brain just yet. I include these gems because they can help you, the social science is solid, and I believe the brain science will soon follow.


The Question on Everyone’s Mind


As you read each chapter, your first question will probably be whether you have to exactly follow the protocol I’m describing. For instance, if the advice is to meditate for 13 minutes, would 10 minutes be enough? How about 5 minutes? Will we get the same benefits? If being sharper is all about taking shortcuts, you might find yourself asking, “Is there an even shorter shortcut?”


I often found myself wondering about these kinds of things, and whenever possible, I’ll provide information about other protocols researchers have tested. But the reality is that most researchers don’t try several variations. They want to see significant results, and if they aren’t expecting there to be a huge difference between 10 minutes of an activity versus 13 minutes, they won’t waste their time and resources testing that difference.


My suggestion would be to aim for the suggested protocol but don’t beat yourself up if you don’t follow it to a T. The goal here is progress, not perfection. Take meditation, for example, which we’ll discuss later. If you go from hardly ever meditating to meditating 5 minutes a day and you can keep that up for three weeks, I suspect you’ll see at least some of the promised benefits. Plus you’ll learn a lot about yourself in the process. You’ll learn, for instance, whether a meditation practice is something you want to make more room for in your life or if your time is better spent on other changes.


I hope that your mindset as you read this book will be that you’re experimenting with yourself. Try something and pay attention to whether you see a change you like. I’ve tested almost every single strategy I’m going to present to you, and over the course of a year, I’ve become more resilient in difficult situations, more focused and productive, and a lot better at managing stress. I went from sleeping 7 hours a night to almost 8 hours, largely because my stress levels are lower. I spend less time working and accomplish just as much.


It’s important to clarify that I’m a scientist, however, not a medical professional, and the information provided in this book is not medical advice. It’s a resource for educational purposes. Everyone’s individual health needs are unique, and it’s crucial to consult with a qualified healthcare professional before you make significant lifestyle changes. I’ll offer research, inspiration, guidance, and, as promised, a little persuasion, but please, prioritize your health and safety by seeking professional medical advice when needed.


And just in case you’re wondering, I have no financial relationships to any of the apps or supplements I recommend. No one has asked me to promote them. I stumbled upon these through my own rigorous research, and I hope they help you the same way they’ve helped many others.


Let the Fun Begin!


This book is organized into two parts. The first part is about being mentally sharper at work. Nine chapters will take you through everything from starting a project to handling a Q&A when you present that project. The second part of the book applies similar principles to your personal life. That’s where you’ll learn how to tackle big challenges such as making better life decisions, managing chronic stress, improving your health, and supporting your partner. (I thought about addressing sleep, but Matthew Walker’s book Why We Sleep is so thorough, I wasn’t sure what I could add. I strive to write what most needs to be written.)


Although I’ve organized the book into the personal and the professional, most of the strategies you’re about to learn can be used for any part of your life. For example, the chapter on getting motivated is in the section on thriving at work. But if you’re like me and dread filing your income taxes every year and put it off longer than you should, please take the wisdom from that chapter and apply it to organizing your home and personal life.


This book is a true “choose your own adventure.” Read it cover-to-cover or jump around, picking whichever topics will help you most right now. There are some concepts (like the function of dopamine) and practices (like exercise) that are talked about in multiple chapters, so I’ve indicated which other chapters to check out if you want to learn more. If there’s ever a strategy that feels too woo-woo for you, skip ahead to the next section and find something that’s more your speed. Make this book your own.


My hope is that if I ever happen to meet you and you show me your copy of this book, you’ll have filled it with colorful Post-it notes or you’ll have dog-eared so many pages that it’s twice its original thickness. I can honestly say that I had fun writing this for you and I hope you’ll have even more fun changing your life with it.


Let’s go discover the keenest, sharpest version of you!









THRIVE


9-to-5




Let’s start by improving your work life. On average, most of us spend one-third of our adult lives at work, potentially doing tasks we didn’t choose or don’t feel we do well. At least, not yet.


