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Dr. Buczynski:  Hello everyone. I am Dr. Ruth Buczynski, a licensed psychologist in the State of Connecticut 

and the President of the National Institute for the Clinical Application of Behavioral Medicine.  

My guest today you know from the body of work on emotional intelligence. This has changed so much of how 

many of us think about intelligence – it is profound work – and I am talking about Daniel Goleman.  

He is a licensed psychologist, a science journalist, and the author of several books including Focus: The 

Hidden Driver of Excellence.  

We are going to talk about that topic today: the brain’s role in focus, or in other words, focus in the brain.  

That is so important to consider when we think about what we get done and what we don’t get done. Those 

of us who are good at harnessing focus have an edge over folks who are not focusing. 

Today we are going to try to understand what is going on in the brain as we try to focus, and what we can do 

to improve our focus.  

Welcome, Daniel. I am excited to talk about this .  

Dr. Goleman:  I am delighted to be here, Ruth, and thank you so much for inviting me to participate. 

 

From Emotional Intelligence to Focus and Attention 

Dr. Buczynski:  Right off the bat, I want to say, as the person who created emotional intelligence, what made 

you turn your attention to this idea of focus? 

Dr. Goleman: It was the same thing that made me turn my attention to emotional intelligence in the first 

place. 

As you mentioned, I was trained as a psychologist, but I actually never practiced psychology. I went into 

science writing very early when that field was just starting.  
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When I was at the New York Times as a science journalist, I realized that there was an upsurge of findings on 

emotions in the brain. That’s what led me to write Emotional Intelligence.   

Today, the same thing has happened with attention. I felt that it was time to look at this new understanding 

of attention: how it operates in the brain and what the implications are for all 

of our lives. 

As you said, focus is the driver of excellence – it is what matters for getting our 

work done well, for learning, and for everything we do. 

Dr. Buczynski:  In preparing for this webinar today and in going through your book, you talk about attention 

as something that started to be studied during World War II but that it is under-studied and underrated. 

What was it about World War II that made people more interested in focus? 

Dr. Goleman:  First of all, radar and second, spotting enemy airplanes.  

The first part of attention to be studied back in the Second World War is 

vigilance. Vigilance is the ability to keep your brain aroused enough during 

long absences of anything happening so that you can spot the one thing you’ve been waiting for.  

Vigilance was very prized; it was what every radar operator needed – so that is where the first focus was.   

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes, that makes sense and really was important.  

 

The Components of Focus 

Dr. Buczynski:  Let’s talk about the components that make up attention. As we look at the brain, where does 

focus reside?  

Dr. Goleman:  It depends on the kind of focus. There are different varieties of attention.  

Each variety of attention draws on a different set of neural circuits. For example, when we say focus, we tend 

to automatically think of concentrated focus, and that is extremely 

important attention – and what I have been saying so far really applies 

to that variety.  

“Vigilance is the 

ability to keep your 

brain aroused.” 

“Focus is the driver 

of excellence.” 
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Our ability to comprehend depends on concentration. Our ability to do our best work depends on this ability 

to concentrate.  

The circuitry for concentration is largely in the prefrontal cortex 

behind the forehead.  

But there is another set of circuits in the same general area of the brain, in the medial area of the forebrain, 

which activate when our mind wanders, which is the exact opposite of concentration.  

It turns out that the mind wanders about fifty percent of the time, on average – of course the more 

concentrated we are, the less it wanders.  

But those circuits draw power and attention away from that prefrontal focus. So, there are many varieties of 

attention, and each one has its own distinct circuitry. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Two of the ones I know about would be sensory and emotional.  

Dr. Goleman: The sensory and emotional circuits are big distracters. They are the two biggest distracters 

from a concentrated focus.  

Sensory distracters are simply something around you – they’re pop-up balloons 

that say, “You’ve got an email” when you are trying to focus on something else. 

You could say that is a sensory distracter.  

But the more powerful distracters are the emotional ones – distracters that are upsetting us, or the problems 

we are having in our relationships.  

