DEEP WORK – Rules for Focused Success in a Distracted World
By Cal Newport (2016)
Little, Brown Book Group. Kindle Edition.

Newport defines Deep Work as:
Professional activities performed in a state of distraction-free concentration that push your cognitive capabilities to their limit. These efforts create new value, improve your skill, and are hard to replicate.
He’s an academic who is concerned with producing scholarly papers and articles, writing for other professional people, and I don’t particularly recommend the book. However, a lot of his suggestions could apply to someone attempting to live a life focused on the Dharma without being lost in distraction or activities that aren’t a good use of a ‘precious human life’. Below I’ve noted all his main practical points from Part 2 of the book. Although I wouldn’t necessarily advocate all of them, I found considering them helpful and thought-provoking.

1. Work Deeply.
A. Decide on your depth philosophy: monastic, rhythmic, bi-modal, or journalistic.
Monastic – cut yourself off completely to give yourself to a deep work project. 
Rhythmic – do deep work at a set time, or in a set routine.
Bi-modal – move between 2 different settings, one more monastic, the other more available.
Journalistic – take opportunities for deep work whenever they present themselves.   

B. Ritualise.
Build rituals and strict programmes like Charles Darwin. Aspects are:
where you work and for how long.
How you will work
How you will support your work.

C. Make grand gestures.
You increase the perceived importance of your task by investing significant time, money or resources in it

D. Don’t work alone.

E. Execute like a business.
Use 4DX – the four disciplines of execution:
(i) focus on a few ‘wildly important goals’.
(ii) focus on lead measures – in our case ‘time spent in a state of deep work dedicated toward your ‘wildly important goal’.
(iii) keep a compelling scoreboard that shows how well you’re doing.
(iv) create a cadence of accountability – such as a weekly review.

F. Be lazy.
At the end of the work day, turn off in relation to work until the next day. If you need more time, extend your work day, but once it’s finished that’s it.
Attention restoration theory (ART) says spend time in nature. Directed attention, like willpower is a finite resource.
Four hours a day of intense concentration is the limit for most people.
It’s good to have an end of day shutdown ritual.


2. Embrace boredom.
It’s common to treat undistracted attention as something you know how to do, but are neglecting due to a lack of motivation. However, you need to commit yourself to training this ‘mental muscle’ regularly.
Also, efforts to deepen your mental focus will struggle if you don’t simultaneously wean your mind from a dependence on distraction.
Constant attention switching online has a negative effect on your brain. People who multitask all the time can’t filter out irrelevancy, or manage a working memory. They are chronically distracted.

Training strategies for improving ability to focus deeply and overcome your desire for distraction:

A) don’t take breaks from distraction. Instead take breaks from focus.
For most distraction addicts, the Internet is synonymous with seeking distracting stimuli. So, schedule in advance when you will use the Net, and avoid it altogether outside those times.
Keep a notepad by your computer with the next time that you are allowed to go online. Until that time, absolutely no connectivity is allowed.
This strategy prevents constant switching to high stimulus/low value activities at the first hint of boredom, or cognitive challenge.

Here are three important points to succeed with this strategy:
(i) this strategy works even if your job requires lots of Internet use or prompt email replies.
You just need more Internet blocks, but you still preserve the sanctity of your off-line blocks.
(ii) regardless of how you schedule your Internet blocks, you must keep the time outside these blocks absolutely free from Internet use.
If it turns out that you need to go online sooner to retrieve a vital piece of information, reschedule your next online block for sooner, but still for at least five minutes from now.
(iii) scheduling Internet use at home as well as at work can further improve your concentration training.

B) Practise Working at High Intensity.
Identify a deep, high-priority task. Establish how long you would usually give yourself, then give yourself a hard deadline that drastically reduces the time. If possible, make a public commitment to this or at least put a countdown timer where you can see it, as you work.
This requires you to attack the task with great intensity. To start with, work in this way no more than once a week. As you grow in confidence, do it more often. The deadline must be just feasible for you if you give it your all.



C) Meditate productively.
Take a period in which you are usually productive physically but not mentally and focus your attention on a single well-defined problem.
Do at least 2-3 sessions a week. It may be a while before you see results with this, but over time it will increase your ability to focus.
Your mind may resist by producing distractions or by looping – going over old ground, not going deeper. When you notice that you’re in a loop, acknowledge it, then direct your attention to the next step.
It helps if you structure your deep thinking by:
(i) Carefully reviewing the relevant variables.
(ii) Defining the next-step question you need to answer using those variables.
(iii) Consolidating your gains by reviewing clearly the answer you identified. 
You can repeat this 3-step process repeatedly.