Small changes grounded in neuroscience can make hard days much easier, and they just might turn good days into phenomenally productive ones. We’ll start with some tools for getting started on a project, then we’ll move to approaches for doing your best work, and we’ll wrap up by looking at how you can be a better colleague.
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GET STARTED
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CHAPTER 1





Get Focused


It’s Monday. Worse yet, it’s 3:45 p.m. on Monday, and you still haven’t started on your most important project for the day. Where did the time go? You’d blocked off this afternoon to work on it, but you’re finding it hard to focus. First your phone interrupted you, then your colleagues, then your manager, then your phone again. It’s felt like a parade of distraction (but unfortunately, there weren’t any clowns throwing candy).


Should you even try to work on that task this late or should you just leave it until tomorrow morning, when you can start fresh?


First of all, don’t kick yourself, especially if your phone is your major distraction. Social media and marketing companies spend billions of dollars every year to figure out how to keep your eyeballs away from your work. Simply having good intentions to ignore your phone from nine to five is like bringing a knife to a gunfight. You’re going to lose.


You need more than good intentions and an open block on your calendar to get your most important work done. You need strategies for focus.


As for whether you should wait until tomorrow, the first thing to ask yourself is this: Are you more of a morning person or a night owl? Yes, psychologists have found there really are two types of people, and if you’re a true night owl, your mind is more likely to wander in the mornings.1 If you’re a night owl, keep your afternoons or evenings free for your most important focus time. If you’re a morning person, block off the first hours of your day. But if you want to dial up your focus any time of day (or you simply don’t have the scheduling luxury of choosing between the two, like many parents, say, whose evenings are chock-full of family duties), neuroscience has got your back.




WHAT DOESN’T WORK


The neuroscience is clear on one thing you shouldn’t do: multitask. Don’t start your most important work, then toggle back and forth between it and your email. It’s tempting, but terrible. It might feel like you’re accomplishing two things simultaneously—look at you go!—but the reality is that “multitasking” is a misnomer. You’re actually just switching back and forth between tasks, and switching has a cost. A big one.


As I previously mentioned, at one time I wanted to study the neuroscience of multitasking in grad school. After conducting research on it, though, I quickly learned that not only is multitasking ineffective but it can actually damage the quality of your work. Neuroscientists have found that when people switch back and forth between their main task and a side task, they have reduced brain activity for the main task and, as a result, they start making more mistakes. Many more. In one classic study of multitasking, brain activity dropped by a whopping 37% for the main task while mistakes went up by 47%.2 So instead of making five or six mistakes as you work through your most important task of the day (which is already, I’m sure, more than you want to make), you’ll make eight or nine mistakes. It’s a huge handicap. When you finish, you’ll probably be frustrated that it’s not your best work, and you’ll likely have to spend more time correcting those mistakes later.


Worse yet, if you multitask a lot, you’ll find it even harder to focus in general. A team at Stanford has found that individuals who admit that they do a lot of multitasking have more frequent lapses in attention, even when they’re seemingly focused on one thing.3 They blank out for a second or two in meetings and in conversations, like we all can do from time to time, but they do it a lot. And they’re more forgetful than their peers, perhaps because their attention more frequently lapses at key moments. If you’re someone who is constantly checking your phone or email, you’re likely making it harder to concentrate when you really need to.


Admittedly, neuroscientists haven’t yet determined which came first—do people who already struggle with frequent lapses in attention turn to multitasking because their attention won’t stay put, or does multitasking cause more frequent lapses in attention? Time and more research will tell. But if you need laser-like focus, you probably don’t want to be the guinea pig.


Perhaps you’re thinking, But I’m really good at multitasking, better than most people! If that’s the case, please try this quick test. Start a timer and see how long it takes you to recite the alphabet out loud from A to N. Check the number of seconds and jot it down. Start a timer again and see how long it takes you to count from 1 to 14 out loud. Write that down as well and add it to whatever you got for the alphabet. That’s your total time.


Now start a timer and alternate between saying a letter and saying a number, going from A to N and 1 to 14. So it’s A1, then B2, etc.


Go.


How did you do? If multitasking was as easy as doing the two tasks individually, then your total time for reciting the alphabet and counting should be the same as alternating between the two (A1, B2, etc.).


Chances are the two aren’t even close. Even if you’re “really good” at multitasking, it probably took you twice as long to alternate back and forth—for most people it takes at least three times longer, plus they make mistakes they don’t make when they do each task separately.


