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Learning to Focus  

on the Big Picture 

When we’re bombarded with a lot of 

information, remembering it all can sometimes 

be difficult. Here, Daniel Goleman lets us in on 

‘chunking’ - a strategy that can help us learn to 

focus on more information at once. 

Dr. Goleman: “There is a statistic on this. ‘How 

much information can we focus on at one time?’ 

is a question the cognitive scientists have tried 

to answer for decades, and the answer seems 

more or less the same over the decades, which 

is plus or minus four to seven bits of information 

at one time. 

Think of a digit in a phone number as a bit of 

information. 

However, there is a phenomenon called 

chunking, which allows us to take three digits, 

like your area code, which might be 840 – and 

chunk it into 840 instead of an 8, a 4 and an 0. 

This 840 chunk is now one bit of information 

rather than three. Experts know how to chunk. 

For example, if you look at a physician’s 

repertoire of chunks, it has been determined 

that there are about 50,000 – most of which are 

diagnoses. 
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These are patterns that you recognize; there are 

factors to group together in a single chunk. 

On the one hand, we can focus on four to seven 

bits of information at one time; on the other 

hand, how much information you can fit into 

that neural span depends on how good a 

chunker you are!” (on p. 12 in the Part 1 

Transcript). 

 

Simple Ways to  

Boost Your Memory 

With so much going on, it can be hard to keep 

track of everything we need to. Here, Daniel 

Goleman explains simple methods we use to 

remember more information. 

Dr. Goleman: “There are classic memory tricks, 

and they go back to the Greeks. You think of 

rooms in a house and what you are going to put 

in each room. 

You may have a long list to remember. For 

example, in studying anatomy you have so many 

names of muscles to remember, or so many 

parts of the brain, but if you can put them in the 

same space in a room, then this is one trick for 

chunking and remembering. 

Some people like to make up words, and each 

letter in the word is the beginning letter in a list 

of things they are trying to remember. You can 
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chunk them together in this way” (on p. 12-13 in 

the Part 1 Transcript). 

 

The Myth of Multitasking 

Many of us turn to multitasking to help us 

accomplish everything we need to. But 

according to Daniel Goleman, multitasking may 

not even be possible, and trying it may be 

hurting our performance. 

Dr. Goleman: “It turns out that multitasking is a 

myth. 

Cognitive science says we don’t multitask. We 

don’t do things simultaneously because of the 

neural bottleneck in attention. 

What we do is switch very rapidly, and we fool 

ourselves into thinking that we are doing it 

simultaneously. Actually, you drop one thing 

and go to another. Your brain is not doing what 

you dropped – it is doing the other! That 

continues as you do another and another task. 

The downside of multitasking is that there is a 

performance decrement in the thing you 

dropped in order to do the other thing. You 

think you are keeping all the balls in the air at 

the same time, but you are catching one at a 

time. 

Studies have shown that if you are fully 

concentrated – say you are doing a report or 

you are studying – and all of a sudden you 

answer your email or you do three other things, 
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it takes several minutes to get full focus of 

concentration back on the task that you 

dropped” (on p. 13 in the Part 1 Transcript). 

 

Controlling Our Concentration 

With so many distractions coming at us every 

day, it can often be hard to stay focused on one 

thing for very long. Here, Daniel Goleman shares 

4 strategies we can use to improve our level of 

concentration despite all the distractions we 

face. 

Dr. Goleman: “One of the keys of staying as 

concentrated as you can in that moment is 

remembering that there is a lot that we can 

control – we don’t have to be interrupted. 

First, there are now some very good apps, for 

example, that will turn off the Web at whatever 

time you determine, so that you won’t be 

distracted. 

You can turn off your email; you can turn off 

your cell phone; you can turn off whatever it is 

that you habitually let intrude into that zone of 

concentration. 

Second, you can build concentration. If you do a 

daily concentration builder, it gradually makes 

us better and better and better at ignoring 

distractions and keeping our attention where we 

want it. 

The third strategy is at a different level and has 

to do with keeping your energy up. The brain 
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consumes glucose, and energy can become 

exhausted. 

The longer you concentrate, with effort, the 

more you need a rest period. A lot of companies 

now have nap rooms for people! That rest 

period reboots the brain for the rest of the day. 

Lastly, there are the usual strategies: exercise 

and good food and a good night’s sleep, because 

your general fitness will determine your general 

alertness” (on p. 14 in the Part 1 Transcript). 

 

Does Practice Really  

Make Perfect? 

According to Daniel Goleman, people may be 

misinterpreting the idea of ‘practice makes 

perfect.’ Here, he explains a better way to 

understand Anders Ericsson’s 10,000 hours 

theory. 

Dr. Goleman: “What Ericsson really said was 

that you need ten thousand hours aided by an 

expert coach doing what he called deliberate 

practice. 

An expert coach watches your performance and 

says, ‘You know, you could get better if you just 

improve this. So for your next hundred hours, 

just practice that. Oh, you’re pretty good at that 

– now here’s the next thing you can do to 

improve your game.’ That goes on and on and 

on. 
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Everyone who is at world class level has a coach 

who does deliberate coaching. 