D) Memorise a pack of cards.
Or any other structured thought process that requires unwavering attention. (With a pack of cards, pick five rooms and remember 10 significant objects in each one. Then associate each card with a significant person or object. Then you place a significant person or object in the appropriate room in relation to 1 of the 10 objects.)
Your ability to concentrate is only as strong as your commitment to train it.

3. Quit Social Media.
Willpower is limited, so we need to take back control of our time and attention from the many diversions that attempt to steal them.
Preference the craftsman approach over the ‘any-benefit’ approach to tool selection.
For the craftsman approach, identify the core factors that determine success and happiness in your professional and personal life. Adopt a tool only if it has substantial benefits for these factors.

A) apply the law of the vital few to your Internet habits.
The first step in this strategy is to identify the main high-level goals in both your work and professional life.
Once you’ve identified these goals, list for each one the two or three most important activities that help you satisfy the goal. (These need to be specific enough that you can clearly picture doing them, but general enough that they are not tied to a one-time outcome.)
This radical reduction of priorities is justified by:
the law of the vital few, i.e. in many settings, 80% of a given effect is due to just 20% of the possible causes.
That’s why we focus on the two or three most important activities to support our goals. If using networking tools isn’t there, then we drop them.

Quit social media
Go cold turkey on Facebook, Twitter, etc. for 30 days. Don’t delete them, just don’t use them. After 30 days ask yourself two questions about each service:
1) would the last 30 days have been notably better if I had been able to use this service?
2) did people care that I wasn’t using this service?
If you answered a clear no, quit the service; if yes, keep using it.
The difficulty with network services is that if we don’t use them, we are afraid we shall miss out.


Don’t use the Internet to entertain yourself.
Put more thought into your leisure time. Figure out in advance what you are going to do with your free evenings and weekends. Structured hobbies, a set programme of reading, exercise and enjoying good company are all good options.
To avoid the addictive pull of entertainment websites, give your mind a quality alternative.


4. Drain the Shallows.
The strategies that follow aim to ruthlessly cut shallowness to minimum levels, leaving more time for deep work.
Deep work is demanding. You are unlikely to manage more than four hours the day. However, although in theory that leaves plenty of space for shallow work, in practice it easily expands.

A) schedule every minute of your day.
We need to develop the habit of pausing before we act and asking: “what makes the most sense right now?”
In a notebook, mark out the set of hours that you typically work. Divide the hours into blocks and assign activities to the blocks. Not every block needs to be dedicated to a work task. There might be blocks for lunch, or relaxation. The minimum length of the block should be 30 minutes. Small similar tasks can be grouped into generic blocks and detailed on the right side of the page.
Two things will go wrong: your estimates will be inaccurate and unexpected events will occur. If necessary revise your schedule, even repeatedly through the day
Your goal isn’t to maintain your schedule at all costs, but to maintain a thoughtful say in how you’re using your time.
You will learn to estimate better over time – it’s good to start off being conservative.
Another tactic is to use overflow conditional blocks. If unsure how long something will take, follow it with a split-purpose block – either to finish your task if necessary, or to carry out another pre-assigned possible task.
Another tactic is to be liberal with your task blocks and make them longer than your tasks require. That gives you time to deal with the unexpected.
It’s good to maintain a rule that you will ignore the schedule if you stumble upon a significant insight.
The basic idea is to keep thinking about what the best use of your time through the day is.

Quantify the depth of every activity.
A helpful question to ask to help you do this is:
how long would it take (in months) to train a smart recent college graduate with no specialised training in my field to complete this task?
Then prioritise the tasks that they would take longer to learn.

Ask your boss for a shallow work budget.
An important question: “what percentage of my time should be spent on shallow work?”
If you work for yourself, ask yourself this question. Settle on a specific answer and try to stick to this budget.
For most skilled knowledge workers, the percentage will be 30-50%.

Finish your work by 5.30.
This is “fixed-schedule productivity”.



Become hard to reach.
Email is insidious, providing a stream of distractions addressed specifically to you! Here are three tips to prevent it eroding your time:

A) Make people who send you email do more work.
Create a message that is a sender filter. It resets expectations: e.g. “I’ll only respond to those proposals that are a good match with my schedule and interests.”
Now, your unread messages are possible opportunities, not an obligation.

B) Do more work when you send or reply to emails.
Ask yourself: “what is the project generated by this message, and what is the most efficient (in terms of messages generated) process for bringing this project to a successful conclusion?”
Through this, we take a process-centric approach to email.

C) Don’t respond.
Do not reply to an email message if any of the following apply:
(i) it’s ambiguous or otherwise makes it hard for you to generate a reasonable response.
(ii) it’s not a question or proposal that interests you.
(iii) nothing really good would happen if you did respond and nothing really bad would happen if you didn’t.

These tips are uncomfortable at first, as replies to email are assumed. But disappointing people in small ways makes time for doing really fulfilling and important things. And people will adapt to your personal communication style.
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