Any upset ending in distress draws our attention away from the work we are trying to get done – that’s a 

focus on what is upsetting us. 

Of all the varieties of distracters, emotion is number one. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Is it more negative emotion than positive emotion? 

Dr. Goleman:  Almost always. When I say concern, I am talking about distressing emotions.  

Emotional distracters are our anxieties; they are what make us angry – our frustrations, our jealousies.  

All of these distressing emotions engage attention, rip it away from where we want it to be and put it 

“Our ability to comprehend 

depends on concentration.” 

“Sensory and 

emotional circuits 

are big distracters.” 



Keys to Changing the Brain  Daniel Goleman, PhD - Transcript - pg. 6 

 

squarely on trying to work out and solve these dilemmas or at least pay attention to them. 

 

How Attention Works: The Ratio of Concentration to Distraction 

Dr. Buczynski:  How does attention work in the brain? 

Dr. Goleman:  If you are talking about concentration and you are looking at the prefrontal cortex, there is 

some circuitry, which on the one hand, amps up what we are 

trying to focus on and helps us sustain it, and it also dampens 

down distractions.  

It is the ratio of concentration to distraction which defines how 

focused we are on what we are doing. The brain circuits have a neat built-in operation for helping us keep 

our attention where we want it. 

Dr. Buczynski:  If we are thinking specifically about where attention resides in the brain, the ability to stay 

steady on one target and ignore everything else, does that come from the prefrontal regions?  

Dr. Goleman:  Yes, the ability to stay focused on a target and ignore distractions is a prefrontal ability.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Is there other, more specialized circuitry in this area that 

boosts the strength of the signal? 

Dr. Goleman:  The prefrontal cortex boosts the incoming signal from 

what we want to attend to. At the same time, it dampens down or 

minimizes signals coming in from distractions.  

For example, when you are highly focused, you don’t really hear the sounds around you. That’s a sign that 

that circuitry is operating. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Is there a way to lock on to that circuitry? 

Dr. Goleman:  There is something called phase locking which occurs in the brain. Phase locking is a sign that 

the brain is absolutely tuned in to what it wants to focus on.  

The way they determine this in the lab is by sending a signal that does have a phase to it and then watching 

“The ratio of concentration to 

distraction defines how 

focused we are.” 

“The ability to stay 

focused on a target and 

ignore distractions is a 

prefrontal ability.” 
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what the brain is doing. The brain is matching that phase. 

Dr. Buczynski:  How do we know, though, that when they are doing that, the person even wants to pay 

attention to that signal? I mean, how do we know that is a good replication? 

Dr. Goleman:  In the lab, of course, it is an arbitrary signal and people want to because they are asked to pay 

attention to it. I’m a hundred percent sure if they were in their own home, free to choose what they paid 

attention to, they would not pay attention to that signal.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Now, Daniel, I am going to tell you that your subjects were probably college students who had 

to do some experiment to get their psyche credit and they could care less . . . about anything than getting the 

checkmark! 

Dr. Goleman:  That’s the state of research generally these days. You get the subjects you can.  

 

Boosting the Concentration Muscle 

Dr. Buczynski:  Is there any way to train – as we do with biofeedback – ourselves to lock on to certain 

frequencies? Is there any way to get good at finding that ability?  

Let’s say that people who are listening to this have kids who need to do well in school and these kids are 

taking a course that they are not good at or don’t like. How can parents help with a child’s focus? 

Dr. Goleman:  The dilemma is that if kids are not interested, the mind is going to wander and they don’t care.  

The question is how can you help a child boost the concentration muscle?  

Concentration is a muscle of the mind, and it is willing. They can will 

themselves to pay attention, even to things that aren’t that intrinsically 

engaging – as, I’m sorry to say, much of school is.  

There are definitely ways to strengthen the circuitry for concentration. I have seen it done in seven-year-olds 

in a school in Spanish Harlem where they had a daily session of what they call breathing buddies.  

Each child would get a little stuffed animal, lie down on the floor, put that animal on their belly and just 

watch it rise when they inhaled, and fall, go down, when they exhaled. While doing this, they count, “one, 

“How can you help a 

child boost the 

concentration muscle?” 
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two, three” going up, and “one, two, three” going down. What they 

are doing is focusing on one thing and ignoring distractions.  