So even if you are really good, you’d still be faster if you completed one task and then switched gears. Many of us think we’re excellent at multitasking and have no idea how much slower we’ve become.4


You might be thinking, “I can’t just ignore Slack and email. My manager might ask an important question and need an immediate reply.” To sidestep this, you could preemptively post an auto-reply like, “Doing focus work, available again at 4:00” or ask your manager how they’d like to be notified when you’re doing your most important focus work. Most managers will appreciate protected focus time, especially for work they too prioritize, as long as you’re available at predictable times.


Perhaps you’re like me and your greatest distraction is your computer. It’s painful that the one tool that helps me the most also hurts me the most. If that’s the case, then a focusing app might be your new best friend (or at least your new productivity buddy). A good focusing app will block websites and apps, has a timer or scheduling option, and should be a little cumbersome to disable. You can set it to run from 3:00 to 5:00 p.m., let’s say, or whenever your best time might be. And, if you’re someone who finds yourself being pulled back into your work at all hours, you could also use a focusing app to block Slack (or whatever the messaging app du jour might be) once your workday is done. Three of the top reviewed focusing apps that meet my criteria are Freedom, Cold Turkey, and Focus Bear. They take a little time to set up initially, but according to most users, the productivity you gain is well worth it.





What Works


1. Tetley over Costa: Drink Tea


Around 80% of the world’s population consumes caffeine every day, and if you’re among them, you already know that it perks you up.5 Just one cup can snap you out of your morning fog or help you resist the gravitational pull of a post-lunch nap.


But not every cup of caffeine is created equal. When it comes to focus, tea is better than coffee (sorry, latte lovers!). Tea is more effective because it contains an amino acid called l-theanine. Any type of caffeine can improve attention and suppress sleepiness, but if you are really struggling with distractions, what you may need is the one-two punch of caffeine plus l-theanine. Researchers find that caffeine alone increases alertness but caffeine combined with l-theanine allows people to resist distractions and perform tasks faster.6 It’s you, but a more focused version of you.


Caffeine plus l-theanine is especially helpful when you need to toggle between tasks. I know I just said that multitasking is bad news, but the reality of our current work culture is that there are times when you simply can’t avoid it. You may have to pivot from your most pressing task to answer two urgent emails, but if your body has enough l-theanine, you’ll be able to dive back into your important work more quickly. (As you can see, l-theanine seems to do it all when it comes to boosting focus.)


There’s another added benefit to l-theanine: It makes you calm. People often comment that when they drink a lot of coffee they feel jittery, but when they drink a lot of tea, they feel alert but smooth. That’s the l-theanine. L-theanine reduces anxiety and stress levels.7 If you have trouble falling asleep at night because your mind is racing, your doctor may recommend taking l-theanine before bed. But don’t worry, taking a little l-theanine at 3:00 p.m. won’t knock you out. It’s not a sedative, it just produces calming effects on the brain and nervous system, counteracting some of the less pleasant side effects of caffeine.


How does l-theanine plus caffeine lead to better focus? Neuroscientists are still asking that question, but one promising finding is that this potent chemical combo reduces activity in what’s called the “default mode network” of the brain.8


The default mode network is a network of roughly 10 different areas spread throughout the brain.9 Neuroscientists noticed that when participants were in a brain scanner but didn’t have anything to do or focus on, this combination of regions would consistently light up. It seems to be the pattern of activity that your brain defaults to when you’re awake but waiting, much like when your car is idling. At first, researchers thought that when the default mode network lit up, it basically meant your brain wasn’t doing much.


Since then, though, researchers have learned that this network tends to be highly active when your mind is wandering (which is why it lit up when people had nothing to do). Caffeine plus l-theanine reduces mind wandering. By reducing activity in the default mode network, caffeine plus l-theanine stops your brain from being drawn to pursue every new thought that pops into consciousness. It helps you focus on whatever you prioritize.


