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“The successful warrior is the average man, with laser-like 

 focus.”

—Bruce Lee

When we can’t manage our attention—on demand under pres-

sure, when fatigued, and when it counts—performance 

becomes vulnerable.

It doesn’t matter how talented, prepared, or experienced we are. 

When attention unravels, everything else can follow: decision-making, 

confidence, composure, and execution.

Step onto a field during a playoff game, or into a boardroom 

before a high-stakes presentation, and you might think you’re look-

ing at two different worlds.

One where a quarterback stands on the sidelines, helmet in hand, 

as the stadium pulses around him. The roar is deafening, but what’s 

louder is the replay looping in his mind. Two missed throws. One 

turnover. His jaw tightens. He scrolls through the tablet in front of 

him, pretending to absorb the play breakdown, but his focus has 

already turned inward. The field is cloudy. His vision is tunneling as 

adrenaline floods his system. He’s not thinking about footwork, pro-

gressions, or coverage—he’s fighting the noise inside his own head.

Across the country, a CEO stands in front of her investors. Her 

slide deck is flawless, her metrics strong, but her pulse spikes as she 
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begins. Her breath shortens. A small stumble in her opening line 

sends her spiraling into self-monitoring. She starts hearing her own 

voice instead of her message. Her attention—like the quarterback’s—

has turned inward, away from execution and toward evaluation.

The environments couldn’t be more different—one filled with 

helmets, pads, and adrenaline; the other with suits, slides, and strat-

egy documents.

But if you tune in to the psychology, you’ll notice something 

remarkable.

The emotions? Nearly identical.

The mind? Racing.

The stakes? Just as real.

Different arenas, same fundamental challenge. Both performers 

have trained their bodies and refined their plans to the highest level. 

But in this moment, neither needs more skill—they need more com-

mand of where their attention goes.

What’s happening beneath these moments of unraveling isn’t 

weakness—it’s wiring.

Living in the Attention Economy
In a world engineered to hijack attention—from algorithmic plat-

forms to overstimulating workplaces—the ability to manage attention 

isn’t just advantageous, it may be a necessity (Gazzaley & Rosen, 2016; 

Rosen et al., 2020).

Every day, attention faces structural challenges. Smartphones ping. 

Notifications break flow. Social media algorithms exploit our brain’s 

attentional reward circuitry, delivering unpredictable hits of validation 

and emotionally charged content that keep us coming back for more 

(Montag et al., 2019; Turel et al., 2014). These environments are not 

neutral; they are architected to keep us hooked.

Anderson373796_c01.indd  4� Trim Size: 6 × 9 in.      16 Apr 2026  09:55:35 PM



5

The Skill That Holds Everything Together

Behavioral economists and neuroscientists have demonstrated 

that these micro-interruptions impair working memory, slow decision-

making, and erode cognitive endurance (Ophir et al., 2009; Wilmer 

et al., 2017). Even brief glances at a phone—what researchers refer 

to as attention residue—can reduce mental clarity and task perfor-

mance for several minutes (Leroy, 2009; Mark et al., 2008).

Our physical environments don’t help much either. Open office 

designs, constant alerts, and cultural glorification of multitasking fur-

ther fragment attention. Once celebrated as a sign of efficiency, mul-

titasking is now widely understood as a cognitive liability and often 

associated with poorer accuracy, slower performance, and weaker 

retention (Ophir et al., 2009; Rubinstein et al., 2001).

Unfortunately, this new state of being doesn’t appear to be a pass-

ing inconvenience—it’s a systemic shift. We now live in what many 

refer to as the attention economy—a system where human attention 

is mined, packaged, and sold (Davenport & Beck, 2001; Williams, 2018; 

Wu, 2016). Platforms are optimized to capture and commodify focus, 

turning distraction into a global marketplace of attention.

In the sporting arenas it’s no different; athletes are bombarded with 

data, analytics, more complex schemes, and media and social media 

requests, on top of the physical and technical training. Consequently, 

attentional control becomes more than a performance asset; it can also 

become a form of psychological preservation. It can help maintain 

mental clarity, emotional stability, and alignment with long-term goals 

in a world built to pull focus in every direction.

Why Training Attention Matters 
in Sport and Life
Yet despite its importance, most people have never been taught how 

to train attention deliberately. For all the investment in physical, tacti-

cal, and even cognitive training across industries, the foundational 
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system that governs how individuals engage with all other skills 

remains largely misunderstood and significantly underdeveloped.