The other thing that happens with deliberate 

coaching is that you never stop improving. 

People who practice the same lousy golf stroke 

for ten thousand hours will have the same poor 

golf stroke after ten thousand hours. 

Most amateurs, Ericsson found, practice up to 

about fifty hours and then let it all become base 

brain – their routine. 

This means that they don’t look at it with an 

expert eye anymore – they don’t get any 

better” (on p. 17 in the Part 1 Transcript).  

 

A Different Approach to 

Emotional Distractions 

One of the distractors Daniel Goleman explored 

during the webinar was emotional distraction. 

Here, Ron Siegel gets into ways we can work 

around this distraction and improve our focus. 

Dr. Siegel: “There are a lot of ways that we can 

work with emotional conflict around attention. 

One of them that Dan alluded to is the use of 

mindfulness meditation. He was emphasizing 

the train the muscle of concentration part – by 

repeatedly returning the attention to an object 

of awareness, we get better at returning our 

attention. 
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But it works in another way, too, which I think is 

really interesting. By sitting with and feeling or 

being with everything that comes up - including 

fear, anger, sadness, and the full range of 

physical and emotional discomforts - we get 

better at allowing those things to be. 

We feel less compelled to distract ourselves 

from them. It really is a capacity to be with pain, 

emotional and physical, that allows us to stay on 

task without having our attention hijacked every 

time something painful comes up. 

Meditation practice can do that; mindfulness 

practice can do that; a lot of traditional forms of 

psychotherapy can help us with that – simply 

talking about the issues that are painful to us. 

Other auxiliary practices like journaling can be 

helpful – anything that helps us to get in touch 

with and be with emotion can enhance our 

attention by diminishing the distractions” (on p. 

3-4 in the Part 2: TalkBack Transcript).  

 

Motivating Ourselves  

for Better Focus 

Daniel Goleman mentioned the need to stay 

motivated as one of the ways to improve focus. 

Here, Ron Siegel elaborates on why that is so 

important and how we can find that motivation. 

Dr. Siegel: “There was a wonderful study done 

at McLean Hospital where they took kids with 
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ADD and kids without ADD, and put them in a 

room. They had them do an academic task – and 

they deliberately created a commotion, a 

drama, going on in the hallway. 

Afterwards, they quizzed the kids, both on the 

academic task and on the commotion. 

The ADD kids didn’t do so well on the academic 

test but they could outline exactly what was 

happening in the hall – the full drama in 

complete detail. 

The other kids did better on the academics, but 

didn’t know what was going on in the hallway. 

It is so clear that it is not about difficulty paying 

attention – it is about what draws our attention 

and whether we have difficulty paying attention 

to something which isn’t intrinsically rewarding. 

This all leads to the best answer I know and one 

that educators have been struggling with for 

years: how do you make stuff intrinsically 

rewarding? 

One way is to chunk a task into small enough 

chunks so that we feel rewarded by it. 

In other words, instead of sitting down and 

saying, ‘Oh, my gosh – I’ve got to write a 

chapter,’ we could say, ‘Let me write a couple of 

pages and congratulate myself on writing those 

two pages’ – have a little reward built in there. 

The other, though, which I think is even more 

important, is noticing that we don’t have to turn 
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up the amplitude on the stimulus in order to get 

engaged. 

All we have to do is notice that the task is one of 

engagement –deliberately trying to appreciate 

the little things – in other words, smelling the 

roses and being present to experience. That can 

go a long way to motivating us to pay attention 

(on p. 6-7 in the Part 2: TalkBack Transcript).  

 

How Emotions and the Brain 

Relate to Focus 

Our emotions have a lot to do with our ability to 

stay focused. Here, Kelly McGonigal explains 

why emotions can impact focus, and how to 

become more action-oriented. 

Dr. McGonigal: “Much of the research has 

shown that people who have a strong tendency 

toward avoidance orientation are more likely to 

be depressed or anxious. 

It is not so much because they are having 

negative emotions but because the 

consequence of relating to life in that way really 

increases stress and decreases personal 

resources. 

From that framework, you can understand what 

some of the strategies are that people use to 

help people shift to be more approach-oriented, 

which has the side effect of increasing happiness 

– not because you are happy but because the 
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things you do when you choose to approach 

rather than avoid create the experiences and 

the attitudes that foster genuine happiness. 

Basically, here are some things you can do: 

encourage people to rethink their relationship 

to their own goals and their own actions – to be 

aware of where there might be a tendency to 

retreat or avoid – and see if you can re-shift an 

avoidance goal into an approach goal. 

Rather than thinking, ‘I don’t want to let people 

down,’ you can say, ‘This is an opportunity to 

demonstrate my strengths and share with 

others.’ 

Rather than thinking about how uncomfortable 

a certain activity is going to be and wanting to 

avoid that discomfort, think about the meaning 

that it has for you in life and try to imagine the 

action that you could take that would increase 

meaning or build a relationship. 