The research at Emory University suggests that the more we bring 

our mind back from wandering, to a single point of focus, the 

stronger the circuitry for concentration becomes. 

In children, this ability is called cognitive control – and it simply means you are able to control your attention. 

You can keep it where you want to keep it and you can ignore distractions.  

The most famous study of this is the marshmallow test that was done by Walter Mischel at Stanford where 

they told kids, “You can have one marshmallow now, or if you wait ten minutes you can have two later.” 

He found that the kids who waited did much better in their academics as seen fourteen years later on their 

SATs. These were four-year-old kids. 

It has now been found, in an amazing study in New Zealand where they followed more than a thousand kids 

from age four to age thirty-two, that the ones who had this ability to concentrate – had better cognitive 

control – in their thirties were doing far better financially and were in much better health.  

Cognitive control turned out to better predict their financial success 

than either IQ or the wealth of the family origin.  

Cognitive control is a very powerful and independent factor in how 

well people do in anything. 

I am an advocate of teaching this to kids in school because the ability to concentrate is the essence of 

readiness to learn. 

Dr. Buczynski:  How do we do it? What if the child is too old for the activity you just described?  

Dr. Goleman: Right, this is good to do with seven-year-olds. There are other developmentally appropriate 

ways.  

There is a new videogame called Tenacity, and it is for the iPad. I have tried it with my grandchildren, ages 

seven to fourteen – they all liked it.  

You can do it at different levels, depending on how good you are, and it gets harder as you get better.  

“The more we bring our 

mind back from wandering, 

to a single point of focus, 

the stronger the circuitry for 
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It is basically very similar to breathing buddies, but what you do is you monitor your breath, and every time 

you breathe out, you tap the screen of the iPad once. On the fifth breath, you tap it twice.  

What you have to do is stay focused on your breath and not let your mind wander. It gets harder as you get 

better. By the way, you also get a visual reward when you get it right – you might have a desert scene but 

now flowers are blooming. It turns out that kids like this. 

If you can present a concentration-building exercise in a format that is 

engaging and appealing to kids, then you are going to be able to help 

them amp up that concentration muscle.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks. That’s a useful resource.  

Do you have any financial interests in the company that owns this? 

Dr. Goleman:  Oh, no. It’s the University of Wisconsin. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Great.  

I’m very curious about the study that you referred to that said cognitive control predicts financial success . . . 

and this is without respect to IQ or family of origin. 

Dr. Goleman:  More powerfully than those two factors, yes. 

Dr. Buczynski:  That’s really an interesting study. Has that been replicated? 

Dr. Goleman:  It would take twenty-eight years to replicate that study. Think about it – it’s a longitudinal 

study. However, it is a gold standard study. It was published in an A-level journal.   

Dr. Buczynski:  That’s very interesting.  

 

Converging Data on Cognitive Control 

Dr. Goleman:  There is a lot of converging data – years of Walter Mischel’s study and probably dozens or 

maybe hundreds of other studies of cognitive control that are converging on the same sorts of conclusions. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Can you tell us about a couple? 

“If you can present a 

concentration-building 
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Dr. Goleman:  There is a woman named Adele Diamond at the University of British Columbia who has her 

own exercises for kids. I don’t remember the ages of the kids – I think they are young, maybe elementary 

school kids.  

She explicitly is trying to boost their cognitive control and has shown that this same kind of concentration 

exercise does so.  

Her outcome measure, the one I remember, is called the Flanker Test, which is one of the standard 

assessments for cognitive control where you are presented with successive arrays of arrows, five arrows, 

pointing in different directions and you have to track in which direction the middle arrow is pointing – and 

kids get better at that. That is a concentration test. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Are any of these tools that we have been talking about useful for adults? 

Dr. Goleman:  All of those are very useful for adults but there are some adult-specific methods.  

One that is very common these days is called mindfulness. Companies are bringing it in for employees and 

you can go to centers for mindfulness, and it is being introduced in schools, too.  