Different teas vary widely in how much l-theanine they contain, but black, green, and white tea all contain some.10 (You might have heard that green tea contains more l-theanine than black, but lab testing reveals it depends on the brand.) Testing also reveals you can control how much l-theanine you coax from tea. Letting tea steep longer raises the l-theanine levels, whereas adding a lot of dairy milk reduces it.11 Green tea does have other health benefits, such as reducing your risk of cardiovascular disease and cancer, so if you can enjoy green tea, you’ll get the biggest bang for your buck.12


If you love iced coffee but iced tea has no appeal, try taking an l-theanine supplement with your coffee right before you need to focus. Sixty to one hundred milligrams of l-theanine is the dose researchers use to improve speed and attention. (More l-theanine, however, isn’t necessarily better. Taking two hundred mg or more of l-theanine in one sitting could make you sleepy, the exact opposite of what you want.)


It’s not like turning on a light switch, though, so don’t expect the effects to be instantaneous. The caffeine and l-theanine take a little time to get into your bloodstream. Take your tea (or caffeinated drink plus l-theanine supplement), and you should see your focus improve within 25 to 30 minutes, with the benefits lasting at least another 60 to 75 minutes. By then, you should hopefully be deep enough into your task that you won’t need additional help.


2. Grab Your Headphones


Let’s say it’s after 3:00 p.m. and you know that if you have even a sip of caffeine at this time of day, you’ll be staring at the ceiling late tonight, wide awake, cursing that green tea and Therese Huston along with it. There must be another way to focus without forgoing sleep. Or perhaps you’re thinking that you can’t wait 30 minutes—you really do need to get going now (or better yet, an hour ago).


The next strategy comes straight from the archives of the weird, but after reading the research, I’ve tried it many times and it consistently zips up my focus immediately. You’re going to listen to something called binaural beats. If you’re an etymology buff, you’re already guessing this word refers to two sounds or two ears (binary + aural), and in both cases, you’d be correct.


Here’s the idea: You put on headphones or earbuds and listen to two different tones played simultaneously. One ear hears a tone at one frequency while your other ear listens to a sound that’s at a slightly lower frequency. It might seem like it should be annoying to hear two different tones played simultaneously, but surprisingly, it’s not. Your brain automatically subtracts one tone from the other and what you actually hear is a third tone that’s the difference between the two. So if one ear is listening to a tone at 450 hertz (Hz) and the other is listening to a tone at 410 Hz, the resulting tone is 40 Hz (450–410 = 40).13


The experience? It’s like listening to a steady humming noise, like a machine in the background. It’s not particularly catchy or interesting, which is a good thing, because you don’t want it to distract you.


Instead of grabbing your attention, the sound should allow you to direct your focus where you want it. Scientists are finding that listening to binaural beats has a variety of cognitive benefits, and one of the most consistent is that it helps people create a spotlight of attention. When these beats are playing, people find it easier to move their attentional spotlight where they want it while distractions fade into the background. So you should be less tempted by your Amazon cart and Slack channels, and your mind shouldn’t wander as much.14



Finding Your Optimal Beat


As with many other findings in this book, scientists are clear that binaural beats help focus attention, but they are less clear on precisely why this works. The current hypothesis is that these beats do something called “entraining” the brain. Entraining basically means that you’re synchronizing brain waves so that neurons fire at the same frequency. Neurons in your cerebral cortex can fire at different frequencies or tempos, as slow as 0.5 Hz (or half a cycle per second) and as fast as about 90 or 100 Hz (or 90 to 100 cycles per second).15 Frequency corresponds, roughly, to the intensity of cognitive activity, so if your brain is firing around 1 Hz, you’re in deep sleep.16 Those super-slow oscillations are called delta waves. If your brain is firing at 35 Hz or more, in contrast, those fast oscillations are called gamma waves, and you’re doing heavy mental lifting. At around 35–40 Hz, you’re problem-solving, you’re concentrating, you’re doing what you came here to do. So when you want to focus, you ideally want your brain to be firing at 35–40 Hz.


