
Focus Multiplier: Why Problem Choice Beats Hours Worked

© John Deacon 2025 - Cognitive Systems. Structured Insight. Aligned Futures.
https://johndeacon.co.za - All rights reserved.

Focus Multiplier: Why Problem Choice
Beats Hours Worked

Most people work hard on the wrong things, then wonder why their weeks feel full but flat.
The real leverage lies in a two-stage approach: choose the right problem with deliberate
care, then execute with relentless velocity until completion.

The selection problem
The choice of what to work on outweighs how long you work. That represents the hard truth
behind “focus is a force multiplier.” Ten hours on the wrong problem often nets zero. Two
hours on the right problem can shift a whole week.

The waste hides in plain sight:

Work that looks important because it is urgent, visible, or easy to measure
Tasks chosen out of habit, not impact
Effort scattered across too many partial starts

If you regularly feel busy but unsatisfied with results, you likely have a selection problem,
not an effort problem. A small set of well-chosen priorities removes more noise than any
time-management hack. This is structured thinking applied at the front of the week.

Focus, decomposed
Focus is not mystical. You rotate between two modes of cognition on purpose:

Priority selection: Deliberate, strategic choosing of the small handful of work that will
make the biggest difference now
Execution velocity: Committed, fast completion once the choice is made

Focus multiplier: Concentrated effort on a high-impact task produces
disproportionately large results compared to diffuse effort.
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Treat these as separate skills. Think carefully to choose; stop thinking and move once
chosen. That handoff is the hinge.

How to pick the right thing
Selection is a metacognitive step: you are thinking about your thinking before you spend
your hours. Keep it simple and concrete.

Name outcomes, not tasks. Ask: “If this were done by Friday, what would improve
results the most?” Write 2–3 answers
Inventory your current commitments. Only keep the ones that clearly serve those
outcomes. Everything else goes to a later list or gets cut
Compare by impact and irreversibility. Which item, if completed, changes the next
month meaningfully? Which decision, if delayed, closes doors?
Choose a handful. One to three priorities is plenty. More than that is wishful thinking
Define done. For each priority, write a visible definition of done and the first concrete
action you can take in 15 minutes
Set kill criteria. Decide in advance what would make you stop and reassess

This is your operating system for thought at work: minimal, explicit, and repeatable. If you
cannot state your handful in one breath, selection is not finished.

Move fast on the chosen few
Once selected, speed matters. Not frantic haste, clean, decisive motion. You do not need to
rush. You do need to remove delay.

Practical ways to increase execution velocity without breaking quality:

Work in short, closed loops. Plan in the smallest units that achieve a result
Limit work in progress to one. Multitasking is covert delay
Pre-clear dependencies. Identify who or what can block you and get those calls or
messages out first
Timebox. Give the task a container. When the box ends, ship the smallest complete
version or decide consciously to extend
Frontload decisions. Decide criteria once and execute many times
Protect focus windows. Turn off alerts. Close extra tabs. Say no to marginal meetings
during execution blocks
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Seek feedback early. Small, finished slices de-risk quality faster than long, private
efforts

Speed is not a virtue if you are sprinting in the wrong direction. When you hit
terrain that requires slow, deep work, keep the priority count small and the
review cadence tight.

People who finish important things quickly tend to be seen as highly effective. The
correlation is strong enough to matter. Velocity on the right work builds trust and
momentum.

A weekly loop that compounds
Put the two modes on a simple, repeatable cycle. Keep the ceremony light. The point is
rhythm, not theater.

Weekly selection (45 minutes). Early in the week, choose 1–3 priorities by outcome.
Write definitions of done. Write first steps. Set kill criteria
Daily execution blocks (two 60–90 minute windows). One priority per block. Start by
clearing dependencies. End each block with a checkpoint: shipped, queued for review,
or blocked with a next move
End-of-day audit (10 minutes). What moved? What is stuck? Do you need to change the
plan or ask for help?
End-of-week review (30 minutes). Which priority created real movement? What will
you do differently next week to select better or move faster?

If that sounds simple, good. Complexity is a favorite hiding place for procrastination. This
loop is just enough structure to keep attention honest and outcomes visible.

Field notes to keep you honest:

If your list grows during the week, you are buffering anxiety with new tasks. Park
them. Protect the handful
If you keep starting and not finishing, your units are too big. Shrink scope until you
can ship a slice
If you are busy all day and cannot name an outcome that changed, you are trapped in
other people's priorities. Reclaim at least one execution block for your list
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Focus remains a force multiplier because it compresses effort into decisive moments. Select
with care, then be, for a short stretch, unstoppable in finishing the small set that matters.
That transforms how hours become outcomes and weeks start to compound.

To translate this into action, here's a prompt you can run with an AI assistant or in your own
journal.

Try this…

Write down 2-3 outcomes that would improve your results most if completed by Friday. Pick
one. Define what done looks like. Take the first 15-minute action now.