Mindfulness is basically a meditation stripped of a belief system – 

and it turns out that what is left is attention training – exactly the 

kind of training I’ve been talking about. 

In mindfulness, you watch your breath. When your mind wanders, 

you notice it wandering and you bring it back. That is the basic repetition in the mental gym.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. I have started to think about mindfulness as a power tool. I mean, certainly it has a 

spiritual component but for someone who doesn’t care about the spiritual aspect . . .  

Dr. Goleman:  Let me say that the way mindfulness is introduced in most settings, there isn’t a spiritual 

component. It really is just attention training. If you want the spiritual component, you have to go to a retreat 

center. 

 

 

 

“Mindfulness is basically a 

meditation stripped of a 

belief system and what is 

left is attention training.” 
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Why Focus Improves Learning 

Dr. Buczynski:  Let’s talk about why focus improves learning and the neural reason for that.  

Richard Davidson has done some work on sharp focus and how, during sharp focus, key circuitry in the 

prefrontal cortex gets into a synchronized state. Can you tell us about that? 

Dr. Goleman: You are talking about the phase locking study, I believe.  I would go somewhere else, Ruth, 

with the question you started to ask. I wouldn’t go to the phase locking study.  

Basically, I would say that when children are trying to understand, for example, a new math lesson or a new 

history lesson, the brain creates a new set of circuits for the new information which embeds in the mental 

models that already exist.  

That is the scaffolding for understanding the new math concept, or for 

putting the new history/information into a context that is already there 

in the brain.  

The brain weaves circuits into circuits that pre-exist and builds new ones.  

If your mind is wandering, if you are not paying attention to what the teacher is saying or you are not reading 

the text, you are going to have holes in that circuitry.  

In other words, the stronger you can focus, the more you can pay attention 

and the better the brain can do its task of creating a new circuitry – 

expanding the mental models that are already embedded within its circuitry.  

To the extent that your mind is wandering, you are just not going to get the 

same effect.  

One powerful demonstration of that is with a toddler who is learning the names for things. If you are saying 

to a toddler, “Cup” and pointing at a cup, the toddler’s brain will only register that when you both are fully 

attending to the cup. You need joint mutual attention.  

Attention is the bedrock of learning.  

 

“The brain interweaves 

pre-existing circuits and 

builds new ones.” 

“The stronger you 

can focus, the more 

you can pay attention 

and the better the 

brain can do its task.” 

“Attention is the 

bedrock of learning.” 
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The Memory Trick of Chunking 

Dr. Buczynski:  How much information can we focus on at one time? 

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.  

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! 

Dr. Buczynski:  Is chunking something that we can teach?  

Dr. Goleman:  Yes, chunking certainly is something we can teach. Memorization is best done through 

chunking, for example. 

Dr. Buczynski:  That is the way we learned our subtraction and multiplication 

tables and whatnot. But if, as an adult, you are learning a new area of study, is 

there a way to get good at chunking? 

Dr. Goleman:  Oh, yes. 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 

“We can focus on four to seven 

bits of information at one time; 

how much information you can 

fit into that neural span depends 

on how good a chunker you are!” 
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best done through 

chunking.” 
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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 chunk them together in this way. 

There are lots and lots of memory tricks that we can use.  

 

The Myth of Multitasking 

Dr. Buczynski:  I can’t end this session without at some point talking to you about multitasking.  

Let’s pull it in now – in the latest work that you have done, what is it saying about multitasking in terms of 

learning and performance? 

Dr. Goleman:  In terms of performance – in terms of anything – 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, it takes several minutes to 

get full focus of concentration back on the task that you dropped. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes, I know that if I am under time pressure to prepare, I have to turn off my email.  

“Multitasking is a myth.” 
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Dr. Goleman:  Yes, that’s a very good idea.  

 

Strategies for Keeping Your Concentration 

Dr. Goleman: There are strategies for keeping concentration. For example, I am a writer and I like to 

meditate in the morning because it makes my mind calmer and clearer; I like to have breakfast with my wife 

– it gives me a nice secure base to work from; and then I like to go into a place where I will not be interrupted 

by phone calls or email and really focus for a couple hours.  