Binaural beats help achieve that optimal firing frequency. Neuroscientists use electroencephalography tests, or EEGs, to measure what binaural beats do to the brain, and they often find that the brain will quickly fall in step with the frequencies of the tones being presented. (If you’ve ever seen a movie in which a character is wearing what looks like a Medusa swimming cap with dozens of wires snaking out of it, that person was hooked up to an EEG machine.) So if you are presented with two tones and the difference between those tones is 35–40 Hz, you’re basically tuning your brain into its optimal focus frequency. It might seem as though it would be simpler to just present a single tone at 35 Hz—then you wouldn’t need headphones and you could even create high-focus environments, perhaps by playing that 35 Hz tone in the background of a meeting to get everyone to focus up. But one tone doesn’t work. In fact, one study found that a single tone, even at 40 Hz, made people more susceptible to distraction, not less.17 Something about the subtraction that the brain does with the two tones is crucial to the efficacy.


You can find binaural beats by either downloading an app or doing a quick YouTube search. You’ll find that almost all apps (and many YouTube recordings) offer background music and nature sounds while the binaural beats hum in the background. You might enjoy the music, but if you’re trying this for the first time, go with pure tones and no music because pure tones have been more rigorously tested. Remember, you’re trying to focus on your most important task, not the music. (You can always try it with music later to see if that’s your preference.)


One thing to bear in mind with this strategy is that the numbers matter. Here are two guidelines:




• To focus your attention, you want to tap into what’s called the gamma frequency.18 To do that, look for binaural beats at 40 Hz. Studies that use binaural beats at less than 40 Hz are hit-or-miss—sometimes they improve concentration, sometimes they don’t. It’s not that higher is always better, but 40 Hz appears to be the sweet spot.


• Find the duration that’s right for you to put you in your focused zone. Set a timer so that you listen to the binaural beats for 15–25 minutes, then turn them off. Trust me—longer isn’t necessarily better. Sometimes when I start an hourlong binaural beats recording, I find that I am successfully focused and lost in the work, and then suddenly I feel the slightest bit queasy. When I pause the recording, I often discover that it’s been on for 25 to 30 minutes. But by then, I’m fully focused on my work, so I keep the beats turned off. Incidentally, the queasiness stops as soon as the sound does.





If the first recording you try doesn’t work for you, try another. I found that listening to one particular YouTube recording at 40 Hz was perfect for me, but another grated on my nerves. I can’t explain the difference, but I will say that you should try a few before giving up. And play with the volume, too. You want to be able to hear it, of course, but personally, I play it more quietly than I would play music.




DOES AGE MATTER?


There’s good news and there’s bad news when it comes to aging and one’s ability to focus. The good news is that our minds wander less as we age, so we are less likely to zing from one random thought to the next.19 When you’re working on something, your own thoughts are probably less of a distraction than they used to be, which means you have the potential for incredible focus.


The bad news? Although your internal world becomes less distracting as you age, the outside world becomes more distracting than ever. Your ability to focus peaks sometime in your early thirties to early forties and then begins to slowly decline, but you’ll probably notice the biggest change in your sixties.20 Between age sixty and seventy, a sharp change occurs for many. It’s as though distractions in the outside world hijack your attention all the time.


See if this sounds familiar. You pick up your phone to check the weather, but another app grabs your attention and a few minutes later when you set your phone down, you suddenly remember that you wanted to check the weather. You walk into your bedroom to retrieve something, your attention is grabbed by something else, and only when you leave your bedroom do you remember what you meant to do. Or you find yourself preferring quiet, subdued restaurants now, even though you once enjoyed bustling, noisy ones. You may chalk these things up to other aspects of aging— your memory or your hearing aren’t what they used to be—but they can also reflect your level of distraction. Those other apps on your phone tempt and distract you. Objects in your bedroom grab your attention. The loud volume in the restaurant, be it music or other diners, distracts you. All of this makes it harder to focus and do whatever you’re trying to do.


What strategies are most helpful for improving your focus if you’re over sixty? You can try any of the methods in this chapter—they shouldn’t hurt—but if I were you, I wouldn’t buy a five-year supply of l-theanine. L-theanine plus caffeine reduces mind wandering, and if you’re older, that’s less likely to be your biggest challenge when it comes to focus.