In fact, in our work across high-performance domains, attention 

consistently emerges as one of the most overlooked and under-

trained capacities in human performance. It’s often assumed that 

people instinctively know how to manage their focus. But in reality, 

most don’t—and fewer have ever been given the insight, tools, or 

opportunities to learn and train it.

Yet the science is clear: Attention plays a foundational role on 

which every other skill rests (Mrazek et al., 2013; Posner & Rothbart, 

2007; Tang et al., 2015).

Without it, performance becomes unstable. With it, we gain lev-

erage over pressure, decision-making, emotion, and execution itself.

That’s why Intentional Attention is more than a cognitive 

process—it can be a performance multiplier. In a world where dis-

tractions are constant and pressure is unrelenting, the ability to man-

age attention is both a competitive advantage and a critical life skill. 

And perhaps most importantly, it’s a skill that can be strengthened 

through awareness, repetition, reflection, and renewal. Because 

when we train attention, we don’t just improve performance—we 

reshape who we become under pressure.

How the Brain Manages Focus
To understand how attention becomes the linchpin of performance, 

we need to look at what’s happening inside the brain when focus 

holds—or breaks.

Most of us seem to understand that what often sets the “good” 

apart from the “great” isn’t always talent or effort—we’ve found that 

it’s the ability to stay composed when conditions get hard. High per-

formers learn to recognize where their attention goes under stress 

and to redirect it toward data that brings them closer to their goals.
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As prominent neuroscientists Posner and Rothbart (2007) and 

Tang et  al. (2015) have shown, deliberate attention training can 

rewire the very systems responsible for executive control and emo-

tional regulation—the difference between panic and poise. Put sim-

ply, attention can be trained—systematically, practically, and with 

measurable impact on how we perform under pressure.

Top-Down Versus Bottom-Up: The Push-Pull 
of Attentional Control
In neuroscience and psychology, there is a process known as top-

down attentional control—a system regulated by the prefrontal 

cortex that allows individuals to guide focus deliberately, inhibit dis-

tractions, regulate emotions, and align attention with goals (Banich 

et al., 2009; Gratton et al., 2018; Miller & Cohen, 2001).

It’s how a quarterback reads his progressions as the pocket col-

lapses around him, and how a leader holds composure when tension 

fills the room.

Top-down control can function as an antidote to the brain’s natu-

ral attentional reactivity.

By contrast, bottom-up attention—the brain’s default attentional 

mode—is often driven by survival mechanisms, novelty, or emotional 

salience. It’s reflexive and pulls focus toward whatever stimulus feels 

most urgent or intense in the moment. Top-down control is what 

allows us to override that impulse and choose what truly matters.

While top-down attention is controllable, it’s also fragile and tax-

ing. It naturally degrades quickly under conditions of fatigue, stress, 

or chronic distraction (Banich et al., 2009; Gratton et al., 2018). The 

good news is that it is trainable. Like other performance systems, it 

can be strengthened and restored through deliberate, repeated 

practice—a foundation that some high-performing organizations are 

beginning to prioritize.
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Of course, this challenge isn’t confined to game days or board-

rooms. The same attentional fragility plays out across our daily 

lives—because the everyday environments we inhabit are now 

engineered to compete for our focus.

Because at the highest levels of performance, success rarely 

comes down to knowledge, strength, or even experience. It comes 

down to presence and attention toward variables that we can control 

when everything around us—and inside us—starts to move.

This is the heart of Intentional Attention: the ability to guide our 

focus where it matters most, under the conditions that matter most. 

It’s the discipline of returning—again and again—to what’s essential, 

even when emotion, fatigue, or fear demand otherwise. In that return 

lies the difference between reaction and response, between being 

pulled by circumstance and choosing with intention.

And it’s a trainable discipline—one that can be strengthened, 

renewed, and carried across every performance domain of life. We 

build it through awareness, repetitive practice, and deliberate recov-

ery. And while it doesn’t promise to eliminate agitation, doubt, or 

chaos, it offers something far more useful: a reliable way to move 

through them with poise and control.

Because when we pursue anything challenging and worthwhile, 

pressure will be present, fatigue will be likely, and distraction will 

always tempt. But when attention is trained with intention, those 

conditions no longer dictate behavior—they become information we 

can work with.

To understand why attention falters—and how it can be 

trained—we need to look more deeply at the mechanisms that gov-

ern focus. And that’s where this journey begins.
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