That is how I get my books written. That is how I get things done. 

But a lot of us are working in complex environments – a lot of people around and a lot of incoming stimuli to 

juggle.  

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 you want it. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Are you talking now about meditation or about the videogame tools? 

Dr. Goleman:  I am talking about whatever will work for you – whether it is a video game, or mindfulness, or 

watching your breath – to build the strength and the circuitry that keeps your mind concentrated. 

The third strategy is at a different level and has to do with keeping your energy up. The brain 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 

“You can turn off whatever 

habitually intrudes into your 

zone of concentration.” 
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rooms for people! That rest period reboots the brain for the rest of the day.  

Then, there are the usual strategies: exercise and good food and a good 

night’s sleep, because your general fitness will determine your general 

alertness.  

So those are four different strategies for protecting your focus. 

Dr. Buczynski:  In general, do we find that people who meditate have 

better attention? 

Dr. Goleman:  Yes, the research literature shows it very strongly. It really is a no-brainer – meditation turns 

out to be training in attention. 

 

The Bottom-Up and Top-Down Brain 

Dr. Buczynski:  Let’s now talk about the bottom-up and top-down brain. 

Dr. Goleman:  There are two major mental systems. Daniel Kahneman has described them very elegantly in 

his book, Thinking Fast and Slow – and they have been around in cognitive science forever. 

There is the bottom-up brain, and this includes the automatic circuits – actually the larger part of the mind. 

Then, there is the top-down brain, which makes up the voluntary circuits – for example, these are controlling 

our attention, planning, thinking things through, making decisions, and learning.  

Those are top-down functions, and they are largely controlled from the prefrontal cortex – from the top of 

the brain, or the neocortex.  

The bottom-up brain is generally subcortical circuitry, and it is where our distractions come from. The top-

down brain is what wants to resist those distractions.   

 

 

“Your general fitness 
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How Story Captures Our Attention 

Dr. Buczynski:  I don’t know if you have written about this, but I am wondering about the whole idea of story, 

imparting messages, and learning through story. It seems to me that if the story is really good, it bypasses 

some of the need for discipline. 

Dr. Goleman:  A story captures our attention. A story is a very good 

way to learn anything! If you can embed what you need to learn or 

what the person needs to learn in the story, then that is a great 

method for teaching.  

It is also a great method for leading. Every leader has to tell a story 

that motivates people: what we are doing, why it matters, how it is meaningful.  

The best leaders very often are very good storytellers and they will tell a story 

which sums it up without their having to say so, and their story hits the 

emotional centers as well as the cognitive. 

You asked what people can do. Actually, I made an instructional audio for people who want to enhance their 

concentration. It is designed to improve concentration and also to improve empathy. Those are two forms of 

attention that we all need.  

There are many people in their workplaces, for example, who are told, 

“You’re doing a great job, but you need to be a little better at people skills.” 

Empathy is the basis for that. Attention/concentration is, of course, the basis 

for doing work well in any domain. 

 

Ten Thousand Hours: The Elements of Smart Practice 

Dr. Buczynski:  A while back, Malcolm Gladwell popularized the idea that to do something well, you had to 

put ten thousand hours into it. He talked about that in one of his books. How did that idea get started and is 

it accurate?  

Dr. Goleman:  The idea got started because of the work of Anders Ericsson, who is a cognitive psychologist/

“If you can embed what you 
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cognitive scientist at the University of Florida.  

He was looking at expertise – he is the world expert on expertise itself, in 

any domain, whether it is sports or medicine – you name it. His general 

rules apply because he is studying the mind.  

The ten thousand hour number comes from a study he did of violinists, I think at Juilliard, a top music school, 

and he found that those who played first violin, who were rated the very best, had rehearsed or practiced at 

least ten thousand accumulative hours in a lifetime. 

Those who were “second fiddles,” so to speak, literally, had practiced seven thousand five hundred hours on 

average.  