The biggest focusing challenge for most healthy older adults is that as we age, it becomes harder to filter out distractions and inhibit irrelevant information, which means several things are competing for your attention at once.21 When you were younger, it was probably easier to zero in on one thing and ignore those competing distractions, but when you’re older, ignoring isn’t as easy. You can try binaural beats if you’re working on a task and want to reduce the intrusive tug of the external world. Having headphones on will reduce outside noise, of course, but the focusing beats should help as well. One unpublished study with adults over the age of sixty-five found that binaural beats at a lower frequency (they used 11 Hz) was highly effective at improving focus.22 So if 40 Hz doesn’t work for you, try a lower frequency, ideally 10–12 Hz. I haven’t seen this finding replicated (or even published), but it doesn’t hurt to find the frequency that gets you in a distraction-free zone.


There’s also a brain-training app you can try. Please note that 99% of brain-training programs aren’t worth the money. These training programs make you highly skilled at their specialized games, so you feel like you’re improving, but the skills rarely generalize to improvements in everyday life. At the time I write this, however, there appears to be one exception. It’s called BrainHQ, a brain-training program that was first launched by Dr. Michael Merzenich, a leader in brain plasticity research. I was highly skeptical at first, but it’s been shown to help older adults improve their ability to focus their attention in over a dozen independent research studies.23 You can try some of BrainHQ’s free exercises online before you buy. What’s nice about BrainHQ is that it should improve your ability to focus even when you can’t wear headphones, which, let’s face it, is during most of life.





3. Stare, But Not into Space


There’s one more trick to try. The research was conducted in Taiwan with elementary school children but was based on an ancient Chinese tradition used with adults.24


It’s called “fixation focus training,” and it’s almost laughably simple. Set a timer for 1 to 3 minutes. Pick a small object in front of you that isn’t moving and that you’re willing to focus on. In the original research study, the researchers had children stare at a spot on the wall, but when I do it, I simply open up a new window in my internet browser (opening a new window ensures I have a blank white screen and no ads or images to catch my attention) and then I stare at the crosshatch that appears next to the new tab. Start the timer and keep your attention narrowly focused on that crosshatch or whatever object you’ve chosen until your timer goes off. It’s okay to blink. Just keep zooming your vision in on that spot. When the timer goes off, you should find that you have renewed focus and that it’s easier to ignore distractions when you start working on that project you really care about.


In the original study, the research team had the children move around while they focused. They balanced on one leg at a time. They squatted, stretched, and slapped their bellies with alternating hands. The researchers added these activities because there is ample evidence that physical activity, particularly activity that requires coordination, can improve attention and focus.25 You can try some of those activities as well, just remember to keep your eyes focused on one spot. And perhaps close your door if you might be distracted by activity in the hallway. The whole point, remember, is to improve your focus. (They also had the kids focus for much longer, approximately 20 minutes, but who has time for that outside elementary school?)


Why does fixation focus training work? The neuroscience behind this simple strategy isn’t clear yet, though the research of Dr. Emily Balcetis at New York University indicates that narrowing your visual focus helps you attain your goals more often.26 Perhaps it helps because when you narrow your focus, you’re getting practice refocusing and ignoring everything else, and that practice trains you to refocus and ignore nonvisual temptations too, such as the ping of your phone or the conversation in the hallway.


Staring at a crosshatch for 2 minutes? It might be the easiest hack in this book, and if it gives you laser like focus, it’s staring for the win!




TRY THIS


Your “Get Focused” Toolkit





▸ Drink tea. Caffeine plus l-theanine should give you a focused calm, help you resist distractions, and help you work faster. If you can’t stand tea, take a 60–100 milligram l-theanine supplement with your cup of joe.


▸ Grab your headphones. Find a 40 Hz binaural beats recording on YouTube that you like, one that just has tones without any music, and listen through a set of headphones for 15–25 minutes.


▸ Stare, but not into space. Set a timer for 2 minutes and keep your gaze focused on a single nonmoving object for the full time. I usually open up a new browser window and stare at the crosshatch on the tab. It’s okay to blink, but keep your focus steady. When the timer goes off, return to your project with renewed focus.


▸ Does age matter? If you’re 65 or older, binaural beats at 10–12 Hz might work better for you than 40 Hz. Try both to see what helps you more. And although most brain-training apps aren’t worth the money, BrainHQ is the rare find that’s been rigorously tested and can help improve your attention.
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