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Context to the nugget 

We normally think of attention in broad terms but Rich breaks down the various types of attention. 
He speaks about Attention being the ability to focus our mind on something specific and Meta-
Attention being the ability to pay attention to our attention and have the ability to bring it back 
when it wanders.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): In the book Meng talks about few types of attention one is the distinction 
between the attention and Meta attention and the other was the difference between the open and 
focused attention so I was curious with these distinctions. Could you talk a little bit about what these 
are and more importantly now why should we be cultivating some of these different types of 
attention?  

Rich Fernandez (RF): Attention is simply the directing of your mental faculty to an object of focus our 
attention and this is something we all of us do every day. But something that was found in the 
research is that about half the time 47 percent of the time our minds also wander away from what 
we are doing. So that maybe we may be focused on something specific we also get distracted quite 
easily on average about half the time. Meta attention, if attention is the quality of directing the 
faculty of attention or focus Meta attention is becoming distracted and then knowing that you are 
distracted. In some ways you could say it is attention of attention knowing when your attention has 
wondered knowing when your mind has wandered and then bring it back the full attention. That’s 
the difference between attention and Meta attention. Focused attention is direct attention is that 
quality like I said focused directed attention but when we talk about focused attention in the book 
and in our curriculum, we talk about it as a skill that you can develop. There is a set of exercise you 
can use to cultivate it and that is simply, it’s very similar to meditation you can sit and watch your 
breathing for example then we use the breathing as an object of attention when we are cultivating 
focused attention because first of all it’s available to everybody and you don’t have to believe in 
anything to focus on it. You can focus on your breath. Studies have shown that when you do focus 
on your breathing you activate the attention networks in your brain the direct attention networks in 
your brain. Focused attention is an exercise to cultivate sustained attention over time. Open 
monitoring as you pointed out is a slightly different exercise there is a quality of attention there but 
it’s not directed it at a single object its actually kind of opened up and directed much more broadly 
at much more about a noticing the perceptual field. Allowing yourself for example to simply notice 
what you notice? I am not speaking in riddles. I’m just trying to explain what it means to like notice 
your own perceptions that is open monitoring? What are you thinking in this very moment? What 
are you feeling in this very moment? What might physically you be experiencing this very moment? 
Your attention moves to this entire different factor though out you know moment by moment, 
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second by second becoming aware of how your attention is shifting and moving is the process of 
open monitoring.  

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ This is a fascinating insight. I had never quite thought about attention in these nuanced terms. 
The metaphor that comes to mind is that of an automobile. Attention is a bit like the engine. This 
basically is about your ability to direct horse power at something. Meta-Attention is a bit like the 
steering wheel which ensures that you stay on the right track and if not, you steer the vehicle back 
to the place where you want to spend your horse-power. While it doesn’t exactly capture the point 
Rich makes, the big takeaway for me is that we often place a lot of emphasis on developing the 
engine but less emphasis on the steering wheel! If I bring it back to the advisory work I do, I find this 
to be a bit like the two questions leaders grapple with “where to go and how to grow”. One is a 
steering question; the other is a building horse-power question. If you make wrong steering or 
directional choices, building horsepower might have limited value! 

Thank you for listening. For more, please visit playtopotential.com. For curated insights by theme, 
you could visit the Curated Playlists Section in the website. If you want to listen offline (either during 
a gym session or a plane or a car ride), you could download the podcast from iTunes, Google Podcast 
Player. Spotify, Saavn and most other platforms. If you find the content purposeful, please share and 
rate and review on iTunes or any of the platforms you use to consume the podcast. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Mindfulness: Given we live in a world with exponential increase in content creation and with firms 
like Google, Facebook, Amazon and Apple vying for our attention, it is quite hard to reclaim our own 
space and attention. In this context, being mindful could be a key differentiator and a competitive 
advantage. Some leaders talk about how they created that space for themselves amidst the noise. 
You can access the playlist here. 

Digital: As we move from an Industrial era with linear supply chains and long shelf-life to a Digital era 
with interconnected ecosystems and ephemeral shelf-lives of ideas and products, the rules of the 
game are shifting. This requires leaders to rewire themselves and start behaving very differently. 
And this change can be hard. Perspectives around how we should deal with the Digital Tsunami. You 
can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/442
http://www.playtopotential.com/
https://www.playtopotential.com/tags/mindfulness
https://www.playtopotential.com/tags/digital
https://playtopotential.us17.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=fc6d52a2e878f0687687612e8&id=298ff85f7e


Podcast Transcript 41.03 Rich Fernandez - Attention and Meta-Attention 

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify     www.playtopotential.com 

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

3 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Rich Fernandez- Nuggets  

 41.00 Rich Fernandez - The Full Conversation 

 41.01 Rich Fernandez - Leadership Development in the Digital economy  

 41.02 Rich Fernandez - Origins of SIY 

 41.03 Rich Fernandez - Attention and Meta-Attention 

 41.04 Rich Fernandez - Developing the meditation habit 

 41.05 Rich Fernandez - Benefits of Journaling 

 41.06 Rich Fernandez - Meta-distress and Response-flexibility 

 41.07 Rich Fernandez - 3 levels of resilience 

 41.08 Rich Fernandez - Positivity and Psychological Safety 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 

them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 

work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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