He looked at a number of other domains of expertise and found the same phenomenon: the more we 

practice, the better we are. 

People who have read Gladwell fixated on the number ten thousand. Unfortunately, that is not sufficient and 

it is not exactly what Ericsson said.  

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.  

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 ten thousand hours the same lousy golf stroke 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. 

“The ten thousand hour 

number comes from a 

study of violinists.” 

“With deliberate coaching, 

you never stop improving.” 

“Most amateurs practice 

up to about fifty hours.” 
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Dr. Buczynski:  Do they let it go into that automatic zone? 

Dr. Goleman:  It becomes automatic; the base brain is automatically run 

from the basal ganglia, which is a storehouse for habits of all kinds.  

The basal ganglia are some of the most primitive brain structures – lizards have very good basal ganglia.  

But you don’t learn from the basal ganglia; that is where you take something you have learned and, once you 

have gotten good enough, the brain wants to conserve energy so it lets the basal ganglia do it – it becomes 

effortless.  

Dr. Buczynski:  That is the brain’s strategy for preserving its energy. 

Dr. Goleman:  Yes, that’s why it goes on base brain – bottom-up brain.  

Dr. Buczynski:  It looks like this is leading to smart practice, which is what we really need to do. What would 

you say is involved in smart practice? 

Dr. Goleman:  There are three elements to smart practice.  

First, is practice itself – doing something over and over when you don’t have to, but you do just because you 

want to get better at it.  

Second is an expert coach who watches you and assesses where you can improve.  

Third is the feedback from that coach, which is continual and helps you see where you can improve next.  

By the way, this should be the basic structure of coaching, whether it is life 

coaching or executive coaching. 

A coach should be the expert eye, and the practice should be a learning 

plan. Here’s an example: “I’m going to become a better listener. Every time 

I have a naturally occurring opportunity to listen better, I’m going to do so. 

I’m going to ignore my distractions and pay full attention.”  

At first that might take effort, but then it becomes easier and easier. Then you go on to the next step which 

will make you even better.  

 

“The basal ganglia is a 

storehouse for habits.” 

“A coach should be 

the expert eye, and 

the practice should be 

a learning plan.”  
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Positive Attitude and the Brain’s Ability to Focus  

Dr. Buczynski:  Let’s talk about having a positive attitude and how that affects the brain’s ability to focus on a 

goal.  

Dr. Goleman:  Positivity, or positive emotion, opens us up. Negative 

emotion – anxiety, anger – closes us down and makes us defensive.  

Literally, we cannot think of as many possibilities when we are in a negative 

state as when we are in a positive state.  

Positivity is the best place to begin a program of self-development.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Richard Davidson did some research on positive moods and brain activity. 

Dr. Goleman:  Richard Davidson, when he was focusing in his own research on emotions in the brain, 

determined that when we are experiencing a distressing emotion – a disturbing emotion – we have lots of 

activity in the right prefrontal area and the amygdala. 

In this case, the amygdala has hijacked the right prefrontal cortex. When we are feeling really good and really 

energized and enthusiastic, the right side is quiet and the left side is active. 

Each of us has a distinct ratio of left-to-right activity. 

Dr. Buczynski:  The more we are in the right probably means the 

more we are sad and blue . . . 

Dr. Goleman:  If you are very far to the right, you may well be clinically depressed or clinically anxious. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Does talking about dreams have any effect or influence on this at all? 

Dr. Goleman:  None that I know of. Actually, mindfulness has been found to shift the ratio from the right – in 

people who are highly stressed – toward the left, with the biggest/largest boost showing up at the beginning 

of practice. 

Dr. Buczynski: What does that mean for people who get started with mindfulness even though they might 

not be good at it and they don’t perceive themselves as good at it?   

“Positive emotion 

opens up. Positivity is 

the best place to 

begin a program of 

self-development.” 

“Each of us has a distinct 

ratio of left-to-right activity.” 
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Dr. Goleman:  The boost, I think, may be because mindfulness teaches people that they can step back from 

their thoughts and feelings and not be trapped or swept away by them.  