To get people to focus on actions that are 

consistent with their values and their goals is 

the best way to increase an approach 

orientation that has the consequence of really 

shifting people’s emotional balance and 

emotional states. 

Actually, it is often more important to start with 

leading people toward action and commitment 

rather than trying to get the emotions right 

first” (on p. 8 –9 in the Part 2: TalkBack 

Transcript).  
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Ways to Refocus 

Not all distractions are external. Sometimes 

they’re in our mind. Here, Bill O’Hanlon shares 3 

techniques we can use to refocus and 

concentrate on what needs to be done. 

Mr. O’Hanlon: ““I notice with myself and with 

people with whom I work, that any unfinished 

business just hangs around, sometimes in the 

back of your mind, taking little bits of your 

attentional ability – that learning ability. You are 

not going to learn as well, you are not going to 

be as available for everyday life if you have too 

many of those things.  

So whatever unfinished business you have – you 

know, in three ways, practical ways, that I have 

used this. One is I really learned about 

forgiveness. There are a lot of books and a lot of 

methods about forgiveness, and I had three 

really big resentments that I think I kept 

returning to a little at a time, and they were 

always at the back of my mind. When I forgave 

those people, it freed up a certain amount of 

attention available for other things – everyday 

life, the present. 

The second thing is writing lists, you know; I just 

write lists to get things out of my mind so I’m 

not thinking about it. Every once a while I would 

go back to the thing: ‘Oh, I should remember to 

do that.’ Just writing a list is a simple way to 

take some of that attentional drainage that was 

going on.  
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And the third thing: I recently had a really hard 

conversation that I had been avoiding for two 

years. I just didn’t want to deal with it. And 

every once in a while, it would rise up in my 

consciousness, and so I knew it was back there, 

stealing a little bit of my attentional ability. And 

having a hard conversation – I had a little bit of 

guilt and a little bit of worry about it, and it must 

have been stealing some of that, because I felt a 

little lighter and a little freer, and a little more 

available for being present and learning and 

paying attention, since I bit the bullet and had 

that hard conversation, which wasn’t easy. I 

tend to be an avoidance kind of person. 

So I think it is a good thing. Think about what 

hard conversation you might need to have, what 

unfinished business, and get things out of your 

head onto paper – and then forgive. I think 

those are the practical suggestions” (from Part 

3: Next Week in Your Practice).  

 

Learning to Disregard 

Interruptions 

Interruptions can sometimes have a way of 

disrupting us at the least opportune times. Here, 

Rick Hanson shares some ways we can train 

ourselves to ignore interruptions more 

effectively.  

Dr. Hanson: ““For me it was a powerful idea, to 

realize that attention in some ways is our most 
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fundamental property; it is our personal 

property – and to not presume that other 

people can just take our property, and also to be 

careful about taking the property of others – 

interrupting them, for example, or simply 

presuming that they are going to give us their 

attention. So that is the first thought. 

The second one is if you are going to take more 

control over where your attention is allocated, 

where it is resting, you have got to be motivated 

to do that. You have to feel entitled to claim 

your own attention and that you have the right, 

actually, in appropriate ways, to put up 

boundaries so that you can create a kind of 

sanctuary for where you want to put your 

attention and what you want to grow there. 

It is a little bit like if you are going to grow a 

garden and you want to have flowers there; if 

you can’t put a little fence around it and protect 

this little plot of land, you can’t grow anything 

good there.  

So then to make it concrete, a few things come 

to mind. One is to actually carve out a time in 

your day – if only a few minutes, hopefully 

fifteen or twenty minutes or more – when you 

can kind of gather yourself. People do that in 

different ways: some people formally meditate; 

others will use the time walking their dog; or a 

certain specific time every day when they just 

have a cup of tea and they look out the window, 

and they kind of come home to themselves. 
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That is an important thing to do every day that 

will be centering. 

Another is, when you are doing something, let 

yourself complete it before you shift on to the 

next thing. Very often, people will be in the 

middle of doing some activity – you know, 

literally wiping a dish down, or finishing an 

email, or handling some particular thing with 

somebody else – then interruption will come 

along, a claim on their attention, and at that 

point you are at a crossroads: do you drop what 

you are currently doing or do you take the thirty 

or sixty seconds to complete it and let it come to 

a natural end? 

And I think it is okay, unless it is, obviously, an 

emergency, to say, ‘Just a second – I am going to 

finish this and then I can naturally shift my 

attention over to you.’ But if we don’t take 

charge of doing that, man, oh, man, oh, man, I 

mean, the greatest minds of our generation are 

devising ever-more fiendish and devious ways to 

grab our attention, whether you are walking 

through a mall, or just at the supermarket and 

the checkout stand, all the things that are trying 

to grab your attention, let alone in daily life. And 

I think if we don’t stand up for the property of 

our own attention, other people are going to be 

taking it away from us” (from Part 3: Next Week 

in Your Practice). 


