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Why concentration matters in 
creating competitive advantage.

LOST IN INFORMATION

Wise words from John Naisbitt in 2008 - seven 
years later they are more relevant than ever. 

For years we have tried to come-up with a 
solution to the ‘information overload’. Often 
along the lines of; “how can we save and 
organize information” in knowledge nets, that 
just ends up becoming a part of the problem.
 
You might say that we are caught in a tsunami 
of information, feeling flooded. So while 
producing and distributing more and more 
information to be productive, we feel simulta-
neously - surprisingly enough - that speed is 
increasing and that we can’t keep up.
 
Information is not knowledge
One of the reasons for being caught in this 
counter-productive behavior is that we 
have confused ourselves with the terms 
“information” and “knowledge” using them 
interchangeably.

But there IS actually a big difference. In 
recognizing the difference lays both the 
revelation and the solution.
 
While information is data in its most raw form, 
knowledge is information that we have 
acquired through reflection and experience. 
Information in itself isn’t worth much – it is 
easily copied and distributed – it is simple 
“know-that” and it doesn’t give you any 
competitive advantage. For it to become 

unique and create a competitive edge, infor-
mation has to be put in context by an individual 
or a group, being reflected upon and used, for 
then again to be re-combined to new unique 
knowledge (Nonaka, 2008). 
 
Knowledge creation requires focus
The challenge with this conversion of informa-
tion into knowledge is, that it requires focus 
and concentration. It requires an individual that 
truly reflects upon new insights and hereby 
creating new knowledge. 

To put in other words; reflection and the 
creation of new knowledge take time and it 
takes the form of “individual, focused and 
quiet work”. 

Because of the many sources of interruptions 
such as noise in the open office, in-coming 
e-mails and chat request, the possibility of 
actually being able to concentrate is narrowing 
down. 

With the number of square meter allotted to 
an employee in the modern open office space 
decreasing quite drastically, the need for 
knowledge workers around the world to 
escape the increasing noise and disturbances 
is increasing. Where fifty years ago every 
office worker could enjoy 50 m2, in 2020 that 
number will be reduced to 10 m2 (Gensler, 
2013). 

Focus for 90 minutes at a time
According to brain research, we actually just 
need 90 consecutive minutes to focus in on a 
task and get into at state of full concentration 
and flow. The ultradian cycle indicates that the 
human brain can only focus on one thing for 
up to 90-120 minutes, and then it needs a 
break (Paju, 2010). But way too often we 
stress ourselves by looking at a work day of 8 
hours; instead we should plan our day around 
the 90 minute concentration peaks.

  
In a normal open office setting, 90 minutes of 
concentration without disruptions are very 
rare. Study shows that knowledge workers are 
interrupted at least every 10 minutes. And 
when being interrupted, “it takes an average 
of 23 minutes and 15 seconds to get back to 
the task” (Mark, 2008).

This fact leaves many of us doing our jobs in 
between interruptions, giving us a working 
environment with too little time to focus. 

Concentration is necessary for zooming in on 
the very task itself. The core of productive 
knowledge work is focus (Wedrich, 2014).

 
“In a world in which our attention is increas-
ingly under siege, better focus makes it 
possible to get more work done, in less time, 
at a higher level of quality”(Schwartz & Porath, 
2014)

The key conclusion is that we have to both 
stop multitasking to avoid being distracted in 
our work environment and eliminate distrac-
tors.

So if you - as a knowledge worker - want to 
actually turn information into real valuable 
knowledge, you can follow some of these 
simple advices: 

1. Take control of your working environment
If you are not able to “work from home” during 
the morning, then put on a good and visible 
headset. As some of the respondents in the 
research behind our New Ways of Working 
project are saying: “In general people respect 
that you are “Busy” when you are wearing a 
headset, because it is so obvious” and “In 
relation to behavior, wearing a visible headset, 
sends clear signals of not wanting to be 
disturbed”.

In a 2013 YouGov survey among 11.200 office 
workers; many indicate that the headset play a 
vital role in isolating themselves from the 
hustle and bustle of the open office; 32% use 
their office headset for listening to music, 24% 
to reduce background noises and nearly one 
fifth to signal “I am busy” and thereby avoid 
being disturbed. 
 
2. Shut off all alerts
This advice will help you to not be disturbed 
by others. But you are still left with a lot of 
distractors in the form of alerts from your 
mobile phone, your mail system, instant 
messaging etc. Our advice is to shut it all off, 
when you are in concentration mode. Notify 
people in a status update, in your presence 
indicator, or in other ways, that you can’t 
respond for the next 90 minutes. 

3. Concentrate in the morning
Concentration have better conditions in the 
morning and not in the afternoon (Friedmann, 
2014), so plan for two times of 90 minutes 
concentration in the morning separated by a 
pause. Then plan your virtual or face-to-face 
meetings in the afternoon, where you accord-
ing to your energy level need energy from 
other people.  

4. Share your new knowledge in new ways
Knowledge is not easily shared – information is 
- in codified formats as documents, but better 
shared trough conversations and collaborative 
activities (Nonaka, 2008). So plan and push for 
more sharing on open collaboration platforms 
and more face-to-face conversations or video 
calls. 

Better performance
Another benefit of increasing the room for 
concentration and focus at work is “that 
people feel better and perform better and 
more sustainably when four basic needs are 
met: renewal (physical); value (emotional), 
focus (mental) and purpose (spiritual)” 
(Schwartz & Porath, 2014). The research done 
by Schwartz and Porath, indicates that by 
meeting even just one of the four core needs 
will have a dramatic impact on every perfor-
mance variable they studied.
 
Join the movement of “New ways of Working”
Our advice is – of course – to take the step 
towards more concentration. In the New Ways 
of Working project we advocate a reflection on 
how you best design work for better concen-
tration, conversation, communication and 
collaboration for becoming more productive 
and innovative. And - on an individual level - 
becoming a wiser knowledge worker. Follow 
our blog and join the movement. 
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» Concentrate in the morning
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