An inner distance gives them more degrees of freedom internally. I am just guessing that might be the reason 

for the initial boost.  

Dr. Buczynski: At Case Western Reserve, there was a psychologist named Richard Boyatzis who was talking 

about positive dreams and goals. 

Dr. Goleman:  Richard is an old friend – we were graduate students together at Harvard years ago as was, by 

the way, Richard Davidson. I’ve known them for a long time. 

Richard Boyatzis teaches in the business school in association with some colleagues at the Cleveland Clinic 

where he does brain research.  

He has found in his research at Case Western that if you get people to talk about their dreams – and by that 

he doesn’t mean their nighttime dreams, he means their hopes and dreams for themselves . . . where they 

want to be in five and ten years, it opens people up to a whole range of possibility. 

Once you have that range of possibility, you reverse-engineer to 

where you are now and what might help you get to your dream – 

what the next step might be. That opens up practical applications in 

coaching and practice. 

Dr. Buczynski:  He scanned the brains of college students that he 

interviewed – is that right? 

Dr. Goleman:  Yes, he compared thinking about your dreams with the kind of negative feedback people often 

get, which makes people defensive and closes them down.  

He found that when they were having the positive state, the pleasure circuitry was activated. It feels good to 

think about how good life could be. It is reward circuitry. 

Dr. Buczynski:  What about when they were in the negative state? 

Dr. Goleman:  I am not exactly sure but it was some negative emotional circuitry. It might have been the 

amygdala. 

“Once you have that range 

of possibility, you reverse-

engineer to where you are 

now and what might help 

you get to your dream.” 



Keys to Changing the Brain  Daniel Goleman, PhD - Transcript - pg. 21 

 

The Ratio of Positive-to-Negative in Predicting Success  

Dr. Buczynski:  Let’s talk about the Losada Effect. Can you tell us what it is and why it is relevant? 

Dr. Goleman: Marcial Losada studied teams. He was an organizational psychologist, and he found that if the 

mood of the team was positive in a ratio of three to one positive-to-negative, then those teams tended to be 

the highest-performing.  

One of his students, Barbara Fredrickson, has taken this down to the level of the individual. What she finds is 

that people who tend to flourish in life – they do really well with their relationships and with their work – also 

tend to have this three to one positive-to-negative ratio.  

Then, of course, John Gottman, who studies marriage, has found that a five to one ratio in a marriage 

predicts a stable marriage.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. It is amazing to think that at any time if bickering breaks out, it takes five times as much... 

Dr. Goleman:  I look at it more positively by saying, “Okay, we’ve bickered – we’d better have five great times 

now.” 

 

Why Leadership Depends on Focus 

Dr. Buczynski: I’d like to focus a little bit on leadership. Would you say that one of the marks of a good leader 

is the ability to focus and harness attention? 

Dr. Goleman:  I would say that you can’t be a good leader unless you can focus your own attention, engage 

other people’s attention, and pay attention to the overall context in which you are operating.  

You need these to develop a strategy that you are going to 

mobilize people around. These are the kinds of attention you need: 

inner attention, other attention, and outer attention. 

Dr. Buczynski:  As a leader, do you find a balance between them? 

Dr. Goleman:  The best leaders have strengths in all three and can balance them, yes.  

“You can’t be a good leader 

unless you focus with inner, 

other, and outer attention.” 
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There was an article in the Harvard Business Review called “Leadership Run Amuck.” It was about leaders 

who have very good internal focus – internal self-management skills which flow from self-awareness – who 

were able to reach a target or a goal but ignored how they ran roughshod over people.  

That kind of leadership creates a negative morale – de-motivates people, and in the long run, harms the 

organization. Those are leaders who might look good in the short term, but in the long term, they really are a 

cost to the overall organization. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Through your work with emotional intelligence, you have worked with a lot of companies at 

this point. Are you finding that companies are now starting to study how to harness or distribute or garner 

attention? 

Dr. Goleman:  I am introducing the idea of attention to companies now. I was just, for example, in Europe 

last week. I spoke at a business school in Switzerland and one in Spain 

– interestingly, to the alumni association with members who were 

generally in business.  

There was huge interest in the topic of attention and focus. Many, 

many companies now use emotional intelligence as the gauge of leadership, for example, or they recruit 

people for their emotional intelligence.  

I don’t know of many companies yet who are paying attention to attention per se, although I do know that 

mindfulness is getting more and more popular in organizations. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. Do you see anything that would remind you of or be 

almost like organizational ADD? 

Dr. Goleman:  The signs of organizational ADD are very similar. These 

include missed deadlines, or people leaving, low morale, or being blindsided by competitors.  

All of those are signs that a company as a whole, which you could describe in terms of distributed attention, 

needs to be better at focusing internally on people, goals and strategy more 

broadly, given the larger forces that will determine whether they survive or 

not. 

Dr. Buczynski:  You wrote a bit about Steve Jobs as almost a case study in 

“Many companies now use 

emotional intelligence as a 

gauge of leadership.” 

“Mindfulness is getting 

more and more popular 

in organizations.” 

“A company needs to 

be better at focusing 

internally on people 

goals, and strategy.” 
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terms of the ability to illustrate these ideas. Can you share your thoughts on that? 

Dr. Goleman: Steve Jobs is really interesting because he was a brilliant strategist. He may not have been the 

nicest guy; however, people self-selected.  

He had a star team around him – people who were very much like him, who were single-minded in their 

focus.  

When Steve Jobs came back to Apple, he felt that they were doing too 

many things; they had too many different kinds of computers. He 

simplified. 

Now, he was a student of Zen, and the Zen aesthetic is very simplified. He brought that to the computer 

industry. He said, “It’s as important to know what not to do as what to do.”  

One of the things he didn’t want to do was have too many products – he wanted to be excellent at just a few, 

and he achieved that brilliantly. 

Dr. Buczynski:  I think that is true in so many areas of endeavor. It is certainly true in being a psychologist or a 

therapist – that is the field I know the most about. But I imagine it is true in many other areas – it is 

important to know what not to do. 

Dr. Goleman:  That’s an interesting observation, and I’m sure it’s true! 

 

Smart Decisions and Self-Awareness 

Dr. Buczynski:  You have stated that, “Making smart decisions can come from having high self-awareness.” 

We briefly touched on that already, but I’d like you to talk about that a bit more. 

Dr. Goleman:  The best decisions draw on maximal information, and 

there is one key source of data that people often ignore, and that is life 

experience.  

The basal ganglia, which I mentioned in terms of habit related circuits, also do something very important: as 

we go through life, they store decisions. For example: “When I did that, that didn’t work,” or “When I said 

“The best decisions draw 

on maximal information.” 

“Knowing what not to do 

is as important as 

knowing what to do.” 
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that, that worked beautifully.” The same holds true when we face a life 

decision – “Should I leave my job for another?” 

The same circuits hold together everything that we have experienced and 

tell us what our life wisdom has to say.  

But the problem is they don’t do it in words. That part of the brain has no 

connection to the verbal cortex. It has rich connectivity to the gastrointestinal tract – so we get a gut feeling. 

It feels right/it doesn’t feel right, and that is data, too.  

In making the fullest decision, we would incorporate that gut feeling – not that that decides it, but we add 

that in to everything else we know.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. That’s part of the whole idea of the “brain in the gut” and how that influences us. We 

haven’t really gotten into that idea here, but as you said, that’s the part of the brain that doesn’t think in 

terms of words. It has knowledge and wisdom but not in terms of words. It is so important to get all of that.. 

otherwise we are dealing with only reason and rationality. 

Dr. Goleman:  Absolutely. Sure. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thank you, Daniel. I’m sorry that we have to stop here.  

Thank you so much for your time. You are a prolific producer of good ideas and very important knowledge, so 

thank you immensely for the contributions you have made. 

Dr. Goleman:  It was a real pleasure, Ruth, and I hope our conversation is of benefit to people listening in. 

. 

“Circuits hold together 

everything that we have 

experienced and tell us 

our life wisdom.” 
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